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Two works, Static and The Fictional Life of Historical Oddities represent the 

dichotomy and symbiosis of two different models of playwriting I have pursued while at 

the University of Texas. This thesis reflects back on the processes that lead to these plays 

through periods of generation, revision and refinement. I’ve sought to find not only 

distinctions but areas of overlap. 
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An Introduction 

During my time as an MFA playwriting candidate at the University of Texas at 

Austin I found a symbiosis to my work: to use my playwriting skills to devise 

collaboratively created theater and use my devising skills to expand my playwriting. Over 

the last three years, this mutually beneficial relationship has been formed, articulated and 

pursued. The purpose of this document will be to illuminate these interlinking processes 

by recounting two of my production experiences – a site-specific spectacle, The Fictional 

Life of Historical Oddities, and a looping ghost story, Static.  

On the surface, these two shows couldn’t be more different. Fictional Life was big 

in every way possible: size of the space – an outdoor venue with multiple pieces of 

architecture to play on; the technical capabilities - projections, moving lights, outdoor 

speakers, object puppetry, a magic trick using a five story sheet; and the ambitious story 

telling, which was simultaneously historical/political, completely irreverent, and yet 

heartfelt. Static, by comparison, was small. A hundred seat theater was made even more 

intimate by adjusting the space to bring the audience closer to the stage. The language 

was minimal, with repetition used to economize words and phrases. In this play, a small 

action, such as writing in a notebook, is considered a large move. But despite the 

apparent differences, the process involved in creating these works required some of the 

same skills. 

The distinction between my devised work and playwriting work is a pragmatic 

one. As a playwright, as with Static, I am the generative artist – the first creative mind in 

the room. All workshops are efforts to get me closer to a final place with the work. I 

create the blueprint that others interpret. I am the expert on the play. The rehearsal is a 
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slow shifting of the expertise, first to the director and designers and then to the 

performers. This could be seen as the “traditional” model. Yet, it feels problematic to call 

this kind of work “traditional” because there are some negative connotations to the word. 

In the world of art that could mean “boring.” But this does feel like the “normal” way of 

doing business.  

In a devised process, as with Fictional Life, I am only one of a group of artists. 

For me, this type of work often originates not from one writer or a script, but instead 

from a group of people, such as designers or performers, who use collaboration and 

improvisation to create material. The terms (avant-garde, experimental, ensemble-based, 

and now, devised) may change depending on which granting organization is asking, but 

there is now a tradition of throwing out what could be seen as the traditional process of 

creating new work. Recently, I was fortunate enough to join Kirk Lynn, a member of our 

playwriting faculty and of the Austin theater company the Rude Mechanicals, in 

attending a devised theater conference hosted by Arena Stage in Washington, DC. There 

I met some of the founders of these new theater companies, including Pig Iron in 

Philadelphia and Redmoon in Chicago and began to understand more fully the important 

role that devised theatre is playing on the modern American stage.  

I have never consciously drawn from the collaborative work of others, but looking 

back I can see how their influence has always been there. While in high school I 

participated in improv performances, which opened the door to different methods of 

theater creation. Early in my theater career, during my undergrad at DePaul University I 

began to hear about companies that challenged the rigidity of theatrical roles in the 1960s 

and 70s: the Performance Group, the Wooster Group and Mabou Mines. In Chicago I was 



 
 

 4 

delighted by the Neo-Futurists who, with their long running show Too Much Light Makes 

The Baby Go Blind, attempt to perform an ever-changing list of 30 plays in one hour as 

writer/performers. How could I not be fascinated by the method with which Caryl 

Churchill created Cloud 9? She participated in actor-lead workshops at the Joint Stock 

Theater Company in London before setting off to take the themes created by the group 

and turn them into a play. Churchill found her way of balancing the collaborative and 

individual artist needs, just as I am trying to find mine. 
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A True Story of Fictional Life 

SETTING THE SCENE 

Spring 2011, opening night for a show entitled The Fictional Life of Historical 

Oddities, which premiered as part of the biennial University Co-op Presents the Cohen 

New Works Festival. The performance was a site-specific spectacle and the sky was 

threatening rain. Our site was a small parking lot nestled amid a cluster of buildings, with 

lights and speakers and microphones and electricity. We had no back up plan in the event 

of rain, because it’s Austin, and how often does that happen? My collaborators and I, 

along with our cast of seven, had gotten used to the two hour process of setting up the 

theater each night, but now we did it with plastic bags over everything and errant drops of 

rain. As we waited, and the rain seemed like it would hold off long enough for us to 

perform, a new fear crept up on me. An audience was about to arrive. My doubt spilled 

out of me.   

We were about to subject people to forty minutes of kinetic poetic narration that 

bubbled with puns and nonsense. We made an old woman puppet on stilts. We made 

projections that crawled up buildings and a magic trick that involved a five story long 

sheet. What was this thing we made? This thing that was unlike anything I made before. 

A thing made with an intense collaboration that pulled me farthest from the solitary role 

of the writer, but required more understanding of the skills of the writer. Would people 

get anything from this play? What were we thinking? How did I get here? 

In the beginning, in the fall of 2010, all I knew were my collaborators. Since 

coming to the Department of Theater and Dance at the University of Texas at Austin, I 

have been on the lookout for potential collaborators. I found a unique group of 



 
 

 6 

individuals while working on a show called The Man with the Dancing Eyes. The 

production team contained members with a variety of expertise: Rowan Doyle (Costumes 

and Sets), Trey Gilmore (Technical Director), Cheng-Wei Teng (Lights), Courtney Sale 

(Director) and myself (Sound and Script). In three weeks we mounted a twenty-minute 

show based on the autobiographical book by Sophie Dahl, the granddaughter of 

children’s author Roald Dahl. In our hands, this piece became a love story told through 

objects. This could have been a one-off production, but in these people I found an 

extraordinary group of collaborators who were willing to put aside their egos and solve 

the problems at hand. When it came time to submit applications to the New Works 

Festival, we started only with the notion that we wanted to work together again. 

 Our first act of our second project would be choosing a subject matter. In writing 

plays, I was used to coming up with ideas by myself. How exciting it was to have other 

people to discuss initial ideas. Coming up with an idea is a process that is both 

commonplace and completely mysterious. How do we crash two ideas together and make 

something new? I had been interested in working on a historical piece for a while. We 

floated The San Francisco Earthquake, the fire in the Triangle Shirtwaist factory and the 

molasses flood in Boston. Nothing seemed quite right until Rowan mentioned an oddity 

of Canadian history: the Dionne Quintuplets.  

The facts were these: during the depression, the only recorded case of identical 

quintuplets occurred. Five girls were born to a local farmer, doubling the size of his 

family. Men from the Chicago World’s Fair offered him a large sum of money to display 

the girls. Being poor, he accepted. The Canadian people were outraged at these 

Americans, so the government stepped in and made the quintuplets wards of the state. 
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They made a state-of-the art nursery for them, where people could come and look at the 

girls through two-way glass. At the age of nine the girls were returned to the custody of 

their parents. Their modern upbringing in the nursery had left them unprepared for life on 

a farm. They grew up, never quite feeling normal. 

 As the months passed and the application turned into an acceptance into the New 

Works Festival, the creative team had to face the task of moving from an idea into an 

actual performance. At the time we did not even have the brief accounting of the story in 

the previous paragraph. We had the messy facts of history. We had each other. We had an 

idea. We had a title. What next?  

I had worked on collaborative projects before, but this was the first time I was the 

only writer in the room. It made me question what I bring to the table. What are the 

playwriting skills involved in creating a play? What do I well? In discussing the story of 

the quintuplets, my collaborators and I found ideas coming into the room naturally. And 

while there is a skill to cultivating more ideas and potentially good ideas, the real craft of 

the playwright is in turning the ideas into a play. As a playwright, I have an ability to 

create a structure or form – essentially how I am going to tell a story. I try to find a 

structure to the piece, hopefully a form that arises from the subject matter. It only seemed 

natural that I lead this part of the process. And it only seemed natural that since there 

were five girls, we would have five parts or chapters. Here is what we presented on our 

New Works Festival application: 

1. The Dafoe Hospital and Nursery - a day in the life of the Quints as viewed by the 

tourists who visit every year. The Nursery appears to be as many at the time 

believed: adorable. 

 

2. We jump forward in time many years. At age twenty, Emile and Marie (called the 

“mirror twins”) paint a very different portrait of their life growing up at the 
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Nursery. They share their hopes and dreams of what it would be like once their 

parents regained custody. 

 

3. We jump back in time to when the girls move into “The Big House,” the house 

earned with all their money from being a tourist attraction. Yet very quickly they 

see life isn’t going to be as idyllic as they hoped. 

 

4. Again, we jump forward in time. In 2001, Yvonne and Annette (the “oldest” two) 

recount each of the siblings lived – their marriages and children and careers - 

and how they died.  

 

5. We jump back in time one last time. Each of the girls is eighteen years old. It is 

their birthday. They are able to leave home for the first time. The each go off in 

their own direction, leaving Cecile (the oddball) alone. She, unlike the others, is 

wary of her future and laments the distance that now separates her and sisters. 

For her the loss of the group is very much like the loss of a person, and she 

mourns in her own way. 

 

Now that we had a potential structure in place, we had something to discuss. 

Eventually we decided that we were spending too much time away from the most 

interesting part of their life, the strange upbringing. We reorganized – Birth, Quintland, 

Nursery, Big House, Death. The story of their birth had a mythic quality and the weight 

of an entire section. (Chapter One.) Quintland showed the perspective of the Swoozie 

Gilbert, one girl from one family among the hordes that visited them. (Chapter Two.) The 

Nursery showed them as little girls, and allowed us to center the play around the iconic 

images of five girls in matching dresses. (Chapter Three) The Big House showed the 

reality of the wish to return home. (Chapter Four) And the last section, death, was a grace 

note that spanned the remaining years of their lives as they split off, got jobs, got married, 

struggled in world they were unprepared for, and saw their sisters pass away. (Chapter 

Five) 

 Once we settled on the structure, we began what I would now call our Research 

and Sharing phase. I read through two books, both currently out of print – “The Dionne 
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Years” by Pierre Berton and “We Were Five” by James Brough, which account for the 

events through the girl’s perspective. Rowan began looking for research images, 

including newspaper photos and old toothpaste ads with the quintuplets’ faces. An 

outdoor space was chosen and Cheng-Wei created mock-ups with renderings over 

photographs. I came in with sound samples. Trey came in with ideas on how to use the 

space. Courtney cast actors to embody the parts. We met weekly to show each other what 

we had found and created, citing what compelled us, where our tastes overlapped and 

where they diverged. This was our attempt to create the show with design as a priority. 

We started to wonder collectively how we were going to turn the events, with 

their multiplicity of perspectives, into a performance. The hardest thing in working 

without a script is that all our ideas didn’t seem to stick to anything. My job as a 

conventional playwright is to turn an initial impulse or a story fragment into a blueprint 

for production, formed out of language. I wondered if a script might help us find a way 

forward. So I began to write dialogue and put a few of our initial ideas to the test. The 

Dionne Quintuplets were mentioned in a Marx brothers movie so someone suggested 

Groucho could narrate our story. It would let us use some of his jokes as found language. 

We had Annette and Yvonne heckle their own funeral, like Statlor and Waldorf from the 

Muppets, including inappropriate riffs on epilepsy. We let the nurses have large 

monologues. Well I did. Because I wrote an entire first draft. And we read it out loud. 

This was a pivotal moment. Suddenly, this was not the play everyone had been 

envisioned. Truth be told, it was not the play I had envisioned. This is a familiar feeling; 

there is the work we imagine and then there is the first draft. And that draft, it can be 

wanting. So we had two choices. We could lean into it and try to make it work. Or we 
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could try again. There are two essential things that happened in this pivotal moment. 

First, Courtney, the director, was willing to voice her dissatisfaction. She wondered if we 

could push it in a different direction, which was her kind way of saying that the script 

wasn’t working. This is not easy, especially when someone else has put in a lot of work. 

Second, I was willing to let that work go – cut it all. It was just a sketch. And this is one 

of the hardest things to know: when do I hold onto something? When do I fight for it? 

And when do I let it go? The small shock at my willingness to throw out the first draft 

completely was a moment of clarity for the group. In every aspect of the show we were 

willing to put in the work and we were willing to let go if that work failed.  

My collaborators demonstrated the ability to work and the willingness to let go 

even better than I. Repeatedly, they helped the group envision whole aspects of the show, 

with sketches, rendering and research, but did not to cling so heavily to their ideas as to 

strangle the show. In trashing the script, I was only doing what most designers are willing 

to do with their work, but in hindsight it seemed surprisingly atypical for a script. This 

emboldened us to lean into the places of the show that fascinated us and away from 

aspects that bored us. I thrilled at their participation in the script. I welcomed their doubt.  

The only thing that stayed from the first draft was a speech Dr. Dafoe gave to a 

conference. The simple section of text became an anchor for the production: 

 DR. DAFOE 

The odds of having twins among the general population are 1 in a hundred. 

The odds of having triplets are 1 in 8,100. 

The odds of having quadruplets are 1 in 729,000. 

The chance of having fraternal Quintuplets is 54 Million to One. 

The odds of these fraternal quintuplets surviving to adulthood are incalculable - 

there is no record of a quintuplet of any kind surviving more than a few months. 

And the odds of identical quintuplets, well, 

there only two of those in medical history. 

(nor, in spite of fertility drugs have there been any since.) 
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 When it came time to re-write the script, I wanted something radical. I felt that if 

each of us wrote, even a few lines, there would be a different kind of investment. We 

would all be responsible and culpable. It would allow everyone to comment on the script. 

The group remained respectful of my expertise, but by leveling the field we could dig 

into the material together. A few of us were more excited about this prospect than others, 

but everyone was willing to give it a go. I began to give out homework writing 

assignments. Each week we all attempted to tackle a given section. We met regularly to 

read sections aloud and again talked about what we liked and disliked. 

As we generated text, we began to identify tonalities and devices we liked within 

the variations of our aesthetics. We mined repetition of words relentlessly: 

In this little French town there was a little French family 

that lived in a tiny little French house 

with a tiny barn and some tiny chickens 

and a tiny little garden full of tiny little French vegetables. 

 

It had the feeling of an early reading children’s book with limited vocabulary. We even 

used it for comic effect:  

One dark night it was dark, even for night.  

We also opted for the charm of the simile over the grace of a metaphor  

Madam Labelle had shoulders like football pads  

and hands like ham hocks. 

 

We followed the facts to their illogical conclusion – letting hyperbole give an expressive 

portrait of the feeling of the event: 

Madam Legros had given birth to 18 children of her own,  

13 without a doctor, and 4 of which while she was still cooking dinner. 
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Nonsense was used to coat the truth: 

There was an attempt to keep the outside world at bay,  

but because there were no screen doors, they came in with the flies. 

 

The play became littered with each collaborators inside jokes about macrobiotic peas and 

salami.  

The specificity and variety of the language became little treasures, which served 

as hooks to keep the audience engaged. Because we bounced from writer to writer there 

were little surprises at every turn. In many ways with the script alone it seemed like 

anything was possible. A man could turn into a crumpled pile of clothes. We could 

introduce Swoozie Gilbert and her whole family. We could list off the definitions of 

“home” and of “normal.” We could go ice fishing. We tried to surprise ourselves. This 

process of making the script would carry over into staging the show. 

 While everyone participated in text generation, I enthusiastically lead the writing 

process. My leadership came from both my expertise and enthusiasm to take charge of 

this aspect of creation. This meant that not only did I give out writing assignments, I 

would take what others had written and the comments of the group and start fastening 

them into a cohesive whole. I have a penchant for collage in my work; I thoroughly enjoy 

taking material and arranging it. It engages the parts of playwriting that have less to do 

with dialogue and language. It calls on an understanding of storytelling and structure; an 

ability to recognize and create pattern; and an intuition for harmony and the “connective 

tissue” of a play.  

Yet, my goal and challenge with Fictional Life was to create just enough 

cohesion. I wanted the language to feel part of a piece. But I did not what to take away 

what made it special. Later on I would call this “not sanding off the edges of the play.” 
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To create cohesion as we wrote, we developed a tone. The specific language devices we 

employed helped keep us on the same page. The group willingly let me cut and change 

their text with the understanding that if they disagreed I was amenable to change.  

The group would bring in new homework assignments each week and I would 

also bring in a version of last week’s assignment collaged together. I tried to include as 

many different versions as I could, but often the initial attempt would find me combining 

material that only Rowan and I wrote (which happened in Chapter 1) or only what 

Courtney and Trey wrote (which happened in Chapter 5). I found that the way two of our 

voices would blend formed different colors I could paint with. Rowan had a way with 

childlike whimsy that played off the wordplay of my nonsensical narrative. Trey’s grand 

gestures complimented Courtney’s acidic sentimentality. Cheng-Wei, not being a native 

English speaker, was reluctant to contribute. By butting taste against taste we found 

common ground – an affinity for whimsy. I think it is no mistake that we first circled our 

wagons around the twee prose of Sophie Dahl. But equally important were the tensions 

between aesthetics. This push-pull creates the tone of our work. It is what happens when 

the five of us get in a room and crash our ideas together. 

