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ABSTRACT
The First Act
By Angela Hunt
The First Act is a creative thesis which explores the boundaries of biography and

autobiography, fact and fiction, as the life of my mother, Deborah Wolfe, and my own, intersect
in prose and drama. My purpose in writing this thesis was to examine and seek an understanding
of my own relationship with the past and the present, as | explored the roots of my family
history, specifically through the eyes of my mother, while using aspects of my family’s West
Virginian and Mormon heritage. By reading the following story, you will, in a way, go on that
journey with me and my mother, and will provide us with an audience to listen to the voice of the

hidden feminine psyches found within my mother and within myself.
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Introduction — The First Act

My creative thesis began with several goals in mind: | wanted to use aspects of my
family’s cultural and religious heritage in my writing, and | wanted to look for ways that
“fictional” practices could be used, such as in the structure of the text, the ordering of events,
using poetry or poetic descriptions of the events or people found with the text, as well as
standard biographical techniques. | was not exactly sure how this would be accomplished.
However, keeping these goals in mind, | set out— notebook and tape recorder in hand— to learn
about and to understand my mother’s (Deborah Wolfe’s) life and how her life has affected my
own.

As | wrote my mother’s story (thus also writing the story of my ancestors and my own), |
wanted to strive to be truthful and ethical as I reconstructed this family history. | wanted to
remember that | have been given the privilege of writing about others’ lives, and I recognized
that with this honor comes much responsibility. I knew that many sensitive themes could come
up during my thesis, such as sexual and physical abuse, mental illness, etc., and | wanted to work
carefully to render these issues in an artistic but appropriate way.

| wanted to experiment with my writing, and like Paul Auster and Annie Ernaux, | hoped
to find a balance between the biography and autobiography. In the tradition of Suzannah Lessard,
Pat Mora, Margaret Forster, Henry F. Mays, Michael Ondaatje, and James Elroy ( to name a
few), | wanted to search for my identity through a journey into my own family history. Also, as |
constructed my piece, | wanted to find ways to borrow from other genres (memoir, poetry,
biography, novel, drama, etc.) thus creating a hybrid creative nonfiction work.

As | pieced together the events of my mother’s life, | wanted to use research methods



that would draw from various fields, including sociology, history, anthropology and
psychoanalysis. Specifically, 1 planned on using personal interviews, newspaper accounts,
journal entries, letters, photographs, television interviews/programs, and creative works by
family members to uncover my mother’s story.

My purpose in writing this thesis was to examine and seek an understanding of my own
relationship with the past and the present, as | explored the roots of my family history,
specifically through the eyes of my mother. | knew that the events of my mother’s life story
were those which could fill many novels, yet they were all true, and she was the one who
experienced it all. I hoped that I could present her story using a mixture of creative writing
techniques, creating an end product which could be both entertaining and inspirational to the
reader.

My mother has overcome many trials throughout her life, and she has received many
awards, but what | found most inspiring of all is that, in the end, she chose to live and devote her
life to raising eight children on a mountaintop in West Virginia (as un-glamorous as that may
have been). She gave birth at home to each of her children with one of the last remaining
midwives in our region watching over her. My mother also homeschooled each of her children,
and gave my siblings and | many opportunities to travel around the world with her to many parts
of North America and Asia, and to study within many different fields, especially within the
performing arts.

When the time came for me to leave home to pursue my studies on my own, | left with

the skills necessary to live an independent and successful life away from my mountain home.



Like my mother, after | had lived away from West Virginia for five years, | realized that the hills
were in my blood, and although many regions of the world have many things to offer, they could
not take the place of my true home.

When | became pregnant with my first son, | felt the pull of home drawing me, and—
desiring to give birth with the midwife who delivered me, on the mountaintop that | took my first
breath on—I returned home. A few months later, in the room where | was born in, my son came
into the world. Because of events such as this one, my mother and | share a bond that extends
beyond a normal mother/daughter relationship.

However, with all that my mother and | have shared together, many questions regarding
our family history and her life still remain unanswered. Within my mother are memories of
events and family members which she has tried to push away because of the emotional turmoil
that they have caused her. She has never gone very deep into these matters, but she has always
told me that someday she would tell me everything as best she could.

For many years, writers have come to my mother, wanting to write her story, and she has
always refused, planning one day to write this story herself. She had never given anyone
permission to write her story—until now. Because of the special bond that I mother and | share
and because of our joint desire to understand the intricacies of being part of our family (which
involves the genetic connections that we share, especially in regards to clinical depression), my
mother chose to let me write her story.