At this point I should say I was not only the Lead Writer, but I was also the Sound 

Designer. I believe in creating theater at the edge of my ability. So, if a collaborator or a 

performer has a skill we will use it. Are you good with a wrench? We’ll send you up a 

ladder to focus lights. Took ballet in middle school? We’ll have you choreograph an 

entrance. Have a large music library and a way with electronics? We’ll have you design 

sound.  I mention this because the experience proved to me the value of having a “minor” 

in theater. By which I mean, an area in which you have some additional expertise. This is 
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why there are actor/directors or writer/producers. Having multiple roles allows you 

another way to look at the whole. I can solve script problems with sound and sound 

problems with text. Even better is when I can create script problems with sound, and I 

have to challenge my writer brain to work harder. 

We hit rehearsal with a solid draft of the script and healthy doses of production 

planning. I alternated between sound designing and keeping an eye and ear on the script. 

It quickly became clear that the script would be an incomplete artifact of the production. 

We had the space, and trust in each other as collaborators to indulge impulses. I felt that 

one section would be improved by a waltz performed on drum, ukulele, kazoo, and bike 

bell. The group allowed me the time to work with the actors to include this element. I 

kept suggesting to Trey, whose background included creating magic tricks, to add a trick. 

Eventually he was struck with an idea to take the sheet that we lowered out a five-story 

window and then projected silhouettes of the actors on the sheet. Then sheet would fall 

and the girls would disappear. The effect of these elements can’t adequately be captured 

in the script, but they are definitely part of the show. And I would suggest that the script 

could not have been made without them. 

During the rehearsal period, it struck me how the role of the writer becomes very 

much like a designer, in the refining of the text. The playwright has expertise with words 

and the meaning made with them, much in the way that a set designer is aware of what 

meaning an audience member might make about a character, place, or moment by the 

choice of furniture. For a sound designer a certain type of phone ring may indicate time 

period, class, taste, or other subconscious information given to the audience. Likewise, a 

playwright looks at where information lands in a given sentence, with a given line, or 
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within a scene. With each word choice I aim to create potential for an audience to find 

meaning, either from the apparent meaning of the word, additional associations, or even 

the visceral sound.  I took the time for the minute details, which cumulatively had a 

significant impact. Yet, I also fearlessly cut large sections that didn’t work. Through this 

process I worked to shape Fictional Life in a better play one line at a time, one word at a 

time. 

Spring 2011, the rain held off and I watched the performance from behind the 

soundboard. I spent the entire time half aware of the audience. Were they laughing 

enough? Were they listening? Were they confused? It wasn’t until the final moments, 

until the bows came and went, until the crowd moved towards the “booth” that I knew we 

had something special. Fellow playwrights came up to me teary eyed. We received hugs 

from strangers. This was a piece built from ambition, exploration and an intense practical 

investigation of what it means to collaborate. As the audience came up to us, even praised 

us, and asked, Who made the puppet? Who wrote it? Who did the projections? They 

wanted to know who did what.  

In creating a script, we took the process of an individual writer, an individual 

generative artist, and split it up among the group. We came up with an idea together. And 

it was quickly apparent how messy ownership of an idea can be. Whose idea was the 

subject matter? Would this idea have gone forward without everyone’s buy in? Was it 

successful because of the strength of the idea or because our tastes lined up this way? 

Who is responsible for this idea? The person who said it? The person whose idea inspired 

it? The person who agreed to it? Even the title – The Fictional Life of Historical Oddities 

came from bouncing around my attempt to finally call something “The Secret Life of…” 
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with other people saying we should use the word “history” and how we should point out 

that we might be having a little fun with the facts. This is how ideas go. I did not write all 

of the words of Fictional Life. I don’t even know if I wrote half. But there is not a single 

sentence I did not carefully consider. Not a section I did not edit. My fingerprints are all 

over the script. I feel a tremendous sense of ownership. But that should not exclude the 

ownership that Courtney, Rowan, Trey and Cheng-Wei feel. In fact, there is a certain 

pride that comes from the extra degree of difficulty in creating a script in this manner, 

even if it is harder to say who did what. 

Before this show, I had collaborated. Like most theater artists, I value working 

well with others. But this show forced me to be articulate on every front, even putting my 

values into words. These are the qualities I look for in a collaborator: 

People who are willing to work. 

People whose taste I trust (which is not the same as taste you share). 

People who are willing to say yes. 

People who work at the edge of their ability. 

People who are upbeat (and avoid telling everyone how tired they are). 

People who are relentlessly honest. 

 

And as I look for those attributes in other people, I cultivate those qualities in myself. My 

collaborators embodied these values. And I got where I am thanks to my collaborators. I 

would suggest to all my colleagues to find good collaborators of their own.  
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Static, from Sound and Script 

When I began writing Static I set out to write what I thought of as a conventional 

play. At the time, I felt I had to choose one or the other: A play was either collaborative 

or it was conventional. I even worried that my experimenting was getting in the way of 

my “real” work. In the middle of the writing process of Static I co-created Fictional Life 

and began to shift my thinking. The creation of Fictional Life had shown me I could 

utilize my playwriting skills in my different ways and I wondered how my playwriting 

would change. 

 Though I went back to the conventional playwright role with Static, I continued 

to work with those people with whom I made unconventional theater. Static, received a 

workshop production in February of 2012 as part of UTNT, a 3
rd

 year MFA Playwright 

showcase. The production team included my primary collaborators: director Courtney 

Sale, set designer Rowan Doyle, technical director Trey Gilmore. Unfortunately Cheng-

Wei, our lighting designer, was previously committed to a production in Seattle.  The rest 

of the production was rounded out with costume design by Wilberth Gonzalez, light 

design by Dawn Wittke, and performances by Joey Hood, Elissa Castle, Abe Koogler, 

Katie Bender and Isa Parkins. The year and a half process that lead to this workshop 

production happened alongside my collaborative work. (See the timeline on following 

page.)  Not only had I created Fictional Life with the same group of collaborators, we had 

subsequently gone on to create another show called september play, a memorial on the 

10
th

 anniversary of the attacks of September 11
th

.  Additionally we had began work on 

drive-in theater piece about Elvis’ Car, entitled Elvis Machine. Unlike the other projects, 

Static found us attempting to work in the most conventional way we ever had.  
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The inspirational seed of this play came out of an experience creating an avant-

garde piece in the Chicago in the spring of 2009. I began with an outline of a ghost story. 

Then I collaborated with actors who improvised dialogue in interviews. These interviews 

were recorded and blended with sound effects. I then edited these finished tracks together 

to create an audio tour (like those you might find in an art museum) which told the 

haunting story while participants were guided though an actual abandoned mansion.  

In fall of 2010 I decided to take elements from this avant-garde piece of theater 

and craft a play. I kept the best parts of the story and the tone of the original piece. I 

wanted to push my writing to new places, by using overlapping dialogue and blending 

scenes from the past and present. I was hoping to achieve the same mysterious 

atmosphere I discovered in the avant-garde piece. With sound design I was editing and 

manipulating recordings. I was curious how I might include these elements of collage in 

  

Static 

 

Collaborative Work 

 

2009  

Inspiration – Experimental sound work in 

Chicago (April - May) 

 

  

2010  

 

Generated 1
st
 draft (Nov - Dec)  

 

 

[Dancing Eyes (Aug)] 

 

2011 Revised play into 2
nd

 Draft (Jan - April) 

which lead to 

3
rd

 Draft reading at Kennedy Center (July) 

 

[Fictional Life (Jan - 

March)] 

 

 

[September play (Aug-Sept)] 

 

2012 Static Rehearsal and Performance (Jan - Feb) 

 

 

[Elvis Machine (Feb – 

April)] 
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my work. Ultimately, Static united my work. At the outset I was I pursuing what felt 

right. But it was clear that I had other ideas in mind in text alone. After my experience 

with Fictional Life I see Static as a collaboration between myself as a writer and as a 

sound designer. The play is not the same without with the hiss of cassette tapes at the 

very beginning – it immediately gives the audience an atmosphere and sense of mystery. 

The emotional payoff at the end (a woman listening to the tape her dead parents left for 

her as a baby) only works because it is a recording. Even the most basic description of the 

play would include a mention of the sound sources:  

Since Emma was a little girl she heard the ghost stories told about her neighbors 

Walter and Millie Burke - how the couple filled their home with strange things, 

which drove them mad. Years have passed and Emma finds herself the owner of 

this house that has sat abandoned. She discovers, among the jars of buttons and 

tubs of forks, a box full of cassette tapes filled with secrets of Walter and Millie.    

 

The play unfolds with alternating scenes in the past and in the present. In the past Walter 

re-listens to his old tapes and makes new recordings. In the present Emma listens to 

Walters recordings and makes recordings of her own, for her husband Owen. The tapes 

become a character of their own, traversing the gap between past and present. 

As is typical with my writing, Static has a complicated structure at work. With 

Static I knew I wanted scenes that bounced back and forth between past and present with 

both timelines moving linearly forward. The models for this play are Stop Kiss by Diana 

Son and Arcadia by Tom Stoppard, both of which do the same thing but with much 

different outcomes. For Static the found cassette tapes naturally conjure a link between 

two time periods, and this structure felt like a natural fit. In addition, this link of the 

recordings allowed me to complicate the simple back and forth structure I had imposed 

on the story. With Fictional Life and eventually september play I found more success 
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with a simpler structure, because it’s easier for all the collaborators to share 

understanding. But with Static I was able to play with the timeline. I used the recordings 

bring the past into the present. I could even have scenes from the past repeat in recording 

form. Even more complicated, I could have a recording play a moment from the past 

before it happened in the past timeline. All of this tinkering resulted in play which would 

have been much more difficult to create with other people. 

While writing the first draft of Static I wrote a scene where a character enters the 

kitchen and whispers to nobody and exits. It felt mysterious and spooky but I had no idea 

what it meant. But instinctually it felt right. It fit with the sound of the play. The whisper 

was something listeners had to lean into like deciphering old cassette tapes. This was not 

part of my initial outline for the piece, but I delighted in my ability to surprise myself. 

Trusting this impulse kept the structure from becoming to rigid. I forced myself to adapt 

to this moment that had only an associative connection to the piece. Eventually, this 

gesture became one of the major structural elements of the play, repeating three times. 

Like the single speech from the first draft of Fictional Life, it was an anchor that held fast 

during the tumultuous sea of generating and revising material. 

In February 2011 I finished a first draft of Static just as I was beginning work on 

Fictional Life. Of the two shows, the revising process for Static was much more 

complicated. The collaboratively created script of Fictional Life, which moved easily 

from generation to rehearsal, had been thoroughly discussed while it was being created. 

Static came out of a generative writing process that was primary intuitive, and because of 

this I had a trickier time sorting through my own impulses. In revision, I worked to make 

sure there was an inherent logic to the work and enough touchstones that an audience 
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encountering the piece would be able to follow along. I wanted to make sure certain 

objects and ideas tracked through the piece, foreshadowing the perceptions shifts without 

giving away the delight of surprise. And most importantly I wanted the audience to feel 

as if they are watching an eerie ghost story, only to find those elements fall away, leaving 

something human at its core.  

In the process of rewriting and expanding the play I made a major misstep in my 

second draft. I explored the genre aspect of the piece, taking cues from works like The 

Haunting of Hill House. I included a psychic and ghost professor. They easily tipped the 

scale toward kitsch and away from anything resonant. The less said about those 

characters the better. But from my collaborative experience I learned the rewards of 

boldness. Just like the 1
st
 draft of Fictional Life was discarded, so were the majority of 

these genre explorations. The addition of these characters was a failure but a profitable 

one. When it came time to do a workshop reading with guest artist Meade Hunter, I 

elected to focus solely on the scenes in the past and the element of sound. This pared 

down version helped me realize that I could strip away not only these new characters, but 

also much of the play that didn’t have to do with the central triangle of characters - 

Emma, Walter and Millie. Having course corrected, I wrote a third draft, which received 

a reading at the Kennedy Center MFA Playwrights’ Workshop. At the workshop, I 

tightened and honed the stripped down version. This was the script I took into rehearsal 

for UTNT. 

Static was my first production as Playwright, and not Lead Writer, after Fictional 

Life and september play. Stepping back into the role of the playwright I had a shocking 

discovery: it is not my job to perfect my play. There is no such thing as a perfect play. It 
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is easy to feel that if we sit with a play long enough we can cut away all the bad things 

and leave a gem behind. When, in fact, the opposite is true – a play should have flaws - 

significant ones. Anomalous moments of the play may feel flawed both internally and 

externally because it’s necessity and purpose in the work cannot be easily explained. 

Playwright Chuck Mee calls his plays broken, “I like plays that are not too neat, too 

finished, too presentable. My plays are broken, jagged, filled with sharp edges, filled with 

things that take sudden turns, careen into each other, smash up, veer off in sickening 

turns. That feels good to me. It feels like my life. It feels like the world.” I embrace these 

terms, such as “messy,” “broken” or “flawed” because of, not despite, the pejorative 

connotations. Flaws are pieces of the puzzle that still need to be solved. And precisely 

because of this need, they are compelling. A flaw requires collaborators to work with it. It 

requires an audience to engage with it. There is nothing more boring than presenting an 

audience and collaborators with a solved puzzle. 

My flaws create challenges for my collaborators. What can Courtney solve with 

directing? How can Rowan covey time period with scenic design? How can Trey make a 

moment spooky with a rocking chair that moves on its own? Compared to the other 

elements of the production, the script has had the longest time to develop. While revising 

for production it is important not to start chasing the need to give the actors and the 

directors an easier time. If we sand off the edges of our play, we take away the space for 

our collaborators to be necessary to the production. In a collaboratively created piece I 

take great pride in solving problems with the script. The staging isn’t working? We can 

change a line. If the tone of the scene isn’t right, we can fix it with sound and lights. 

What is less apparent is the amount of times we create problems by crafting a beautifully 
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necessary staging, lighting, sound or speech, that needs to be solved with the other 

elements of the show. If a script becomes too tight, the other production elements become 

interpretive layers of the show instead of necessary components. 

So then what was I doing in revising Static? I was certainly doing something. By 

leaving flaws, I don’t mean to say I left it alone. So what the hell was I actually doing? I 

tried to get the play out of its own way, trimming the things that don’t do anything for 

me: lines that fell flat, moments that were boring and tangents that distract. Ultimately 

my job was to make the play richer, deeper. I don’t mind flaws, as long as plays are rich 

with language and imagery and drama and wild characters and historical references and 

theft from all sorts of sources. How do I do that? 

 I try to never turn off the associative and intuitive part of my brain. I continue to 

engage the question of what flaws to discard and which to deepen. This choice is the act 

of making art. In Static I played a simple game with my revisions to make the play fold in 

on itself. Since the play dealt with the repetition of tape loops I tried to repeat a line from 

another part of the play with every revision. It created a connective tissue for the play that 

made it feel like part of a whole. It created space that an audience could puzzle on or 

might only pick up subconsciously. This strategy opened up the question of how the other 

elements of the show might also play the same game. 

As we rehearsed, Courtney, the director, made a staging discovery. Static was a 

world of missed contact. A gesture of a touch on the shoulder resonated as a crucial 

moment of connection. The repetition of this gesture prepared the audience for the two 

timelines to intertwine. This direction was not an interpretation of the script but an 
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extension of it. Importantly, it did not tell the audience what to feel or think but left space 

for audience to make their own meaning.  

It is not our job as artists to make story or to make meaning, but to make a space 

that an audience can create their own. We create actions but an audience imagines the 

cause and effect. We create metaphor, but audience creates meaning. That is the essence 

of creating richness, not clarity. By this logic, productions should not be perfect. They 

should be flawed as well, with things that don’t quite make sense - strange bold moves 

that are cracks big enough for an audience to squeeze into. Often instead of trying to 

perfect a play I believe we should be trying to make bigger flaws – flaws of whipcrack 

turns, flaws of strange action, flaws of being too messy, flaws of being too neat, too 

funny, too serious, too casual, too much language. And in the performing of a piece I 

don’t think it is the job of the actors and directors to make everything work seamlessly – 

only to give it specificity - to make even more connections to itself and to the world 

around.  

The performance of Static satisfied my hopes. It was strange and inviting in every 

way our collaborative team could make it – burned out suggestions of walls, piles of 

objects, lamps that turned off and on by themselves, and tape recorders played recording 

of the actor’s voices. People responded both to the ghost story genre and the themes of 

obsession, hope for family and connection. Who knows exactly what each audience 

member got out of the performance, but I do know what I hoped for.  

On opening night, before the audience entered I gathered the cast and crew 

together and spoke these words: 

I wish to start our run with a secular blessing. 

I ask you to pick your saint of the theater, 
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A mentor, an idol, a friend. 

Close your eyes and picture them, 

Ask them for guidance as I say this blessing. 

 

I would like to invoke the image of a spooky game. 

At one of our tech rehearsals  

I started thinking about 

Light as feather, 

Stiff as a board. 