By choosing this topic for my creative thesis, | followed a line of writers who have made
the decision to write on the lives of their parents while using a postmodern belief that the genres
of autobiography, memoir and biography are, as Gunnpérunn Gudmundsdéttir, a professor of

Comparative Literature from the University of Iceland, states in Borderlines: Autobiography and
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Fiction in Postmodern Life Writing, “fertile ground for experimental writing” (1). As |
investigated my mother’s life, | explored how a writer must constantly encounter “borderlines
between fiction and autobiography” when writing about the past (Gudmundsdottir 6).

I hoped that the nature of my thesis project would allow me to create something which
would demonstrate what | have always wanted to do: place myself as an active participant within
my own text. | wanted to be the explorer of my own background, and | wanted to allow others to
experience the emotions surrounding the discoveries | hoped to make as my mother and |
journeyed deep into the recesses of the mysterious world of our family and our relationship with
one another.

The genre that | most often find myself writing generally falls under the umbrella term of
creative nonfiction, and the genres of my thesis oscillate between biography, memoir, and drama.
I did not really become familiar with the term “creative nonfiction” until the beginning of 2007,
however, from the beginning of my writing career, | have been driven to tell the stories of those
around me and those who have come before me. In my previous work as a playwriting student
(recreating scenes from my family’s life for my plays) or in my short story writing (where | have
based many of my fictional characters around immediate family members), | have observed a
fine line between autobiography and fiction. This “borderline” between fictional and
autobiographical writing seems located in many areas of autobiographical writing. According to

Gunnpérunn Gudmundsdottir,

...the relationship between the fictional and autobiographical aspects of life-

writing can be a close one, as can be seen for instance in the close relationship

between memory, writing and fiction, so that one would be hard-pressed to define
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them as two distinct (and opposing) modes of discourse. The (trouble causing)
form, the biography, and its sister genre, autobiography, seem inevitably to

oscillate between facts and fictions (263).

The question of how the past is written or recreated caused me to search the world of
contemporary creative nonfiction to examine how other authors have treated this subject of
representing their past, or the past of their ancestors in current life writing. During this search |
found that life writing (i.e., autobiography, memoir and biography, etc.) often addresses many
significant issues, including gender, ethnicity, memory, family relationships, etc., and perhaps
most importantly, it addresses and questions an individual’s relationship with the past. | believe
that by coming to a better understanding of the past, we may be able to prepare and embrace our
present and future selves and lives.

Although my writing has been influenced in some way by all the books and plays I have
ever read, there are some writers specifically, that have make me excited about the possibilities
of writing within the “creative nonfiction” genre. Michael Ondaatje is one of these writers. For
example, in his text, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, Ondaatje write about Billy the Kid’s
life in a way that was not limited to prose, or to poetry, but utilized many literary techniques,
thus creating what Ondaatje called a work of “half theater, half film, half book, half music hall”
(Caldwell 41). Although I did not blend together as many genres as Ondaatje has, I did find a
way to combine the factual and imaginative worlds surrounding my mother’s past, and my
collection of this past, through memoir and drama. The facts of my mother’s story are
surrounded by the emotions that they dwell within, just as they are surrounded by the objectivity

of concrete documents and the subjectivity of human memory.
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By reading and writing creative nonfiction | feel that we may, as Robert L. Root, Jr. and
Michael Steinberg state in the introduction of The Fourth Genre, “find a place to connect to the
personal voice, to connect not to art or knowledge alone but to another mind” (xxxi). | chose to
write in the genres of memoir, biography and drama, because | wanted to be open not only to
myself, but to my readers. | wanted to open myself up emotionally in ways | had never done
before—because | felt like if my mother was willing to then I should as well. Root and
Steinberg express well the feelings | had when | entered into my thesis project hoping to use the
genre of creative nonfiction:

This genre grants writers permission to explore without knowing where they’ll
end up, to be tentative, speculative, and reflective. Because writing creative
nonfiction so often reveals and expresses the writer’s mind at work and play, the
genre permits us to chart the more whimsical, nonrational twists and turns of our
own imaginations and psyches. More frequently than not, the subject matter
becomes the catalyst or trigger for some personal journey or inquiry or self-
interrogation.(xxv).
Indeed, I did not know where | would end up, or what my final product would look like. 1 only
knew that | wanted to be open to these “twists and turns” of my imagination and psyche (Root
and Steinberg xxv). What did occur, in the end, was a personal journey which was much more
difficult, more emotionally taxing, and more rewarding than I had ever expected.