If you are unfamiliar, 

It is where one person lays perfectly still 

And then everyone else uses just one hand 

Or one finger  

to lift this person 

And it feels like that Still Person  

is floating, 

Because with so many hands the burden is lifted 

And we can make the impossible happen. 

 

I cannot express how grateful I am 

for all of your hands, 

From the people I’ve gotten to know so much better, 

To the people I’ve barely had the chance to meet. 

We are all here because we believe in this 

We believe in the power of live theater. 

We believe in the impossible. 

 

This play is our strange object. 

This play is the thing we have all touched. 

And it my deepest hope that 

After we have walked this space 

Said these lines 

Called our cues 

And set the stage for the last time, 

That this play will linger, 

In you, in me, in anyone who fills these seats 

 

I wish you a lovely show 

A wonderful run, 

And more broken legs than you can count- 

Do your saints proud. 

 

If one of the benefits of collaborating is articulating my thoughts and process, 

what happens when I turn back to my conventional playwriting work? I am more 
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comfortable with my own skills as a writer. I have methods for developing ideas. I’m 

able to talk out my approach to a work. And, surprisingly, there is also a release that 

comes with not having to defend or justify a decision or an approach. When I am outside 

the collaborative model it is easier to live in the unknown, to trust that I will figure out 

why I have written made a particular choice.  

Sometimes, I need my own kingdom to create. In collaborative work, each of us is 

contributing subconscious aspects – affinities for certain characters, certain words, certain 

themes. It becomes important to keep an awareness of these elements in collaborative 

work so there is a harmony and cohesion in the work. I find myself having to quickly 

move back and forth between intuition for generation and awareness for revision. In 

contrast my conventional playwriting is a place where I am responsible for every choice, 

even if it is only within one aspect, the text. It is a place to get in touch with my own 

aesthetic. This is especially true of the generative part of the process. I am able to create 

text and let the subconscious aspects of the writing pile on top of each other and leave 

understanding the meaning until later. Static rejuvenated my skill as a generative artist 

and my work as a collaborator is better because of it. 
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Conclusion 

 Ownership in collaboration may be complicated, but I feel an ownership both 

over my role as a conventional playwright and in my role as a multi-disciplinary devising 

artist. The experience of the productions of Fictional Life and Static have helped me 

realize how I can use the skills of these two methods to fuel each other, instead of feeling 

like I have to choose between the two.  My collaborators challenged me to be a better 

artist and, through them, I can now challenge myself in my playwriting.  

Going forward I will continue to strive for cohesion not perfection. I will use the 

tools I found in Static and Fictional Life. Repeat a line a few times in a play. Have the 

same gesture happen in different ways. Have one action parallel another. Have characters 

mirror each other. Populate the script with connections. Find variations and 

transformations for these repetitions. Let a play become rich with its own obsessions. 

On the other hand, I will also make a play spin outward. In Static, I used the ghost 

story genre to broaden the impact of the work – abandoned houses, toy pianos, whispered 

voices, a lady in grey, rocking chairs and found footage. In Fictional Life, we used to the 

events of history, fairy tales, the form of letter, the form of lists. Where the repetitions 

allow audiences to make connections internal to the play, these references touch other 

parts of audience’s lives. When I am able to push my writing against another medium or 

source material it adds complexity and grounding to my work.  

While writing this thesis my heart percolated with nostalgia for the discoveries 

and growth that happened over just a few years of graduate school. The act of writing this 

thesis has made me reinvest in my hopes for the future. I hope to rise to the challenges of 

my inspiration. I hope I will continue to find ways to both lean into the mystery of my 
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intuition and to articulate my artistic process to collaborators. I hope to use my skills at 

researching, structuring, collating/collaging and refining for all of my work. I hope to 

welcome doubt, to remember when to hold onto my ideas and when to let go – to find the 

moments that will anchor my work. I hope for cohesion in my work, with the goal of 

creating richness not perfection.  May these hopes take me into an uncertain future where 

the work is the reward. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE FICTIONAL LIFE OF HISTORICAL 

ODDITIES  
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THE FICTIONAL LIFE OF HISTORICAL ODDITIES 
 
CREATIVE TEAM 
Tom Horan – Lead Writer & Sound Designer 
Rowan Doyle – Lead Costume & Set Designer 
Courtney Sale – Lead Direction 
Trey Gilmore – Lead Technical Direction 
Cheng-Wei Teng – Lead Lighting Direction 
 
NOTE  
This play features contributions from the entire creative team. Additional writing came 
from every member of the production, even if the text did not make it into the final 
product. It is  also acknowledged that this document is incomplete artifact from the 
production that included visual and performative elements that cannot be fully 
captured here. Moreover, the text could not have been formed without the 
simultaneous creation of the lights, sets, costumes, props, performances and staging.  
 
SECOND NOTE 
The stage directions have been added post-production. These are have been minimally 
added to paint a fuller portrait of the intentions of the creators. 
 
THIRD NOTE 
While the creative team made use of the expertise of individuals, ownership over a 
specific area or idea is complicated and something we would rather not have to get into 
that right now. In fact we only came up with the titles at the top way after the show was 
over. The show itself was much more messy. 
 
PERFORMERS 
1 - Female 
2 - Female 
3 - Female 
4 - Female 
5 - Female 
6 - Female 
Z - Male 
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CHAPTER 1…BIRTH 
  
(Orchestral music begins – quickly rising in intensity.  
 
(As performer Z, as Papa Dionne enters the music crescendos.) 
 
(Silence.) 
 
(He stands there a moment, and then...) 
 
(He begins jogging.) 
 
(One girl begins to speak.) 
 
2 
Chapter One...Birth 
Once upon a time in the woody hills of Ontario there was a little French town called 
Callander.  
In this little French town there was a little French family 
that lived in a tiny little French house 
with a tiny barn and some tiny chickens 
and a tiny little garden full of tiny little French vegetables.  
The tiny little woman that lived in this house had a very giant belly.  
Her name was Mama Dionne. 
Her husband was Papa Dionne.  
  
(Beat.) 
  
2 
One dark night it was dark, even for night. 
The little town of Callander and neighboring Corbeil had gone to sleep 
and all the lights in the sky had put themselves out. 
When Mama Dionne gave a shout Papa Dionne sat up straight in his bed. 
 “Excusez-moi! Pardon! S'il vous plait!” 
Mama yelped. 
Papa Dionne hopped up 
and groped around in the darkness for his pants, and his socks and his shoes and his 
shirt 
– which he put on backwards. 
He slept ran next door, which was one and one quarter kilometers away, 
and he woke up at the house of Mama Dionne’s Aunt – Madam Legros. 
  
3 
Madam Legros was a sturdy woman who had been carved from an old oak tree. 
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Madam Legros had given birth to 18 children of her own, 13 without a doctor, and 4 of 
which while she was still cooking dinner. 
Papa Dionne wasted no time, 
 
(She drops a sack of potatoes onto Papa Dionne.) 
 
3 
He lifted Madam Legros on his back and carried her to his house. 
She awoke when they arrived on the front porch 
because she heard Mama Dionne calling 
 “Parlez lentement! Enchanté! Très bien!” 
This was his wife’s way of saying she needed more help. 
  
So Papa Dionne steadied his pulse and started off on a jog towards another house, 
which was three and three tenth kilometers away. 
This was the house of Midwife Labelle, 
Madam Labelle had shoulders like football pads and hands like ham hocks. 
Madam Labelle had delivered over 200 babies without a doctor’s help 
and over half those while she was finishing the sewing. 
Papa Dionne wasted no time, 
 
(Another girl drops a sack of potatoes onto Papa Dionne.) 
 
3 
He lifted Madam Labelle on his back and carried her back to his house. 
   
This time Papa Dionne did not wait for his wife’s cries. 
He took a big drink of air and then ran from the house again. 
This time to find the Doctor called Dafoe. 
(Five and Seven-sixteeth kilometers.) 
 
It should be noted that because of the darkness of the hour, 
Papa Dionne was defenseless against tree branches that reached out and slapped him 
across the face and rocks that jumped up and bit him on the legs. 
 
(She dumps a bucket of leaves onto Papa Dionne.) 
  
1 
At the Doctors house, Papa Dionne was surprised to find the Doctor who was called 
Dafoe awake and reading five books simultaneously in a haze of pipe smoke with a 
scruffy puppy curled at his feet. 
Papa Dionne was so over come with nervousness and exhaustion that all he could say 
was 
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Z 
“Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh- Huh-Huh-Huh Na-na-na-na-na-na” 
  
1 
The doctor didn’t need to hear any more. 
 
(Three girls form the car with noise makers.) 
 
1 
He poured Papa into his car and head off down the road, 
while the doctor’s Scottish housekeeper yelled obscenities after them – as she was 
often want. 
  
5 
“Feck Ewe, ya nair-vous tweet.” 
  
1 
The car jostled and juked, as if it was trying to keep Papa Dionne from lapsing into a 
coma. 
This was because the road was nothing more than a series of rocks scattered in one 
direction 
and the car was fashioned out of lashed sticks held together by the power of 
imagination. 
  
(Beat.) 
  
1 
As the two men arrived back at the house it was still so dark that no one knew what was 
happening, 
they could only hear a loud 
  
4 
"Pop!" 
  
(Balloon Pop.) 
 
1 
Mama Dionne called 
“Je m'appelle Mama,” 
and then another 
  
5 
"Pop!" 
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(Balloon Pop.) 
 
1 
The doctor quickly turned on the moon and lit the stars in the sky 
and also a lamp, which he had fashioned from the corpse of a frog. 
It turned out that Mama Dionne had already given birth to two babies and one more 
was on the way. 
  
3 
"Pop!" 
 
(Balloon Pop.)  
 
1 
Papa collapsed and became nothing more than a pile of crumpled clothes. 
  
2 
"Pop!" 
  
(Balloon Pop.) 
 
3 
The Doctor gasped 
  
Z 
“Oh My!” 
  
5 
"Pop!" 
  
(A final Balloon pop which unleashes tiny balloons with light, which, when they float into 
the sky are trailed by projections of stars.) 
 
1 
Madam Legros merely shrugged – 
she had never been amazed by anything and she wasn’t going to start now. 
And there, lying in front of them were five of the tiniest little girls they had ever seen. 
The babies were the size of postcards sent home from the war 
heads the size of tennis balls 
and feet the size of marbles 
and toes no bigger than a grain of sand.  
no one thought they would live. 
  
(Beat.) 
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They put the little babies in the oven to help them rise.  
And they were happy because they were all theirs. 
As everyone marveled at the tiny wonders, they thought about potential names.  
There were many options – Popcorn, Sodapop, Popcan, Snap Crackle and Pop, and Iggy 
Pop. 
Instead they called them  
 
Z 
Yvonne, Annette, Cecile, Emilie and Marie.  
  
(With each name a potato in diapers is pulled out of one of the sacks.) 
  
1 
Everyone thought it best to put the babies next to Mama Dionne, 
 who was doing her impression of a deflated over-inflated balloon, 
So they could get one picture. 
  
(Sound and lights of cameras.) 
 
4 
The click of the camera woke dozens of news reporters in Canada and the United States 
from their deep slumber - They could tell that somewhere news was happening. 
In the morning the sun rose, as it often does, from the east 
and with it brought journalists and photographers 
and men from the Chicago World’s Fair 
and men with ill intentions 
and men in well tailored suits 
and a man who had invented a baby bottle for five babies and now knew his purpose in 
life. 
  
People from all over the world wanted to help. 
The United States sent incubators, 
England sent baby bottles, 
Ghana sent nappies, 
China sent binkies, 
Australia sent tum-tums, 
Uruguay sent be-bows, 
Eurasia sent he-who’s. 
  
There was an attempt to keep the outside world at bay 
but because there were no screen doors they came in with the flies. 
The pile of dirty laundry that used to be Papa Dionne gave a monologue to the Heavens. 
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Z 
"God, I am a poor man. 
What will the neighbors think? 
What have I done to my wife? 
Why have you cursed me with Five?  
My job pays me so little, they take money from me.” 
 
4 
The Men in Suits promised to make all his problems go away if he would just sign. 
Papa Dionne turned to the cloud of Pipe smoke that was the Doctor called Dafoe. 
The Doctor shrugged in his good natured unflappable country doctor way. 
He saw these babies as what they were, 
curiosities without much chance for survival. So he said “Make what you can.” 
  
So Papa Dionne signed every piece of paper he could with a pen the doctor had made 
from a bird feather and a used band-aid. 
He even started signing the walls of his house and his wife and all of the children, until 
his name was writ large for the world to see. 
 
(As Papa Dionne hold a large feather pen, his name is scrawled over the walls.) 
 
4 
The Men in Suits left for a while, chuckling to themselves like hyenas with sunburns. 
  
(Beat.) 
  
5 
The Sun went down and the Sun came up and still the babies continued to live 
The Doctor called Dafoe realized that, 
with his help, 
these babies might survive. 
He had even stopped calling them “objects of curiosity.” 
Instead, he called them all Marie. 
Although he was a good natured country doctor, he was also a shy man. 
And this, for him, was a sign of affection. 
He could not let these babies be given to the men in suits. 
So he asked the government for help. 
 
(Z puts on a doctor’s coat.) 
  
TRANSITION 1 
   
DR. DAFOE 
(Gives a speech, as if at a conference.) 
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The odds of having twins among the general population are 1 in a hundred. 
The odds of having triplets are 1 in 8,100. 
The odds of having quadruplets are 1 in 729,000. 
The chance of having fraternal Quintuplets is 54 Million to One. 
The odds of these fraternal quintuplets surviving to adulthood are incalculable - 
there is no record of a quintuplet of any kind surviving more than a few months. 
And the odds of identical quintuplets, well, 
there only two of those in medical history. 
(nor, in spite of fertility drugs have there been any since.) 
 
CHAPTER 2…Quintland 
  
3 
Chapter 2… 
 
3 & 4 
Quintland  
  
4 
Rumors of five identical girls blew through the country like fall leaves. 
  
3 
People began to get in their cars, without knowing where they were going. 
  
4 
They began walking and biking and row-boating. 
  
3 
They found themselves on winding dirt roads. 
  
4 
They found themselves in lines of cars  
 
3 
and people  
 
4 
and row-boats  
 
3 
and pogo sticks  
 
4 
and uni-cycles. 
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3 
In the distance they could hear it. 
 
4 
The giggling,  
 
3 
the gurgle-burgling,  
 
4 
the smush-faced amusement  
 
3 
of five identical French Canadian girls. 
   
4 
People who were all different from one another.  
 
3 
People with different clothes and different colored hair, 
 
4 
and some of them even had mismatched socks.  
  
3 
Perhaps people would see the girls and their matchiness  
  
4 
And perhaps it would rub off, 
 
3 
so that someday, 
 
4 
the different people would show up all the same, 
 
3 
with matching curls  
 
4 
and matching dresses,  
 
3 
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and most of all  
 
3 & 4 
matching socks. 
  
(Beat.) 
  
Z 
Despite blistering cold temperatures, the Gilbert family of Regina, Saskatchewan 
were not going to throw in the towel on their family vacation just yet. 
Mr. Gilbert had gone to see Buddy, Regina's most famed travel agent 
and was able to buy advanced tickets for their trip. 
 The Gilberts would give anything for a look, for a glance, for a chance to see their 
favorite; 
Cecile or Yvonne, Annette or Emilie, or perhaps the littlest, Marie, who the same size as 
all the rest. 
 
As they packed up the car that morning Little Swoosie Gilbert 
reminded her scatterbrain, scrambled egg head father about the tickets. 
  
 “Right-O Swooise girl, I can always count on you!” 
  
The tickets were right in his front jacket pocket next to 
his Kiss Me I am Canadian pen and extra sliver of beef jerky. 
Mr. Gilbert was never without three things: 
his Kiss Me I am Canadian pen, beef jerky and suspenders. 
 
(A ramshackle waltz begins.) 
  
The Gilbert family was headed to Quintland 
where any girl longing to be a mother 
would have her dreams not only double, tripled or quadrupled but even the fifth thing! 
  
Little Swooise had to sit next to Little Bobby 
all the way there-a three day drive atop the highest peaks in Canada. 
The first day he belched Roman numerals for twelve hours, 
the second day (after eating leftover bratwurst) he gassed the station wagon for five 
hours 
and on the third day he finally slept. 
  
Swooise was happy to day dream out the window 
and imagine what it might be like to be an additional quint 
-although she was sure the meant they could no longer be called quints. 
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(Waltz stops.) 
 
(3 and 4 are dressed like nurses.) 
  
3 
Meanwhile, 
The Government decided the girls were so special, 
 
4 
they needed to build a special house, 
 
3 
with special chairs and beds,  
 
4 
and a very special room where the girls could play 
 
3 
and people who loved them could watch them play too.  
 
4 
In the warm Canadian summer nights the temperature rose above freezing 
and from the earth rose a building - Walls shot up like weeds in clean parallel lines. 
  
3 
The little quinnies had a new home,  
It was called the nursery, 
  
4 
but no one called it that, 
they called it Quintland. 
  
3 
And it was made just in time for the caterpillar caravan of humanity to arrive 
and feed their eyes on the spectacle of duplication. 
  
(Waltz resumes.) 
  
Z 
Quintland was extraordinary! 
  
The Gilbert Family saw the billboards from the park two miles from the entrance, 
Large and yellow and imposing. 
 They arrived just in time for viewing. 
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They trundled among the bundles of people 
to press their faces to the glass like a nine-year-old mocking a goldfish. 
  
(Waltz ends.) 
 
The Gilberts, like each man, woman and child, held their breath in anticipation. 
Had their sojourn been worth it? 
The nurses gladly came out with babies in their arms. 
 They would say  
 
3 
“This one is Marie.”  
 
4 
Or “This one is Yvonne.” 
  
3 
Sometimes if a baby was sick they would just hold up the same baby and say 
 
4 
“This is Emilie.” 
  
(As they speak, the nurses place suitcases in front of the visitors, each one lights up with 
the girls names.) 
  
Z 
The Gilbert family watched the girls eat their lunch. 
No smelly bratwurst sandwiches for this crew. 
The girls had finely prepared sushi and olives and milkshakes with whip cream 
and bubble tea and salami and even more salami and macrobiotic peas and salami. 
The Gilberts, like each man, woman and child thought the exact same thing. 
  
(3 holds a microphone to the others in their turn. She wears a reporter’s hat.) 
 
5 
“Indeed, those babies look very similar.” 
  
Z 
And then the Gilberts, like each man woman and child, thought to themselves. 
  
1 
“But I guess when you think about it all babies pretty much look the same.” 
  
Z 
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And then the Gilberts, like each man woman and child, thought 
 
2 
“I wish there were five of me.” 
  
6 
“I would only have to go to school one day a week.” 
  
1 
“I could get so much more done.” 
  
5 
“It would be far easier to row a boat.” 
  
2 
“I could take over the world.” 
  
6 
“…if there were five of me.” 
  
Z 
On their faces was a wash of wonder. 
Bobby felt as if he was witnessing himself as a baby. 
Newlyweds, Elma and Byron Hiccup could imagine their own children yet to be. 
Grampa Joe could see his entire life behind him like a rearview mirror. 
And for little Swoozie Gilbert, her face lit with a first kiss blush, 
because in these children she could see her entire life unfold before her like a map 
and it was filled with love and warm blankets and seeds falling from a cherry tree. 
The joy vibrated her bones. 
  
Swoosie noticed, well she thought she did, was her father crying? 
When she inquired about the tear, he directed the family to the gift shop. 
For viewing time was over and the babes were brought back inside. 
 
 (Beat.) 
 
The Gilberts and all the assembled humans would continue to walk the grounds, 
Amazed at what they saw. 
They would shuffle through the gift shops and tourists traps, 
Dropping coins into palms like metallic rain. 
The implausible vision of the tykes was free, 
But the concessions, they were not. 
  
Want a peep at the basket which they first plopped into? 
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GIRLS 
Hand over a nickel. 
  
Z 
Want a gander at the oven that warmed them back to life? 
  
GIRLS 
Hand over a dime. 
  
Z 
Want to taste the coca-cola that has been touched by the fertile hand of Mama Dionne. 
  
GIRLS 
Hand over a quarter. 
   
Z 
As for Papa Dionne, he had never stopped signing things. 
His autograph could be found on a photograph 
  
GIRLS 
 (two nickels.) 
  
Z 
A can of carnation milk 
  
GIRLS 
 (three nickels) 
  
Z 
And a nickel 
 
GIRLS 
 (one nickel) 
  
Z 
Inside the Gilbert children were instructed they could buy one thing only. 
 Buddy picked up a quints whoopee cushion that produced five flatulent sounds to 
match each quint, 
Swoosie found five chocolates in the shape of the quints. 
Father took the longest in the shop. 
His tears hadn't seemed to dry though Swoosie could tell she shouldn't inquire further. 
She had never seen her whirligig father looked so downright sad. 
He chose a tiny brooch, more designed for a woman though Swoosie. 
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As soon as he sat down his Canadian Yen to the clerk, 
he pinned it on his suspender. 
He looked to his small children. 
 … 
He thought to himself, I am never going to take this off. 
  
(Beat.) 
  
4 
No one could imagine that in less than a generation 
this place would be nothing more than trampled farmland. 
  
3 
There would only be one lonely sign indicating that this had been anything. 
  
4 
How could all of this disappear so quickly? 
    
TRANSITION 2 
  
Radio clip 
 
CHAPTER 3…NURSERY 
  
(The girls 
 
GIRLS 
Chapter 3…Nursery 
  
1 
tiny white chairs, tiny white tables, white beds with tiny white blankets. 
tiny white toilets, tiny white spoons and tiny white plates. 
tiny white desks, tiny white office chairs, tiny white post-its and tiny white pencils. 
a tiny white chaise lounge. 
  
(The girls do ritualized, synchronized gestures.) 
 
What started off as five matching babies had turned into five matching two-year-olds. 
They had matching curls and matching dresses. 
The matching furniture of their matching home fit them perfectly.  
And every day the girls did matching things at matching times, every day.  
They ate at the matching times.  
And they always ate matching things. 
They brushed their teeth at matching times and in matching directions. 

http://floho.pbworks.com/radio-link
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They went pee at matching times.  
(But the Doctor who ran the matching house didn’t like the word pee.  
So instead he said they had matching elimination. ) 
  
(She rings a bell.) 
 
 6 
“My name is Yvonne, My favourite colour is yellow and my symbol is a Teddy Bear.” 
  
2 
“My name is Marie my favourite colour is green and my symbol is a cat. “ 
  
3 
“My Name is Cecile, my favourite colour is blue and my symbol is a bluebird”  
  
4 
“My name is Emilie my favourite colour is pink and symbol is a baby pig.”  
  
5 
“My name is Annette, My favourite colour is Pink and my symbol is a maple leaf 
(because I am from Canada).” 
 
1 
When the quints were three they started their daily ritual of hatha yoga 
and playing ball and jacks. 
Marie was the best with the jacks. 
Her tiny hands never grew beyond their infant size. 
Even when she was older she possessed small hands. 
Her hand was the exact size of a Hershey bar if someone cut it into quarters, 
ate three parts and left the last part alone. 
  
On day, as the girls assumed the tree pose 
Annette stepped aside from the group. 
She flopped on the tiny white chaise. 
She had had enough of yoga for the day. 
  
(She rings a bell.) 
  
It was now time for calisthenics and each girl's work out. 
Marie began with balance beam, 
Emilie used the jump rope, 
Yvonne walked with a book on her head 
and the other one walked on her hands. 
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“No toe touches for you today Annette?” 
asked Marie from high atop her beam. 
  
Annette looked up from her cigarette. 
  
“Not today buster” she said. 
She looked to the wall and imagined a window where she might be able to step outside. 
This gave Marie an idea. 
  
(She rings a bell.) 
  
1 
Time for viewing. 
 
(The girls run to a new place 1 & 5 switch roles.) 
  
5 
The girls sat in a row 
and pretended not to notice the shadows on the frosted glass surrounding their jungle 
gym. 
But Marie-the-explorer, Marie-the-daring-one, 
she started to play a game she had made up. 
She noticed whenever she made a wave 
the shadows would make a noise. 
So her game went like this: 
Whenever the nurses would turn their backs 
she would do a little dance, 
which consisted mostly of wiggling her fingers and stomping her feet. 
  
The nurses would glare at Marie. 
Then one of the other girls would do something. 
Annette was the first to jump off the top of the slide. 
  
ALL 
(Gasp!) 
  
5 
The girls liked the sound. 
Yvonne would hold her breathe until she turned blue. 
Cecile threw rocks at her sisters. 
Emilie, was the best, she would roll around on the floor pretending to have the shakes. 
When she was four she bit her own tongue, 
It bled so much that red drops on her dress never came out. 
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(She rings a bell.) 
 
(5 & 2 switch roles.) 
  
2 
When the girls were bad one of the nurses would say 
“Isolation room” 
Then point at one of the girls 
And then point at the room. 
And one of them would enter.  
Only one though.  
Because that was the point. 
It was the worst to be all-by-yourself. 
It was scary to look at every hair and freckle on yourself.  
And feel like you might be the only one who has those hair and freckles.  
Even though you know you have other’s like you.  
The room made it easy to forget. 
The girls would press themselves against the door, 
trying to get as close as possible to each other. 
Once, when she was five, 
Cecile managed to press herself so hard against the door 
that she passed right through, 
so then everyone could go play with blocks 
and make a city called “Hands-in-hands” 
where there was only one room 
and everyone was in it at all times. 
  
It should be noted that the girls loved the nurses and the nurses love the girls. 
The nurses read them books and the girls gave them hugs. 
It was a symbiotic relationship. 
Something like a Gardener and his flowers. 
Or a Painter and their art, 
Or even a mother and her child. 
 
 (The girls switch colored aprons on their dresses.) 
 
However the girls were also girls and the nurses were also grownups, 
And there will always be a game where one group tries to outsmart the other. 
And eventually the girls realized they no longer wanted to be punished 
And they also realized that although the grown-ups were big, 
There were more of them, 
And they also realized that no one could tell them apart. 
 
(She rings a bell.) 
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(The girls begin a series of complex obsessive compulsive behavioral gestures.) 
 
3 
When they were six, the strangest thing happened.  
The girls became more alike.  
The laugh that Marie used to do the other girls did now too.  
And the thumb sucking that Cecile used to do the other girls did too now. 
And the small knee bends that only Emilie did when she needed to pee, 
all the other girls did when they needed to pee.  
So that the only way you could tell them apart was from a name. 
(But the Dr. they called Dafoe still called them all Marie.) 
  
The nurses would say 
  
Z 
“Come here Annette.” 
  
3 
And the girls would say 
  
ALL 
“that’s not Annette, that’s Yvonne.” 
   
4 
When they were seven the girls figured out how to change dresses when no one was 
looking. 
It was awful lots of fun. 
For, each day they got a new personality. 
On one day they might be 
Yvonne-the-caretaker, where they would be mothering and kind 
Or they might be Annette-the-conqueror, 
And they would get to be sassy and bossy 
Or Cecile-the-thinker 
And they would be independent and insightful 
Or Emile-the-spirit 
And they could spend a day twirling their hair 
Or Marie-the-clown 
Who could do whatever, whenever she wanted, because she was the baby. 
  
At first everyone wanted to be Marie, but then learned it was fun to be Yvonne or 
Annette or Emilie too. 
Being Cecile was the hardest because it required being smart, 
It turns out Emile was the best at being Cecile. 
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They were pretty sure it was Emile. 
Even the girls got confused as to who they were. 
They decided it didn’t matter and they were all each other. 
  
6 
Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! 
  
5 
One Day, when the girls were eight, the sun had fallen into the horizon like an old man 
getting into a bath. 
It had been a particularly hot day and the shadow people had melted into puddles. 
Then the girls felt a rumbling. 
It could be felt first in the monkey bars and then the slide. 
A shadow appeared against the glass, it grew larger and larger. 
Not taller but wider. 
The girl pretending to be Marie whispered “Whale” 
which was a word that the girls had learned in a book called Moby Dick. 
The Whale began to whisper. It spoke in a high voice and only in French. 
This voice was strangely familiar to the girls. 
One of the nurses let two words fall from her mouth. 
“Mama Dionne.” 
This too, was strangely familiar. 
If anyone had bothered to translate Mama Dionne’s words they would have known that 
she was only saying one thing, over and over: 
“My love has been stolen.” 
The girl pretending to be Emilie began to cry. 
Then all the girls pretending to be girls began to cry. 
So they were ushered back inside. 
  
6 
Ding…Ding…Ding…Ding…Ding… Ding…Ding…Ding…Ding 
  
1 
Later that night the Doctor called Dafoe came to visit. 
And all the girls began to smile. 
Because all the girls also loved the doctor called Dafoe. 
And he loved them in return. 
Because they were the only thing that ever loved the doctor called Dafoe 
And the only thing he loved in return. 
He tucked them in bed. 
“Maries,” 
he said, 
“Don’t worry.” 
So they didn’t. 



 
 

 50 

  
Instead they plopped their tiny white head on their tiny white pillows in their tiny white 
beds. 
They looked around.  
It was clean and tidy.  
It smelled good.  
There were balls and dolls and puppies too sometimes.   
Outside there was a white slide, 
a white play structure and white swing set, 
and the ground was covered in thick white snow. 
  
TRANSITION 3 – HOME/NORMAL 
  
1 
Home: residence of a person, family, or household. 
  
2 
Home: a place in which one’s domestic affections are centered. 
  
3 
Home: an institution for the homeless. 
  
4 
Home: The destination or goal. 
  
5 
Home: The principal base of operations or activities. 
   
1 
Normal: Of natural occurance. 
  
2 
Normal: serving to establish a standard. 
  
3 
Normal: Free from mental disorder.  Sane. 
  
4 
Normal: conforming to the standard or the common type; usual; not abnormal; regular; 
natural. 
  
5 
Normal: Being at right angles, as a line.  Perpendicular. 
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CHAPTER 4…BIG HOUSE 
  
ALL 
Chapter 4…The Big House 
  
Z 
It was time for the girls to go home.  
They thought that it was strange that they had to leave home to go home.  
But It wasn’t normal to have five siblings that were all you.  
And it wasn’t normal to be raised nurses and doctors.  
So, instead the girls were going to go home.  
Where they could be normal. 
 
The idea that living in the nursery had been a prison 
was a fiction created by Papa Dionne, a fiction which worked. 
  
When no one was looking 
Papa Dionne won back custody of his children. 
For the first time the girls imagined life looked like with 
a mother and a father, brothers and sisters, and a great big house, 
a new yellow house with Papa Dionne built 
from the money the girls made selling Carnation Milk and Caro Syrup. 
  
The girls had asked the doctor called Dafoe about the new house 
his shoulders would slump and his eyes would dim. 
So they stopped asking him about their new life. 
  
They were told they would be free. 
Free from the white walls and the white chairs and the white tables 
and the matching dresses and matching socks and shoes. 
Free from the crowds of people every day at the same time.  
Free from the fertility stones and the spoons with their names on them.  
  
They moved into the Big House when they were nine 
And were not permitted to say good-bye to the doctor called Dafoe. 
(He died one year later.) 
  
They walked out the front door of the nursery.  
Past the flashes and the yells.  
Across the field, down the driveway and through the big front door.  
This home was big. 
  
3 
Wow! 
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Z 
And colorful. 
  
4 
Golly! 
  
Z 
And had a real family. 
With brother’s and sisters.  
  
5 
Gee-Whiz! 
  
Z 
And the girls were home. 
(Beat.) 
The door was red.  
  
ALL 
Ooh! 
  
Z 
And the house was yellow.  
  
ALL 
Aah! 
  
Z 
They were welcomed to the dinner table.  
Were they sat in four unmatching chairs.  
  
ALL 
How fun! 
  
Z 
The wood was a chocolate-y brown 
And felt rustic and comforting, 
like a home should. 
  
But then, 
The first night at dinner, 
no one knew quiet to say. 
Yvonne remembered how quiet it was, 
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Marie remembered she didn't like the canned peas on her plate, 
Annette remembered Papa Dionne had threw out her cigarettes, 
Emilie remembered the lining on her socks was not positioned correctly 
and she didn't know how she would change them 
and the other one couldn't even remember her name. 
It was only the sound of 
clank: fork on the plate, 
slurp: water down the esophagus, 
audible exhalation: Papa Dionne trying to adjust, 
fidget: Emilie attempting to fix her sock 
(where was a nurse when she needed one?) 
tap, tap, tap: the other siblings nervous of what this might mean. 
Until Papa Dionne spoke: 
  
ALL 
“I have an idea. How about after dinner we go outside and do some ice fishing?” 
  
Z 
The quints shared a telekinetic thought. 
(When they did this all the neighbor's houses lights blinked.) 
The last thing they wanted to do was go ice fishing. 
Annette kicked Yvonne's leg because she was thinking the loudest. 
Annette: 
  
ALL 
“Of course, we would love to go ice fishing.” 
  
Z 
One by one the fourteen members of the Dionne family lined up at the sink 
to set their plates for the washing. 
One by one the fourteen members piled on heavy wool coats and scarves. 
One by one the fourteen members sat in the entrance hall to attach their snow shoes. 
  
It was nearly dark when they walked outside. 
The fishing hole was over a mile from the house 
and Papa Dionne knew he made a mistake to suggest such an outing at this time of night 
however he was too proud to turn around. 
When they arrived at the edge of the pond, 
they walked out to the tiny hole in the ice. 
They had but one pole. 
When all the members stood around the tiny opening they heard a deep crack in the 
ice. 
Annette, the voice of reason spoke up, 
“Papa, perhaps we are all to heavy near the ice.” 
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“Then we will go one at a time,” he replied. 
He was angry his plan for a family outing was not going well. 
For the next 16 hours the family took turns one at a time trying to catch a fish. 
Each girl stood out on the pond along in Papa Dionne's inflicted solitary confinement. 
Only little Marie managed to pull an old mailbox up from the freezing waters. 
  
That night the girls snuck out of their rooms 
And into one bed. 
And spoke telepathically. 
  
2 
Do you like your new beds? 
  
3 
I don’t like it very much. 
  
4 
Me neither. 
  
3 
Emilie gets cold in the night and sometimes I have to bring her a blanket and tell her a 
story about an oven to keep her warm. 
  
1 
Perhaps it will get better. 
  
2 
Perhaps we can build tunnels from each of the rooms so we can see each other 
whenever we want. 
  
3 
Perhaps we will get new dresses 
  
5 
I want a blue one! 
  
4 
Perhaps we will get bikes! 
  
5 
I want a blue one! 
  
1 
Perhaps we will get horsies! 
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5 
I want a blue one! 
  
2 
Whatever color you want. 
  
1 
We could make good lives for ourselves here. 
  
5 
What will our lives be? 
  
1 
Marie wanted to be a star of the silver screen, 
but every audition was met with disappointed casting directors 
when they realized she was auditioning alone. 
She wore furs of fox and red lipstick and spent many a sleepless night 
waltzing around her bedroom pretending to mingle with producers, 
preparing Oscar speeches, 
and blowing kisses while bowing selflessly.   
After years and years of only minor roles, 
In a series of movies about a new craze, rock and roll, 
She lost her hearing, 
and couldn’t hear the famous San Francisco trolley that took her life. 
  
4 
Yvonne went for a walk into the woods. 
She stumbled into the clearing where the grass swayed. 
As she ran through the field she began to feel little pricks up her legs. 
Lifting her skirt she found ants crawling up her leg 
and stinging her as they journeyed higher and higher. 
She tried to wipe them away as she kept stumbling in the field, 
she came so dangerously close to falling into well, that she fell down it. 
She was never seen or heard of again. 
  
5 
Emile was unable to shake her affinity for matching outfits. 
For many years, 
she was unsure of what exactly do to with this interest 
and worked a series of meaningless, unsatisfying jobs just so she could be in uniform: 
lunch lady, 
custodian, 
fast food clerk, 
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post woman, 
dental hygienist, 
flight attendant, 
Disneyworld “cast member” or whatever they’re calling them these days, 
mechanic, 
exterminator, 
and K9 unit 
just to name a few… 
or most… 
or all.  
Finally, 
She realized her true calling and became a designer of athletic uniforms for local little 
league teams. 
Who knew sewing machines could be so deadly? 
  
  
3 
Annette spent her childhood having felt completely different 
yet identical in every way 
constantly surrounded by her other sisters. 
She soon developed into severe OCD and mild agoraphobia. 
These disorders fueled her obsession with even numbers. 
She rarely left the house, 
took only even numbered step, 
and when particularly bored found herself counting her breaths, 
she took solace in the fact that the goats always had four utters 
and that there were an even number of steps in making cheese. 
Her sisters constant counting in three-four tempos 
accompanied by dramatic dance moves 
drove her to madness, 
which killed her. 
  
2 
Cecile wanted to raise a perfect family 
So she rushed into a marriage drunk with the prospect of picnics and cuddling.   
Her husband was controlling and completely wrong for her. 
A divorce was inevitable.   
after he innocently suggested they take a family portrait in matching outfits. 
Which made all the more surprising when died in an aero-blimp accident. 
Cecile married five husbands and was widowed five times. 
All those husbands 
(Blakely, John, George, John 2 and Francios) 
Taught her went it really meant to leave. 
With each husband she had five babies. 



 
 

 57 

Those babies had five babies of their own. 
And the baby’s babies have five babies of their own. 
Cecile died of a happy family. 
  
1 
None of us slept that night. 
We just huddled there. 
  
2 
We had dreams and we had nightmares. 
But it was worse than any of us expected. 
  
ALL 
It was the saddest house we ever knew. 
  
3 
We didn’t feel invited or wanted as part of the family.  
  
4 
It didn’t feel normal at all.  
  
5 
The wood chairs felt dark brown and cold against our skin. 
  
1 
The only room that felt like home, 
  
2 
was a room we called “Paradise.”  
  
3 
A room intended for a nurse.  
  
4 
A room that was painted completely in white. 
  
TRANSITION 4 – NEWS 
  
(Typewriter Foley and a drum) 
 
Z 
Emilie Dionne, one of the Dionne Quintuplets died today from epilepsy.  Emile was 20 
years old. 
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Marie Dionne was found dead in her apartment today.  Reason of death 
unknown.  Marie was 36. 
  
Embarrassed by public criticism, the Ontario government said it will pay $2.8 million to 
the three surviving Dionne quintuplets- 
  
to compensate for exploitation they endured as child tourist attractions. 
  
Yvonne Dionne, one of the three remaining Dionne Quintuplets, has died, after a long 
battle with cancer. Yvonne was 67 years old.  
 
CHAPTER 5…SEPERATION 
 
(Kazoo dirge) 
  
6 
Chapter 5…Seperation 
  
(Giant Old Woman Puppet enters.) 
 
TOM 
On her 101st birthday, Annette received a strange inquiry. 
A letter written in her own handwriting, but not her own. 
A letter that she questioned whether she had written. 
A letter she felt she had seen before. 
A letter she felt afraid to open. 
She had picked up her mail as she always had. 
Shuffle, shuffle out the door, 
shuffle, shuffle out the landing 
shuffle, shuffle down the stairs. 
 
Two creaks and pull the key to the right 
(the one Mr. Toblerone insisted leaving in the outer door. 
In fact Mr. Toblerone insisted quite a lot of things around their Montreal apartment 
building. 
He did have a hankering for dry martinis and since Annette had moved into the building 
they spent a couple of afternoons sharing a drink or two. 
Annette didn’t like to think how many times she had had sex with Mr. Toblerone. 
He was spry for a 96 year old. 
However, whenever she turned that key, 
she thought about their gin soaked afternoons of lovemaking. 
It was an uneasy feeling. 
Yet, she contemplated gulping afternoon cocktails and fornication 
rather than open this letter.) 
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Shuffle, shuffle back upstairs. 
Ass down on the inflatable sofa 
 
CHENG-WEI 
Using the point of her long middle finger nail, 
she opened her other mail. 
A community coupon book for dental services and car washes. 
 A happy birthday card from her favorite Italian restaurant around the corner. 
Annette appreciated how the staff blended her food. 
Blended caprese salad  
followed by the blended chicken marsala. 
   
There was no other mail to keep her from this letter. 
  
COURTNEY 
Dear Annette, 
  
It is with a heavy heart, itchy feet and gurgly tummy that I write to you. 
I have been diagnosed with the Gregorian shivers, banana splits and cancer of the 
imagination. 
The pain and laughter are excruciating and I am almost certain these are my last few 
days. 
  
If in my passing, you return to your life of solitude and cigarettes, so be it. 
However, for me and what is to become in my reincarnation 
(Oh, I do hope to return as a Tuko Tukan-they are magnificent creatures!) 
I need to tell you a few things so I may earn my beak. 
  
Once you left, we were never the same. 
We never forgave you from running away from the Big House. 
I know it wasn’t much of a home but it was ours to make it so. 
I was happy to upgrade to your room in the house. 
Yvonne never wanted to mention your name again 
and would screech at the top of her lungs if anyone tried to talk about you. 
Emilie never faltered in her love, 
for whether she wanted it or not she was built 73 percent with Papa Dionne pride.  
(The other 27 percent was epilepsy.) 
  
I can’t remember what happened to the other one or her name really. 
  
How can I say what happened to us? 
  
ROWAN 
We could say we left the Big House one day, 
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that the fan base died down over time, 
the government interest and financial revenue dried up 
and that we went on to live normal lives 
in a little house on a little street 
with careers, families, white picket fences, and PTA meetings. 
But that would not be true. 
  
COURTNEY 
We could tell you how we never escaped captivity 
That we never got over our fame, 
and that we jumped from location to location, 
guardian to guardian 
remained  a constant show for the public. 
And that our upbringing broke us in small but important ways. 
But that would also not be true. 
  
(The Girls appear behind glass, ballet dancing as they had many years ago in the 
nursery.) 
 
ROWAN 
What is true is that we lived and existed in one point and time. 
How and where is not the point. 
The point is that we lived. 
We ate ice cream. 
We played with puppies. 
We lost our first tooth and had our first hair cut. 
We laughed and cried and teased and sneezed. 
All of this we did in the same way as everyone else. 
Except for one thing; 
We were five, 
Five normal girls who existed in fantastic way and lived a normal life in a fictional world. 
  
(The Girls have turned one by one to look at the old woman.) 
 
(And the old woman looks back at them.) 
 
(They disappear from the window.) 
 
COURTNEY 
There. Now, I feel better. 
 
(The old woman makes the long journey to the exit.) 
 
Perhaps I will return as a toucan or sunflower or pesky fly. 
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And for you I hope the loneliness will mean something now, 
that you will do something with the loneliness, 
I hope you will understand what it means to make other people feel loneliness. 
Because it isn’t kind, 
it causes a great amount of suffering and it is undeserved. 
Every creature on the planet has the right to feel they belong, 
especially when they look like one another. 
  
(The girls open the doors and let the old woman in.) 
 
I will see you in the olive tree, in the marshes or high in the clouds. 
  
Your sister, 
  
Marie 
 
END OF PLAY 
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STATIC  

By Tom Horan 
 
 
CHARACTERS 
 
EMMA - (20s to 30s)  
WALTER - (30s to 50s)  
MILLIE - (30s to 50s)  
OWEN – (20s to 30s) 
GIRL – (8) 
 
 
 
SETTING 
 
The play takes place in the present and approximately twenty years ago. 
 
The action occurs inside an old house, primarily the living room and the kitchen. 
 
The set can be suggested or actualized.  Objects should accumulate over the course of 
the play. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
thomashenning@gmail.com 
5307 Duval St. 
Austin, TX 78751 
773.506.1695 
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SCENE 1 
 
KITCHEN. MORNING. PAST 
 
(WALTER sits at table with a tape recorder and a box full of cassettes. He presses play. 
We hear WALTER’S VOICE on the tape recorder.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. June 6th. A tree full of birds. 
 
(Sound of birds. Walter switches the tape and presses play.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. February 2nd. A dripping faucet. 
 
(Sound of a dripping faucet. Walter switches the tape and presses play.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. March 14th. Grandfather Clock. 
 
(Sound of a clock. Walter switches the tape and presses record. He speaks into the 
microphone.) 
 
  WALTER 
Walter Burke.  August 21st. Kitchen. 
The house is cold this morning. 
Only Millie knows how to work the thermostat. 
 
Today I began re-listening to my old recordings.  
I don’t know what I thought I would find. 
 
Yesterday I found Millie staring out the window. 
Couldn’t quite tell what was going on with her. 
She didn’t say anything. 
I assumed she was not feeling well. 
She hasn’t been feeling well for a while. 
She barely eats anymore. 
I bring her home things I find. 
She doesn’t seem interested. 
 
There is one recording  
that I’ve listened to  
over and over.  
April 14th. Partly Cloudy. Bedroom. 
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  WALTER (Continued) 
I think.  
I think I know what is happening to Millie.  
However unbelievable it might be.  
 
At first I wasn’t, but now, I’m sure. 
I have heard discrepancies – distortions - 
things that are there, that shouldn’t be. 
 
I’ve found- 
I’ve detected 
What I believe to be  
the sounds of ghosts.  
…Ghost sounds. 
 
 (Shift to next scene. Light changes from morning to afternoon to evening.) 
 
SCENE 2 
 
LIVING ROOM. EVENING. PRESENT. 
 
(Enter EMMA with a couple of cardboard boxes. She sets them down and dials her 
phone.) 
 
  EMMA 
Hello, sweetie. 
… 
Just taking a break- 
… 
Taking a break. 
… 
I’m ready to be done. 
… 
To be done. 
… 
Owen? 
… 
Owen? Are you there? 
… 
I can hear you, can you hear me? 
… 
Owen? 
 
(Emma slams her phone on the table.) 
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(She opens the box. Starts pulling things out of the box - cassette tape after cassette 
tape after cassette tape.) 
 
(She puts the cassettes back in and closes the box.) 
 
(She opens the next box. More cassette tapes. But after a little digging she pulls out a 
tape player. She sets it on the table and looks at it.) 
 
(She picks up her phone and dials again. She waits while it rings. She gets voice mail.) 
 
   EMMA 
Owen. I hope you get this message. 
Looks like we got cut off. 
Again. 
I can picture you giving me a look. 
you want to know what’s taking so long.  
Or maybe  
You still don’t get why I bought this house. 
That’s why you haven’t come.  
But now, 
I need your help. 
A day or… 
 
 (Something is off. She checks the phone – it has lost reception.) 
 
  EMMA 
Great. Looks like I’ve been talking to myself. 
 
 (She stares at the phone for a moment.) 
 
 (And then with surprising anger. She throws the phone to the ground.) 
 
(She looks at the tape recorder.) 
 
 (Shift to next scene.) 
 
SCENE 3 
 
 KITCHEN. MORNING. PAST. 
 
 (Walter sits at the table, recording.) 
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WALTER 
Walter Burke.  August 23rd. Kitchen, early morning. 
 
(Walter listens to the sounds of the kitchen for a moment – the hum of the lights and 
refrigerator.) 
 
  WALTER 
And I am here. Waiting. 
 
(MILLIE enters and stands in the doorway.) 
 
  WALTER  
Millie? 
… 
Are you all right, dear? 
 
(Millie turns and looks at Walter.) 
 
(Then, saying nothing, Millie goes to the built in set of drawers.) 
 
(Millie steps on a floorboard that squeaks.) 
 
(She stops at an empty shelf.) 
 
  WALTER 
I put it in the drawer… 
 
(Millie opens the drawer.) 
 
(Millie gasps.) 
 
  WALTER 
Were you keeping it for anything? 
 
(Millie shakes her head.) 
 
(Millie begins to shuffle off.) 
 
  WALTER 
Are you going back to bed, then? 
 
(Millie stops.) 
 
 (Millie nods.) 
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(Millie leans over and whispers to nobody.) 
 
(Millie exits.) 
 
  WALTER 
Okay.  
I guess I’m going to re-listen to this tape now. 
  
 (Shift to next scene.) 
 
SCENE 4 
 
 LIVING ROOM. EVENING. PRESENT. 
 
(In darkness we hear Walter’s Voice. Lights rise on Emma, listening.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. June 10th. A fly on the window sill. 
 
 (Sound of a fly. Emma switches the tape.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. June 10th. Washing machine. 
 
 (Sound of washing machine. Emma switches tape.) 
 
  WALTER’s VOICE 
Walter Burke. June 10th. Millie cooking. 
 
(Sound of Millie cooking. There is a noise somewhere in the house. Emma quickly stops 
the tape.) 
 
EMMA 
Is someone there?  
…Anyone? 
Don’t be silly. 
That’s probably a rat,  
or a raccoon. 
Or an axe murder. 
… 
 
 (Emma takes the tape out of the tape player) 
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  EMMA 
Maybe now is a good time to… 
Yeah. As good as any. 
 
(She puts a blank tape in.) 
 
  EMMA 
Here we go. 
 
 (She hits record.) 
 
EMMA 
Testing, Testing. 1, 2, 3, 4. 
Okay… 
 
(She is suddenly bright.) 
 
EMMA 
Owen!  
So. 
My dad told me this story when I was little. 
 
It’s called, 
The Collectors. 
 
It goes like this: 
There was a husband and wife known as the collectors.   
The husband devoted his life to the collecting of all things extraordinary and ordinary.   
For years he gathered buttons that popped off collars,  
the cogs of forgotten timepieces,  
and miniature statues made of bronze.   
 
The wife delighted that things were meant for one another.  
Sprinkles for cupcakes, mirrors for faces, and keys for locks.   
They bought a house on the edge of town. 
Together they began to collect and classify. 
They were happy.  
The husband would venture off every morning to find a perfectly preserved pie-tin,  
Or an impeccable naval telescope,  
or a music box with someone’s initials carved in it.   
And every night, without fail,  
he would bring back to his wife,  
Buttons and bottle caps, 
Scissors and string, 



 
 

 70 

  EMMA (Continued) 
Trumpets and Tea-kettles, 
And together they would try and find a place or purpose for it.  
The house had an order 
It’s not like the birdcages were with the buttons, 
But there was everything everywhere. 
 
One day the husband brought home a very strange object 
Unlike anything either of them had seen before. 
The wife walked the house, with the object in her hands. 
She listened so carefully, 
Hoping that the object would reveal its secrets. 
For try as she might 
She could not figure out where it belonged. 
She became obsessed. 
 
As day turned into night,  
The husband grew worried for his wife 
So he hid the object from her. 
And they tried to get some sleep. 
 
In the middle of the night. 
The husband awoke to strange sounds  
metal on metal 
Fabric tearing 
Glass shattering. 
Slowly he crept from his bed. 
The house was pulling itself apart. (WB) 
Umbrellas were shredded,  
Plates were smashed 
and clocks were ripped open with gears littering the floor.   
He could smell 
the distinct scent of kerosene.  
And then he saw 
His wife.  
Sitting on the floor in the middle of the debris 
The strange object in her lap, 
Holding a lit match. 
Before he could scream,  
She let the match fall from her fingers  
Setting the entire house afire. 
The perfect collection was destroyed- 
Only the strange object remained. 
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(Stillness. Silence.) 
 
 EMMA 
That’s this house.  
It’s only a five-minute bike ride from where I grew up. 
My Dad knew them, I think. 
 
But there are discrepancies.  
 
The collection is still here. 
The house is still here. 
The fire was real. 
It was contained to the bedroom. 
The fire department got here quick. 
But not quick enough to save them. 
 
Being here- 
I don’t see how the fire could have been their fault. 
It must have been an accident, 
Or something else. 
 
I’m going to finish this up, okay? (get this house cleaned up) 
I’ll see you in a week. 
 
(Emma stops the tape. She continues throwing things away.) 
 
(Emma picks up a tape. Instead of throwing it away she puts it in the tape player.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. August 21st. A Fan. 
 
(Sound of a fan.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. August 21st. Coffee Pot. 
 
(Sound of a coffee pot.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke.  August 21st. Kitchen. 
 
(Sound of the hum of the lights and refrigerator.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
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The house is cold this morning. 
Only Millie knows how to work the thermostat. 
 
 (At the sound of Walter saying something new, Emma stops what she is doing.) 
 
(The tape begins to distort and skip forward.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Today I began- 
 
 (Skip.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Couldn’t quite tell- 
 
 (Skip.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
She didn’t say anything, 
I assumed – 
 
 (Skip.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
-think I know what is happening to Millie.  
However unbelievable it might- 
 
 (Skip.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I’ve found- 
I’ve detected 
 
 (Skip.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I’ve found- 
I’ve detected 
What I believe to be  
the sounds of ghosts.  
…Ghost sounds. 
 
(Emma stops the tape. She pulls it out and looks at it.) 
(Emma dig through the box of tapes. As she looks through she says dates to herself.) 
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  EMMA 
January 10th. May 5th.  
April 26th.  
November 11th. August 24th! 
 
(Emma puts the August 24th tape in the player and presses play. Emma sits and listens. 
Lights fade, but do not go out on Emma.) 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. August 24th. Car. 
 
 (Sound of the interior of a car.) 
 
 (Shift to next scene.) 
 
SCENE 5 
 
KITCHEN. AFTERNOON. PAST. 
 
 (Millie is staring out the window.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
(continued) 
When I went to bed last night Millie was at the window.  
I hate to dwell on the same thing - 
But when I woke she was still by the window. Very pale.  
 
(Millie sees box of packed things. She opens it and peeks inside.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I think I have the answer. 
I’m on my way home now. 
And I have a surprise for her. 
I know I can fix this. 
I like to think that everything mends. 
 
(Millie pulls out objects slowly and delicately. She handles each for a moment, as if she is 
meeting a baby, and then sets it on the table.) 
 
(This should take some time.) 
 
(The objects are the same things Emma put in there, but they are newer looking, if still a 
bit used.) 



 
 

 74 

 
(Millie is a little puzzled – didn’t she already sort these?) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Okay. I’m pulling up right now. 
 
 (Sound of car turning off. Footsteps. Keys rattling. Door knob.) 
 
(Walter enters carrying a large object covered in a sheet.) 
 
  WALTER 
Millie, Oh, Millie. I have a surprise. 
 
(Walter sets his surprise down.) 
 
  WALTER 
I thought it might cheer you up. Help you get your appetite back. 
 
(She sees his tape recorder.) 
 
  WALTER 
It’s just a tape recorder.  
You know how I like to collect sounds. 
Well I’ve started collecting my thoughts. 
You always say I’m forgetting things.  
This way I won’t forget.  
 
 (Millie writes something down and shows it to WALTER.) 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
  WALTER 
Oh. Of course. I keep forgetting to take care of that. I’ll do it before it gets dark.  
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
  WALTER 
I don’t know. Someone. 
Someone might want to listen. 
I’ve captured the essence of things on these tapes.  
People don’t realize how much of a thing lives in its sounds.  
Someday we’ll be happy I did this. 
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  WALTER (Continued) 
We’ll remember how shy you were today. Like a mouse.  
And the sounds of you putting everything in it’s place. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 (She looks at him pleadingly.) 
 
  WALTER 
Oh very well. I’ll turn it off. 
I guess it’s not fair to record someone all of a sudden. 
 
(Walter turns off the tape. Lights go out on Emma.) 
 
  WALTER 
I didn’t mean to make you nervous. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
  WALTER 
Are you ready for your surprise? 
Close your eyes. Close ‘em. 
Hold out your hands. 
 
(Walter takes the sheet off the object, revealing a toy piano. He guides her hands to the 
piano.) 
 
  WALTER 
What do you feel? 
It’s cold. And smooth and big-ish. 
Bigger than a loaf of bread, at least. 
It’s not quite a box or a doll house… 
What do you think it does?  
 
 (He takes her finger and plays a note.) 
 
 (Her eyes flash open, drink in the piano and then dim with disappointment.) 
 
  WALTER 
I know it’s not what you lost. 
But maybe it’s better. 
Something goes away 
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  WALTER (Continued) 
And you get something in return. 
 
 (Millie picks up her notebook and leaves.) 
 
  WALTER 
Millie. 
 
(He wants to follow her. Instead, he re-covers the toy piano. He exits a different way 
from Millie.) 
 
(Shift to next Scene.) 
 
SCENE 6 
 
 LIVING ROOM. PRESENT. 
 
(Emma enters with a bag.) 
 
 (She sets up the tape player, puts in a tape and presses record.) 
 
  EMMA 
Owen. Okay. Day 12. 
So I’ve been listening to these tapes again- 
I know I know I know. 
But there is this tape- 
I can’t help it.  
 
I wanted you to hear them  
I need you to hear them. 
so I bought a second tape recorder. 
 
 (Emma pulls out new tape recorder.) 
 
  EMMA 
Ta-Da. 
 
 (She hits stop and switches tape into new tape recorder.) 
 
  EMMA 
How does that sound? 
Do you know how hard it is to find a tape recorder? 
Do you know how hard it is to find anything, 
When you are miles from anywhere? 



 
 

 77 

  EMMA (Continued) 
And finding a piece of dinosaur technology, 
And the tapes to go along, 
I might as well have been trying to find those tapes on a spool. 
 (Emma relishes this odd word for a moment.) 
Spoool. 
 
But, anyway, my point is, that it’s difficult. 
So I must have really wanted to find it. 
so I can record myself listening. 
So I can share it with you. 
 
Today, I’m recording over a golden oldies compilation. 
And we’ll be listening to Walter’s tapes. 
 
Each tape begins exactly the same way. 
 
 (Emma presses play on the second recorder.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. August 21st. A Fan. 
 
(Sound of a fan.) 
 
  EMMA 
And there are hundreds of tapes. 
Each one has a date on the outside. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. August 21st. Coffee Pot. 
 
(Sound of a coffee pot.) 
 
  EMMA 
It’s like he’s trying to capture the house. 
But on this tape- 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke.  August 21st. Kitchen. 
 
(Sounds of the hum of the lights and refrigerator.) 
 
  EMMA 
On this tape there is a switch. 
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  WALTER’S VOICE 
The house is cold this morning. 
Only Millie knows how to work the thermostat. 
Today I began re-listening to my old recordings.  
 
  EMMA 
See. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I don’t know what I thought I would find. 
 
  EMMA 
I think, 
I think Walter made his recordings early in the morning  
Before Millie woke up. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Yesterday I found Millie staring out the window. 
Couldn’t quite tell what was going on with her. 
She didn’t say anything, 
I assumed she was not feeling well. 
She hasn’t been feeling well for a while. 
She barely eats anymore. 
I bring her home things I find, 
But she doesn’t seem interested. 
 
  EMMA 
I need to find out what happened to Millie.   
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
There is one recording  
that I’ve listened to  
over and over.  
April 14. Partly Cloudy. Bedroom. 
 
  EMMA 
I’ve looked, 
But have not been able to find that tape. 
If I don’t… 
All I know  
is that, in less than a week, 
On August 27th -  
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  WALTER’S VOICE 
At first I wasn’t, but now, I’m sure. 
I have heard discrepancies – distortions. 
There are things that are there, that shouldn’t be. 
 
  EMMA 
On August 27th, the fire will occur. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I’ve found- 
I’ve detected 
What I believe to be  
the sounds of ghosts.  
…Ghost sounds. 
 
 (Emma stops the tape.) 
 
  EMMA 
And there’s more. 
 
(Emma switches the tape and presses play.) 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke.  August 23rd. Kitchen, early morning. 
 
  EMMA 
I found this tape from two days later. 
 
(The sounds of the kitchen.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
And I am here. Waiting. 
 
  EMMA 
Listen carefully. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Millie? 
… 
Are you all right, dear? 
 
(Pause.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
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I put it in the drawer… 
 
 
(Sound of drawer opening, closing.) 
 
(A gasp.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Were you keeping it for anything? 
  
(Pause.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Are you going back to bed, then? 
 
 (Pause.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Okay. I guess I’m going to re-listen to this tape now. 
 
(Emma stops the tape recorder.) 
 
  EMMA 
The first few times I heard this tape I thought it was nothing.  
But I’ve listened to it again…. 
 
(Emma rewinds the tape and plays it over.) 
 
WALTER’VOICE 
Walter Burke.  August 23rd. Kitchen, early morning. 
 
  EMMA 
Walter sits here. At the kitchen table. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE  
And I am here. Waiting. 
 
  EMMA 
Someone enters the room. 
 
(Millie enters the room. She stands in the middle of the room unmoving for a moment.)  
 
(Emma goes towards where the sound is coming from, but does not see Millie. She is 
always a moment or two behind.) 
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  EMMA 
Walter says Millie’s name- 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE  
Millie? 
 
  EMMA 
It’s like she’s there but she’s not there. 
Like she’s been erased. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE  
Are you all right, dear? 
 
  EMMA 
There is almost a sound here… 
 
(Millie turns and looks at an empty chair for a moment.) 
 
  EMMA 
And then… 
 
(Saying nothing, Millie goes to the drawer.) 
 
  EMMA 
footsteps.  
There is a board that creaks in a particular way. 
 
(Millie steps on a floorboard that squeaks.) 
 
  EMMA 
There. 
And then… 
 
(She stops at an empty shelf.) 
 
  WALTER 
I put it in the drawer… 
 
(Millie opens a drawer.) 
 
  EMMA 
The drawer, do you hear it? 
And then 
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(Millie gasps.) 
 
  EMMA 
A gasp. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Were you keeping it for anything? 
 
  EMMA 
The slightest movement over here. 
 
(Millie shakes her head. ) 
 
  EMMA 
Footsteps… 
 
(Millie begins to shuffle off.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Are you going back to bed, then? 
 
  EMMA 
They stop. 
 
(Millie stops.) 
 
  EMMA 
And another small movement. 
 
 (Millie nods.) 
 
  EMMA 
And then… 
 
(Emma closes her eyes.) 
 
(Millie leans over and whispers to nobody.) 
 
(Millie exits.) 
 
(Emma opens her eyes.) 
 
  EMMA 
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Huh. I haven’t heard that before. Do you hear that? 
  
(There is only the sound of static.) 
 
  EMMA 
Whispering… 
  
(Emma listens harder.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Okay.  
I guess I’m going to re-listen to this tape now. 
 
(The tape catches and repeats this phrase over and over.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I’m going to re-listen to this tape now. 
I’m going to re-listen to this tape now. (etc.) 
 
(Emma slams the stop button on both tape players.) 
 
  EMMA 
… 
 
(She settles herself and then presses record.) 
 
  EMMA 
I know what you’d say, 
You’d say stop looking through everything and throw it all out. 
But it all feels so important, this link to… 
Walter & Millie were strangers, right? 
I mean, growing up, I went to their house – what? Twice.  
Before I get rid of everything- 
I feel like I should at least figure out who they were. 
So I hope you’ll find these tapes as… 
 
(In the middle of a thought she notices the toy piano.) 
 
  EMMA 
As curious as 
I do. 
I should 
Get some sleep… 
Don’t want you to 
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Worry about 
Me. 
Love you. 
 
 (Emma hits stop.) 
 
(Emma slowly moves to touch the piano. She wonders if it is even real.) 
  
(When she touches it a note plays. She recoils, somehow surprised at the result.) 
 
  EMMA 
Maybe you put it there and just forgot, okay? 
Nothing to freak out about.  
You have work to do. 
 
 (Emma turns off the light in the kitchen and goes to bed.) 
 
 (Shift to next scene. Lights fade from night to morning.) 
 
SCENE 7 
 
 PAST. LIVING ROOM. DAY. 
 
(Millie enters. She at the empty shelf. She becomes frustrated and goes to the toy piano.) 
 
(She pulls out her notebook and closes her eyes, remembering.) 
 
(Millie begins to play a little tune.) 
  
(Walter appears in the doorway. He is already recording.) 
 
 WALTER 
Sounds lovely. 
See, I knew you would like that better than a music box. 
 
(Millie writes in her journal and shows it to Walter.) 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
Slow down. I can’t understand what you’re saying. 
 
  MILLE 
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… 
 
 WALTER 
I took it.  
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
I found it. I can give it away. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
Why have you kept it? 
It whispers to you. 
Don’t you know I have seen you? 
It contains- 
You think you own these things, 
But they own you. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
I told you not to get attached.  
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
It makes you so sad. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
You have no one to give it to. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
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Gone. Forever gone. 
There is no not gone. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
… 
… 
 
 WALTER 
Is this what haunts you? 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
… 
 
 WALTER 
Dreams.  
That’s all it is, dreams. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
You belong to me. 
Do you see that? 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
… 
 
 WALTER 
I had no choice. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
It’s your own fault. 
Do you remember the day the bath was running? 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
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 WALTER 
But you did. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
Time is gone.  
There is no time, Millie. 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
 WALTER 
I have been collecting things for years. 
But you, you are my most treasured object. 
Do you remember? 
Do you remember how you would itch behind your ear? 
Do you remember how you would make yourself bleed? 
I fixed it. 
I made everything better. 
Didn’t I? 
 
  MILLIE 
… 
 
  WALTER’ 
What if it’s only for a moment? 
 
 (Walter puts her hand on Millie. Mille puts her hand on his. A touch.) 
 
 (Lights fade. Shift to next Scene.) 
  
SCENE 8 
 
PRESENT. LIVING ROOM. 
 
 (Emma records a tape.) 
 
  EMMA 
This is day – what – 15? 
I have another voice mail from my dear husband, Owen. 
That’s you. 
Let’s see what you have to say. 
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 (Emma dials her cell phone. And puts it on speaker it is not a great connection.) 
 
  VOICE MAIL 
You have 5 new messages. 
First message. 
 
  OWEN’S VOICE 
Hey Em, 
I’ve left you a few message- 
…  
-just wondering when you will get back to - 
… 
-got these tapes you – 
but I don’t have anything to – 
so I haven’t listened- 
I hope this- 
 
 (The message ends.) 
 
  EMMA 
I suppose you want to know when I’ll be done. 
Well, 
I’ve got most of the stuff cleared out, or in boxes. 
Everything that’s left to go through is in here. 
Except for the attic. 
You know, I kept thinking I would find a key for that attic lock. 
I found a whole crystal bowl full of keys. 
Not one of them worked. 
 
 (Emma itches behind her ear.) 
 
  EMMA 
I know. I should just be done. Give up. Go Home. 
I’ve listened to these tapes repeatedly. 
I haven’t heard any sounds of ghosts. 
If I did, it would be because I’m freaking myself out. 
But I’m slow to let go. 
 
Because I found a journal Millie kept. 
Listen to this: 
 
 (Emma reads.) 
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  EMMA 
“In all people there is a sweetness in their lives, Blue. 
Please put the kettle on for tea. Blue.  
That is because those which help those continue. Red. 
Olive oil, one these tablespoons. 
Nice to meet you. Orange.” 
 
It’s gibberish, right?  
It’s half formed recipes, notes to self and babbling. 
But do you know why she wrote all these things down? 
Do you? 
Because she didn’t speak.  
That’s why she isn’t on the tapes. 
She’s writing. 
 
I keep wanting the things she’s writing to line up with the tapes. 
But they don’t.  
Yet I still keep reading it. 
 
Because… 
Well, because… 
I told you I grew up in a house near by. 
And I told you I went over to their house a few times, right? 
But I never expected…  
 
(Emma puts a tape in the recorder.) 
 
  EMMA 
Just listen. 
 
(She presses play.) 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. August 22nd.  
Here I am in the living room.  
It is a lovely fall day.  
Just a bit of crispness in the air.  
And today I will be refilling the Drawer of Exquisite Things. 
And here to help me is Emma. Say Hi Emma. 
 
  GIRL’S VOICE 
Hi. 
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WALTER’S VOICE 
Do you want to tell everyone how the drawer works?  
She’s shaking her head no.  
Well, I’ll try to explain it.  
You tell me if I get anything wrong.  
When guests come to visit the house we celebrate with the Drawer of Exquisite Things.  
The drawer has been filled with things I have found.  
Here we have a top I found in the (garbled)  
and deck of playing (garbled) with a (garbled) a pretty good selection.  
What’s that? 
  
(Girl on tape, inaudible.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Oh, yes. Emma reminded me that the drawer has one rule.  
You can take anything you want but you have to give something in return.  
Are you ready to - 
 
(The tape becomes impossibly garbled and then clicks off. Emma goes to fix it.) 
 
  EMMA 
… the tapes are a little old. 
Um. I’m not sure how it started,  
but whenever any of the kids in the neighborhood had a birthday 
we would go to Walter and Millie’s house, 
And we would go to the drawer. 
 
 (Emma starts the tape playing again) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
-has one rule. 
You can take anything you want but you have to give something in return.  
Are you ready to choose something? 
How about we see what we have? 
 
(Emma turns down the volume.)  
 
 
 
  EMMA 
You know  
when you’re a child  
you think the littlest thing  
– a rubber band ball –  

  WALTER’S VOICE 
There is a small pencil eraser. 
 
A star pendant. 
A single dice. 
 
A magic marker 
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  EMMA (Continued) 
is an awesome treasure.  
Walter would get us so worked up.  
That year- 
I think I was eight- 
That year I was missing a game piece to… 
I think it was Parcheesi  
or something like that.  
And I was hoping I would find that 
Parcheesi piece in Walter’s Drawer of 
Exquisite things,  
because you never knew what you could 
find in there.  
 
The house I grew up in was always neat. 
Stepping into this house felt like visiting 
another world. 
 
 
 

  WALTER (Continued) 
A receipt 
Lip balm. 
 
A band aid. 
 
A Squirting flower. 
 
A tiny kite. 
 
Loop-de-loop drinking straw. 
 
A sack of marbles. 
 
A pair of sunglasses. 
 
 
This one is a little silly. But for the younger 
kids, I was at a pet store and I found a little 
piggy and when you squeeze it, (squeak) it 
make a little squeaky sound (squeak) there 
is again. Adorable.  

 
(Emma opens the drawer, almost hoping to see it full. It is empty.) 
 
  WALTER’s VOICE 
What do you think? 
 
(Girl on tape, inaudible. Sound of rustling in the drawer.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Oh that’s pretty good.  
I also have this - it just went in today. 
If you want, you can have it. 
Do you want to say what you picked? 
 
GIRL’S VOICE 
It’s a music box. 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
And a nice one at that.  
In exchange  
I see you’ve given an eraser.  
Perhaps another little kid will find that useful, someone who likes to draw.  
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  WALTER (Continued) 
Charlie down the street is quite the-  
 
 (The tape becomes garbled again and shuts off.) 
 
EMMA 
I don’t remember being recorded. 
I don’t remember the music box. 
I remember going over there. 
I remember a week later there was a fire. 
I remember them gone, so suddenly, like they disappeared. 
I felt so- 
I hope it explains why I’m not coming home today. 
  
 (Emma stops the tape recorder.) 
 
SCENE 9 
 
 PAST. KITCHEN. AFTERNOON. 
 
(Millie sits by the window. Walter enters with Girl, who is Emma at age 8. She holds a 
music box.) 
 
  WALTER 
Millie. Are you in here? 
  
(Millie doesn’t respond.) 
 
  WALTER 
Guess who came to visit. 
 (to the Girl) 
Do you want something to drink? We might have juice. 
 
  GIRL 
No thank you. 
  
(Walter touches Millie’s shoulder.) 
 
  WALTER 
Hey. Come say hello. 
 
 (Millie joins the Girl at the kitchen table.) 
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  WALTER 
Millie, this is Emma, the young woman who lives next door. 
 
  GIRL 
Hello, Mrs. Burke. 
 
 (Millie writes something down and shows the Girl.) 
 
  GIRL 
Oh, it’s nice to meet you, too. 
 
  WALTER 
I told Emma how you were feeling a little sad. And she thought she could cheer you up. 
 
  GIRL 
Mr. Burke said that he had put the music box in the Drawer of Exquisite Things on 
accident. 
 
  WALTER 
It wasn’t mine to give away. 
 
  GIRL 
And so I thought that I should bring it back. 
 
  WALTER 
I told her that she didn’t have to- 
 
  GIRL 
But I wanted to. I wouldn’t want to make anyone sad. 
 
  WALTER 
Emma’s grown up to be such a sweet girl, hasn’t she? 
  
(Millie doesn’t react.) 
 
  WALTER 
 (to the Girl) 
I have something for you. 
 
GIRL 
I don’t need anything. 
 
  WALTER 
Nonsense. That’s the rule. 
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Give something, get something in return. 
  WALTER (Continued) 
And I have for you, a riddle. 
 
  GIRL 
Really? 
 
  WALTER 
I know how you like them. 
 
  GIRL 
How does it go? 
 
  WALTER 
The more you take, the more you leave behind.  
 
  GIRL 
That’s it? 
 
  WALTER 
That’s it.  
The more you take, the more you leave behind. 
What are they? 
 
  GIRL 
Can you give me a hint? 
 
  WALTER 
No hints. Don’t expect me to go easy on you just because- 
 
 (Millie touches the Girl’s face. Is there a moment of recognition? ) 
 
  GIRL 
I’m sorry. I have to go.  
 
 (The Girl gives Millie the music box.) 
 
  GIRL 
Here’s your music box. 
My dad said dinner is soon. 
 
 (The Girl inches towards the door.) 
 
  WALTER 
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Okay. If you have to go 
 
  GIRL 
I’ll think on that riddle, Mr. Burke. 
 
  WALTER 
I expect you’ll be able to figure it out. 
 
 (Suddenly, Millie throws the music box to the ground.) 
 
  GIRL 
Oh no! 
 
  WALTER 
Don’t worry about it. 
Millie, you have to be more careful.  
This thing’ll break if it gets knocked on the ground. 
 
  GIRL 
Is it ruined? 
 
  WALTER 
Everything mends. 
 
 (Walter picks up the pieces.) 
 
  WALTER 
I got this, you run along now. 
But don’t be a stranger, okay? 
 
  GIRL 
I won’t. 
 
 (Millie sits at the kitchen table and stares at the music box.) 
 
  WALTER 
Say hello to your father for me. 
 
  GIRL 
Will do. 
 
 (The Girl leaves. Walter looks at Millie.) 
 
  WALTER 
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What do you think about that? 
Millie? 
  
(He touches her hand. She doesn’t react.) 
 
  WALTER 
I can fix it. 
 
 (Millie doesn’t not respond. Walter leaves.) 
 
(Millie winds the music box.  Although it is damaged it manages to play a few notes.) 
 
 (Shift to next scene.) 
 
SCENE 10 
 
 PRESENT. LIVING ROOM. NIGHT. 
 
 (Empty room. Tape playing low.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. October 4th. Light Switch. 
 
 (Sound of a light switch being flicked on and off.) 
 
(Knock on door.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. October 4th. Rocking Chair. 
 
 (Sound of a rocking chair.) 
 
 (Another knock.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. October 4th. Iron. 
 
 (Sound of someone ironing.) 
 
 (Owen enters with a grocery bag.) 
 
  OWEN 
Emma? 
Em, I saw your car out front. 
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  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. October 4th. Wind Chimes. 
 
 (Sound of wind chimes.) 
 
  OWEN 
That’s not creepy at all. 
 
 (Owen takes in the house.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. October 4th. Wind. 
 
 (Sound of wind.) 
 
 (A bang is heard up stairs. Owen stops the tape.) 
 
  OWEN 
Emma? 
 
 (Bang.) 
 
  OWEN 
Emma, is that you? 
 
 (Bang.) 
 
  OWEN 
Are you okay? 
 
 (Silence. Owen picks up an object to use as a make-shift weapon.) 
 
(Emma enters with box. She sees Owen out of the corner of her eye and screams.)  
 
  EMMA 
What the hell?! 
Owen! 
I thought I was going to be murdered! 
Are you laughing? This isn’t funny. 
 
  OWEN 
Sorry. It’s good to see you. 
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  EMMA 
Why are you standing in here like a creep? 
 
  OWEN 
I called out your name. 
 
  EMMA 
I didn’t hear you. 
 
  OWEN 
Hey… 
 
 (He pulls her close.) 
 
  OWEN 
I missed you. 
 
 (Emma smiles.) 
 
  EMMA 
You’re a bastard, you know that. 
 
  OWEN  
I love you too. 
 
 (smooch) 
 
  EMMA 
What are you doing here? 
 
  OWEN 
Sleep-over. 
 
  EMMA 
I thought you had to work. 
 
  OWEN 
I took tomorrow off.  
I’m here to help. 
Now, are we cleaning up? 
Or making a mess? 
 
  EMMA 
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I’m pulling things out of the attic. 
 
  OWEN 
You found the key. 
 
  EMMA 
I found a sledgehammer. 
 
  OWEN 
I see. 
 
  EMMA 
Don’t say “I see,” like you see.  
This is important.  
We can get rid of everything else.  
I just want all the tapes and the journals. 
 
  OWEN 
Sure. I’ll help. 
 
  EMMA 
I’ve been doing fine on my own… 
 
  OWEN 
Have you eaten? 
 
  EMMA 
Breakfast. 
 
  OWEN 
How about a sandwich? 
 
  EMMA 
The fridge is a little… 
 
 (Owen holds up a bag.) 
 
  OWEN 
I brought reinforcements. 
 
  EMMA 
Yeah. Fine. 
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(Emma pulls things out of the box she brought down. It’s all trophies – bowling, tennis, 
baseball, etc.) 
  
(Owen goes toward the kitchen.) 
 
  OWEN 
I hope turkey is okay. 
 
  EMMA 
Sure. Thanks. 
 
  OWEN 
Not a problem. 
 
  EMMA 
No. Thanks for being here. 
I know I can get a little… disconnected. 
 
  OWEN 
Maybe even a little obsessed? 
 
  EMMA 
Maybe. 
 
  OWEN 
What? 
 
  EMMA 
I hate it when you say that. 
 
  OWEN 
But you were just saying… 
I didn’t mean anything by it. 
 
  EMMA 
It’s fine.  
 
(It’s not.) 
 
(Owen goes into kitchen and makes a sandwich.) 
 
  OWEN 
I hired someone. A contractor.  
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  EMMA 
Oh. 
 
  OWEN 
He seemed nice enough on the phone. 
Like a real professional. 
And he’ll be here in a couple days. 
 
  EMMA 
I won’t be ready. 
 
  OWEN 
The guy- the contractor-  
he said we just need to get it close enough to clean. 
I think we can manage close enough. 
 
  EMMA 
I need another week. 
 
  OWEN 
Really I’ll help, that’s why I’m here. 
You can use that same real estate agent you used for your dad’s house. 
 
  EMMA 
That makes sense. 
 
  OWEN 
What was her name – Barbra or Debra or Linda 
 
  EMMA 
Melanie. 
 
  OWEN 
Yes. Melanie, she was great. 
Isn’t that what this was about? 
Fixing it up and selling it. 
We can start looking for a house of our own. 
Imagine a kitchen with a dishwasher, 
Maybe even stainless steel appliances. 
 
  EMMA 
And a gas stove? 
 
  OWEN 
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And bathroom faucets that don’t leak all the time. 
 
  EMMA 
Cupboards that close. 
 
  OWEN 
Shelves that are level. 
 
  EMMA 
A back yard for a dog. 
 
  OWEN 
…Sure. 
 
  EMMA 
Sounds lovely. 
 
  OWEN 
It will be. 
 
  EMMA 
Did you get all the tapes I sent? 
 
  OWEN 
It took me a while to find a way to play them. 
 
  EMMA 
But you listened to them? 
 
  OWEN 
My mom’s car has a tape player. 
 
  EMMA 
Did you get the one with Millie’s journals? 
 
  OWEN 
I think so. The ones with gibberish?  
 
  EMMA 
The more I read them the more they make a certain sense. 
Want to hear what I found in the attic? 
 
  OWEN 
Of course. 
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 (Emma picks up Millie’s journal and reads.) 
 
  EMMA 
“Cultivate nurturing like the herb of the garden,  
Green. the wise man, Blue. like sage. Blue. 
 
As for us  
we want  
and almost love,  
we think  
and that  
entirely  
dearly  
we want,  
want entirely. 
 
Red. Red. Orange. Orange.” 
 
It has a kind of beauty, 
 
 (Owen sets down the sandwich in front of her.) 
 
  OWEN 
That’s not gibberish? 
 
  EMMA 
She’s trying to say something. 
 
  OWEN 
Is she really? 
 
  EMMA 
Nevermind. 
 
  OWEN 
What? 
 
  EMMA 
Nothing. 
I thought you would understand. 
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  OWEN 
Well I don’t. 
But I don’t need to.  
If this is important to you,  
lets figure this out. 
 
  EMMA 
There’s this tape. It’s marked April 14th. 
Walter talks about it. 
And I just want to find it. 
I’ve been reading the journal 
trying to figure out what happened that day, 
but there’s no dates. 
I can’t leave until I find it. 
I just got the attic open. 
 
  OWEN 
Do you want me to look? 
Maybe you just need a fresh set of eyes. 
 
  EMMA 
You don’t have to. 
 
  OWEN 
I’ll even start looking right now. 
 
  EMMA 
I’ve been doing fine on my own. 
 
  OWEN 
I spent hours in a car. 
It’ll be good to move around. 
 
  EMMA 
I don’t want you involved. 
 
  OWEN 
Do you want me to go? 
 
  EMMA 
No, I just… 
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  OWEN 
Because it sure as hell doesn’t sound like you want me here. 
 
  EMMA 
No, I’m glad to see you. 
 
  OWEN 
Here’s my offer: One day. 
Not a week. One day. 
We’ll spend all of tomorrow looking for this missing tape, 
We’ll bring everything down from the attic and go through it. 
And if we don’t find it, we did the best we could. 
Do we have a deal? 
 
  EMMA 
Yeah. Sure. Okay. 
 
  OWEN 
Bet you I’ll find it in less than twenty minutes. 
 
  EMMA 
I hope so.   
 
 (Owen exits, Emma is alone.) 
 
 (Unable to take the silence, Emma plays a tape.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. August 23rd. Kitchen, early morning. 
 
(Sound of the refrigerator.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
And I am here. Waiting. 
 
(Millie enters and stands in the doorway.) 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
Millie? 
Are you all right, dear? 
 
(Millie stands in the middle of the room unmoving for a moment.)  
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(Emma goes towards where the sound is coming from, but does not see Millie. She is 
always a moment or two behind.) 
  
(Millie turns and looks at an empty chair.) 
 
(Then, saying nothing, Millie goes to a drawer.) 
 
(Millie steps on a floorboard that squeaks.) 
 
(Millie goes to the shelf.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I put it in the drawer… 
 
(Millie opens the drawer.) 
 
(Millie gasps.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Were you keeping it for anything? 
 
(Millie shakes her head. And then begins to shuffle off.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Are you going back to bed, then? 
 
(Millie nods.) 
 
(Millie stops, leans over and whispers in Emma’s ear.) 
 
 (Emma gasps.) 
 
(The sound of static. The sound rises.) 
 
 (Owen re-enters.) 
 
  OWEN 
Em, are you okay? 
 
  EMMA 
Don’t you hear it? 
She’s crying. 
 
  OWEN 
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Who is? 
I don’t hear anything. 
 
  EMMA 
Don’t cry.  
Oh, please don’t cry, Millie. 
I’m right here.  
I’ll find it.  
Don’t cry.  
Please.  
 
 (Emma goes to journals, begins flipping through them.) 
 
  OWEN 
Em? 
 
  EMMA 
It’s in here. 
 
(She hands him a journal. And goes back to reading. Reluctantly Owen follows suit.) 
 
(Shift to next scene.) 
 
SCENE 11 
 
 PAST. KITCHEN. MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT. 
 
(Walter enters with the music box, tools and a tape recorder. He sets everything out 
meticulously.) 
 
(Walter hits record.) 
 
  WALTER 
Walter Burke. August 26th. Kitchen. 
So here we have a problem. 
 
(He winds the music box. It doesn’t play.)  
 
  WALTER 
Nothing, see.  
It looks to be a lost cause. 
Maybe I can fix it. 
I have to try. 
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(Walter begins to try to fix the music box.) 
 
 
OWEN 
It’s been a long day. Maybe we should get some sleep. 
 
  EMMA 
I think I need to stay up for a while. 
 
  OWEN 
Em, you should get some rest. 
 
  EMMA 
You can go. 
 
  OWEN 
Not without you. 
 
EMMA 
Go to bed. 
Really. I’m okay. 
 
 (Owen does not go. Instead he goes back to reading.)  
 
  WALTER 
I hold this in my hand and I can feel it’s age.  
Every nick and scratch is a scar that betrays a lifetime.  
Who owned it before me? 
Where was it made? 
Who designed it? 
Think of all the places this little thing has been. 
 
I’ve brought the whole world home to Millie.  
So she would make sense of it all, put everything in its place. 
Things are precious.  
They are how we tell people we love them.  
They are proof that we exist.  
And even if we should disappear  
our things will remain for at time.  
In the hope that our memory will linger,  
if only for a bit until we’ve had a chance to say good-bye. 
 
How long do our fingerprints last?  
What have I held that you are holding?  
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Outside of time we are together. 
 
 (Walter looks down at the music box.) 
 
  WALTER 
I’ve made some initial adjustments. 
Let’s see what we have. 
 
(Walter winds the music box again. It plays a few notes and stops. ) 
 
  WALTER 
That’s something, isn’t it? 
But can it be fixed? 
 
(Walter stops his recording.) 
 
(Emma pulls the tape out of her pocket and looks at it.) 
 
  WALTER 
Can it? 
 
(Walter hits rewind and replays his recording.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. August 26th. Kitchen. 
So here we have a problem. 
 
(Sound of music box winding.)  
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Nothing, see.  
It looks to be a lost cause. 
Maybe I can fix it. 
I have to try. 
 
 (There is a strange voice on the recording.) 
 
EMMA’S VOICE 
Go back to bed. 
Really. I’m okay. 
 
(Walter rewinds the tape and plays it again.) 
 
EMMA’S VOICE 
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Go back to bed. 
Really. I’m okay. 
 
(Walter rewinds the tape and plays it again.) 
 
EMMA’S VOICE 
Go back to bed. 
Really. I’m okay. 
 
 (Walter looks around.) 
 
(Shift into next scene.) 
 
SCENE 12 
 
 PRESENT. MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT.  
 
 (Emma by the window.) 
  
 (Owen goes over to the toy piano. He begins to pluck out a song.) 
 
 (Emma re-enters.) 
 
  EMMA 
What is that? 
 
  OWEN 
There are colored dots on the keys. 
And in the journal… 
 
(Owen says a color for each note he plays.) 
 
  OWEN 
Green. Blue. Blue. 
Red. Red. Orange. Orange. 
Yellow. Green.  Purple. 
Orange. Green. Purple. 
 
  EMMA 
What song is that? 
 
  OWEN 
I don’t know. 
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  EMMA 
Play it again. 
 
 (Owen plays it again.) 
 
  EMMA 
Where have I heard that? 
 
(Emma gets an idea. She digs through the tapes and puts one in the tape player.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke. August 25th.  
 
(In the distance - Sound of the toy piano.) 
 
(Emma stops the tape.) 
 
  EMMA 
There, in the background. 
 
  OWEN 
Yeah. I hear it. 
 
  EMMA 
Did she write anything else? 
 
(Owen hands her the journal. She looks at the journal for a moment and then starts the 
tape again.) 
 
 WALTER’S VOICE 
Sounds lovely. 
See, I knew you would like that better than a music box. 
 
(Emma reads the journal she holds.) 
 
  EMMA 
The music box- (illegible) 
You shouldn’t have- (illegible) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Slow down. I can’t understand what you’re saying. 
 
  EMMA 
My music box 
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someone took it.  
 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
I took it.  
 
EMMA 
That was my music box. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I found it. I can give it away. 
 
  EMMA 
I need it. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Why have you kept it? 
It whispers to you. 
Don’t you know I have seen you? 
It contains- 
You think you own these things, 
But they own you. 
 
  EMMA 
I’m saving it. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I told you not to get attached.  
 
  EMMA 
The house needs it, 
It needs to be ready. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
It makes you so sad. 
 
  EMMA 
I’m going to give this music box to my daughter some day. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
You have no one to give it to. 
 
  EMMA 
Where is my daughter, Walt?  
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Where is she? 
 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Gone. Forever gone. 
There is no not gone. 
 
  EMMA 
I miss her so much. I can feel the place in my arms where I held her. 
I can feel her weight on me as I am sleeping.  
I can feel her soft breath.  
In and out.  
I smell her, like a flower.  
But then she starts to fuss and fidget.  
She wakes me with her cries.  
She needs me Walter.  
I need her.  
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Is this what haunts you? 
 
  EMMA 
Someone has taken her from me.  
I saw him do it. 
He wore a hat like yours. It was raining. He stole her from the crib.  
I think she’s hidden somewhere in the house. That’s why I can hear her. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Dreams.  
That’s all it is, dreams. 
 
  EMMA 
She belongs to me. We belong together. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
You belong to me. 
Do you see that? 
 
  EMMA 
I want my baby. Impossible fingers and toes. 
I want to see my daughter. 
I want to see her. Right. Now. 
You can’t keep her from me. 
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  WALTER’S VOICE 
I had no choice. 
 
  EMMA 
Why not?  
That’s where I want. 
I want to go back. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
It’s your own fault. 
Do you remember the day the bath was running? 
 
  EMMA 
I didn’t mean to. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
But you did. 
 
  EMMA 
I can be a good mother. I’ll show you how good I can be. I’ll pay attention all the time. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Time is gone.  
There is no time, Millie. 
 
  EMMA 
If you bring her back, if you do that, I’ll watch her all the time. I promise. 
I’m sorry I left the bath on. I’m so so sorry. 
 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I have been collecting things for years. 
But you, you are my most treasured object. 
Do you remember? 
Do you remember how you would itch behind your ear? 
Do you remember how you would make yourself bleed? 
I fixed it. 
I made everything better. 
Didn’t I? 
 
  EMMA 
Please. Bring… 
 
 (Emma can’t speak.) 
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  WALTER’S VOICE 
What if it’s only for a moment? 
 
(Emma turns the page; nothing. She turns the next page; nothing.) 
 
OWEN 
What does it say? 
 
(Owen puts his hand on Emma’s. She stops turning pages.) 
 
 (Emma slowly turns back to the page.) 
 
  EMMA 
“Please. Bring Emma back.” 
 
  OWEN 
Is that… 
 
  EMMA 
You know,  
I think I’m done.  
Yes. That’s it,  
I’m completely done.  
 
  OWEN 
Em… Do you want to talk about this? 
 
  EMMA 
I want to finish. 
 
  OWEN 
Do you want me to put this stuff back in the attic? 
 
  EMMA 
Sweetie. I’m done – it all goes. 
 
(Emma throws the journal into a large box.) 
 
  EMMA 
Good-bye journal.  
Good-bye jar of nails.  
Come on, try it. 
Good-bye bowling trophy. 
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  OWEN 
Maybe I should take you home. 
 
  EMMA 
This is what you wanted right? 
Just to throw it all away. 
 
  OWEN 
You don’t need to do this, the guy said- 
 
  EMMA 
You gave me one day.  
This is what I want to do with my one day. 
I want to get rid of all of it. 
Good-bye container of Christmas cards.  
Good-bye fake jewelry pile.  
Good-bye shoe horn collection. 
Are you going to stand there or are you going to help me? 
 
(Emma and Owen start clearing the room of all the things.) 
 
(When Owen isn’t quite paying attention, Emma finds a box of matches. She strikes one 
and holds it over the box.) 
 
  OWEN 
What are you doing? 
 
  EMMA 
It’s okay. I’m done. 
 
(Owen stares at her. She doesn’t drop the match.) 
 
  OWEN 
Em? 
 
  EMMA 
I just got carried away. 
 
  OWEN 
I’m going to take you home, okay? 
 
  EMMA 
Okay. 
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(Owen exits.) 
 
(Shift to next scene. Lights shift from morning to night.) 
 
SCENE 13 
 
KITCHEN. MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT. PAST. PRESENT 
 
(Millie enters. She goes to the drawer and pulls out the music box.) 
 
(Emma enters and sits by the window. She pulls out the tape and mindlessly turns it in 
her hand.) 
 
 (Walter enters.) 
 
  WALTER 
I see you found it. 
Do you think it’s fixed? 
 
(Owen enters, he carries his small travel bag. Emma tucks the tape away.) 
 
  OWEN 
Come on. 
 
  EMMA 
What? 
 
  OWEN 
We’re leaving. 
 
  EMMA 
It’s the middle of the night - I’d rather drive during the day. 
   
  OWEN 
I’ll come back for your car next weekend. 
 
  EMMA 
I’m not driving home with you tonight. 
 
  OWEN 
Being here- 
It makes you so sad. 
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  EMMA 
I’m fine. 
 
 (Millie winds the music box.) 
 
  OWEN 
Whenever you say “I’m fine,” it means you’re not fine. 
 
 (The music box begins to play. It is the same melody as heard on the toy piano.) 
 
  WALTER 
What do you think about that? 
 
 (Millie wanders off. Walter watches her.) 
 
  EMMA 
I’m not leaving. 
 
  OWEN 
Will you be home tomorrow? 
 
  EMMA 
I don’t know. 
 
  OWEN 
Will you be home? 
… 
Fine. 
 
 (Owen exits.) 
 
(Walter sits at the kitchen table.) 
 
(Emma suddenly cold, puts her hands into her pockets. She finds a tape.) 
 
  EMMA 
Okay Walter. 
For old times’ sake. 
 
 (She puts the tape in the recorder and presses play. Sound of Walter’s Voice.) 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
Walter Burke.  August 21st. Kitchen. 
The house is cold this morning. 
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Only Millie knows how to work the thermostat. 
 
Today I began re-listening to my old recordings.  
  WALTER’S VOICE (Continued) 
I don’t know what I thought I would find. 
 
 (Emma sits next to Walter at the kitchen table.) 
 
WALTER’S VOICE  
Yesterday I found Millie staring out the window. 
Couldn’t quite tell what was going on with her. 
She didn’t say anything, 
I assumed she was not feeling well. 
She hasn’t been feeling well for a while. 
She barely eats anymore. 
I bring her home things I find, 
But she doesn’t seem interested. 
 
(Walter presses play on his tape recorder. Both play the same recording but it wobbles in 
and out of sync. Walter goes back to work on the music box.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
There is one recording  
that I’ve listened to  
over and over.  
April 14. Partly Cloudy. Bedroom. 
 
I think.  
I think I know what is happening to Millie.  
However unbelievable it might be.  
 
At first I wasn’t, but now, I’m sure. 
I have heard discrepancies – distortions - 
things that are there, that shouldn’t be. 
 
 (The sound of Emma’s tape player begins to fade.) 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
I’ve found- 
I’ve detected 
What I believe to be  
the sounds of ghosts.  
…Ghost sounds. 
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 (Walter stops his tape.) 
 
(Walter flips the tape over.)  
 
(Walter begins to speak. Has Emma heard this recording before?) 
 
WALTER 
Walter Burke. August 27th. Kitchen 
My wife is a sensitive creature. 
Most days she is barely able to take care of herself. 
 
As we gotten older I barely recognize her anymore, 
I barely recognize myself. 
We live in separate worlds, 
and speak through the collecting. 
If I miss her voice, 
I listen to the one time she let me record her. 
There is something there that we forgot. 
 
Really we were lucky. 
The day I got home just in time. 
The day the bath was running. 
The day I turned it off just in time. 
Emma was fine. 
 
But this wasn’t the first time it happened. 
Nor would it be the last. 
I made arrangements. 
I asked the couple next door to watch over her for a few months. 
He was a doctor, it seemed to make sense. 
Millie took the news well, she knew it was for the best. 
 
Millie never liked to leave the house. 
I thought we would see Emma more. 
Millie, she doesn’t understand that Emma got older. 
She asked for the baby she lost. 
That I took from her. 
 
There was a time  
when I could see our life as a family  
stretched out in front of us.  
I would make you toys  
and a tree house  
and a swing set.  
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When you were older we would find wonderful things  
to open up and see how they work.  
You would help your mother in the garden.  
  WALTER (Continued) 
She’d grow the most beautiful roses;  
the sadder she’d get,  
the better the roses would look.  
It would have never worked. 
Who was I to have a baby?  
I’ve never been good with people. 
Things maybe, but people… 
 
(Emma puts her hand on Walter. Walter puts her hand on his. A touch.) 
 
(The world shifts.) 
 
  WALTER 
I can’t begin to tell you how hard this was.  
I made the best decision I knew how.  
In my heart,  
I thought it would be temporary.  
But once you were gone 
she seemed  
better. 
How was I to know? 
 
  EMMA 
I never did figure out that riddle. 
 
  WALTER 
It’s only been a day. 
 
  EMMA 
It’s been years. 
 
 (Walter and Emma make eye contact.) 
 
  WALTER 
I thought you seemed older. 
 
  EMMA 
I’m married now. 
 
 (A smile spreads across his face.) 
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  WALTER 
Of course you are. Congratulations. 
Do you remember how it goes, the riddle? 
 
  EMMA 
The more you take, the more you leave behind. What are they? 
 
  WALTER 
Give up? 
 
  EMMA 
Only this once. 
 
  WALTER 
Footsteps. 
 
  EMMA 
Footsteps. I like that. 
… 
Didn’t you want me? 
 
  WALTER 
More than anything. 
 
  EMMA 
Then why didn’t you bring me back? 
 
  WALTER 
For years we collected. 
We filled our house with things.  
But now I can only feel what is missing. 
Each one a memory of a life we never had, 
Placeholders for a family. 
 
  EMMA 
August 27th. Tonight. The fire. 
 
  WALTER 
What? 
 
  EMMA 
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You’re thinking… 
You’re thinking about destroying your collection. 
You’re thinking about burning your house. 
 
  WALTER 
All these things… 
 
  EMMA 
Walter. 
 
  WALTER 
Leave me alone. 
 
  EMMA 
Don’t do it. 
 
  WALTER 
I need to fix this. 
 
  EMMA 
It won’t work.  
 
  WALTER 
I have to try. 
 
  EMMA 
You’ll die. You’ll both die. 
 
  WALTER 
Why are you here? 
 
  EMMA 
I want my parents. 
 
  WALTER 
We can never be that. 
 
  EMMA 
I listened to all your tapes. 
 
  WALTER 
You shouldn’t have. 
 
  EMMA 
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Walter- 
 
 
  WALTER 
And I should have never made them. 
I should have never brought you here. To the drawer. 
 
EMMA 
Then you shouldn’t- 
You took her from me. 
 
  WALTER 
April 14th. Partly Cloudy. 
She’s there. 
You can have that tape. 
 
  EMMA 
I can’t find it. 
It’s gone. …destroyed in the fire. 
 
 (Walter digs in his pocket and finds the April 14th tape.) 
 
 (He holds it out.) 
 
  WALTER 
Do you want to listen to it? 
 
  EMMA 
More than anything. 
 
(Emma doesn’t take it.) 
 
  EMMA 
But If I take that… 
 
  WALTER 
Before you were born I bought this tape recorder. 
Your mother and I sat down and pressed record. 
We forgot how to be like this. 
 
 (Emma holds out her hand.) 
 
(Walter places it in her hand. He begins to leave.) 
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  EMMA 
Please don’t do it. 
 
  WALTER 
When you lose something, you get something in return. 
  
 (Walter leaves.) 
 
(She looks at the tape for a moment.)  
 
(Then she puts it in the tape player, presses play and listens.)  
 
(Slowly lights move from night to morning. ) 
 
(Emma, alone, listens to the recording.) 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
 (In a whisper.) 
It’s running, are you ready, here we go. 
 (Full voice.) 
Hi. 
This is Walter- 
This is Walt- 
This is  
Dad. 
 
(Millie laughs.) 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
And that’s mom. 
And this is the tape recorder. 
 
 (They laugh.) 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
We’re very excited to have this document for you. 
The first of many, we’re hoping. 
Today is April 14th.  
The weather is pleasant, partly cloudy. 
We want to introduce you to our house, 
And your life here with us. 
Our little secret. 
No one knows about you yet. 
You’re the first to know. 
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 (They laugh.) 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
Soon we’ll tell the rest of the family,  
but we felt we should tell you right off the bat. 
So… 
We’re having a baby! 
And you don’t have a name yet, 
But I’m sure by the time you are listening to this you do have a name  
and hope you like it. 
Ah, but we wanted to make this tape to let you know how we feel right now. 
And how excited we are. 
What else? What else? 
 
MILLIE’S VOICE 
We can’t wait to meet you. 
Strange as it is to say, you are in my belly right now.  
In no time at all- 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
Just a few short months- 
 
  MILLIE’S VOICE 
You will be here. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
All shiny and new. 
 
  MILLIE’S VOICE 
I get so worried already. 
You will be so defenseless. 
We’ll have to feed you and clothe you and make sure you are happy. 
It’s isn’t always easy to be happy.  
It’s important that you know that. 
 
  WALTER’S VOICE 
But we will try, won’t we? 
 
  MILLIE’S VOICE 
We will. 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
And we’ll love her. 
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  MILLIE’S VOICE 
With my everything. 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
We will make mistakes,  
But we hope that you will forgive us. 
Because we will always, always love you. 
 
  MILLIE’S VOICE 
We will. 
 
WALTER’S VOICE 
This is the first of what I hope to be many tapes. 
This has been your dad. 
 
  MILLIE’S VOICE 
And your mom. 
We can’t wait to meet you. 
And we love you. 
 
 (Tape hiss. Tape hiss. Click) 
 
 END OF PLAY 
 
 

 