Although I read diaries, newspapers, baby books, looked through photo albums, watched
clips from television interviews, etc., for the content of my thesis, | really felt that because of the
nature of my project, the majority of my primary research would be dependent on interviews

with my mother. | had done some previous oral history work in the past, but this had not



prepared me for the difficulties that arose from being dependent on someone besides me to
complete this work.

Writing my mother’s story was a struggle. She lost her job a few months after | had
committed to this thesis project, and as she sunk deeper and deeper into her depression, | found
myself questioning why | ever thought it was a good idea to do this type of project. | had wanted
to write my mother’s story for many reasons, one of which was in hopes of improving the
relationship that | had with my mother, but this constant need to interview her started to damage
it even more.

| wanted to excavate her past, but this history of hers was filled with pain. | hoped to
record the truth—to dig into her memories and extract interesting details and vivid stories—what
| got instead was, for the most part, tears. These people—these family members of mine—they
were buried in her mind, and when she uncovered them, they came back to life in ways that I still
don’t completely understand. They were like characters on foggy stage, and | was their
audience, unable to see them clearly.

One night, my mother’s past appeared to me in a dream. My mother, in all of her
different periods of life, appeared on a stage with these characters, and | watched the events of
her life from the house of the theatre. The inspiration for much of the text within my creative
thesis comes from this dream. | had not really considered writing my mother’s story in play
form, but in the end, it helped me to do exactly what | had wanted to do. And it made perfect
sense—after all, | had grown up watching my mother on stage, and it felt right to return the
essence of my mother to a stage.

| began this project determined to keep an open mind and an open heart throughout the

process. | did not know what my final project would look like; I only hoped that it would be an



honest reflection of the journey I would take with my family, and with myself. | wrote this piece
you are about to read to fulfill my thesis requirements, but mostly it is for my mother and for
myself. Although this text began just as a thesis project, it ended up being a life-changing event
in my life and in my mother’s life.

When | started this project, | think I did so with a pre-conceived notion of how it would
all play out: my mother and | would sit by the pool of New House, sipping lemonade, while she
spoke about the past, the tape recorder working hard to document everything. But at that point |
had no idea that she would lose her job of twenty-four years; | didn’t know that much of her
identity was wrapped up in a job she had received shortly after winning Mrs. America, and that
without it, she would sink into a deep depression that would scare all of us.

As | worked to construct her story of what happened before | was born—of what
happened in her young life that pushed her to the point of suicide—I watched her being pushed
to that point again. Many nights went by during the course of this project where 1 would find
myself dreaming of my mother’s young self, and in these dreams | tried to protect my mother
from her past. My mother’s memories became my own nightmares, and my brain wrestled to
find a way to make everything right. This is where the idea of my play—my “closet drama” of
sorts—really came from.

One of my main goals for this thesis project was to find ways to have my family and
cultural background be reflected in the writing. My mother, my brother John, my sister Mary
and | have always found each other best when we were on the stage together. The theatre (any
theatre) has always brought us closer and has given us a place where we feel connected, bonded,
free to be ourselves—part of me wants to say that the theatre gives us a release from the real

world, but perhaps, for us as a family, it is our real world. By placing my mother’s story on a
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stage, | was able to incorporate this family tradition into my writing. Now, looking back, I truly
don’t think there would have been a better way to write her story.

Another goal was to incorporate by religious background into my writing. 1 am a
member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (otherwise known as a Mormon),
even if | rarely go to church these days. And one of the significant beliefs of my church is that
there is a pre-existence—a place where we all exist before we come to earth. Now, although this
is not exactly church doctrine, many within my church share the belief that family groups have
been decided before out mortal existence, and that before we are born, we may be able to look
down upon our family members as they prepare the way for us. | centered the structure of my
play on this belief. | saw the stage as our mortal world, and the audience members as the
numerous spirits which have yet to come to this earth. Throughout the characters interact with
the technical crew of the theatre. | felt like this world would not be complete without these
important characters (like the Stage Manager) who keep the “acts” moving along as smoothly as
possible (even when future “performers” decide to interfere).

The drama portion of my thesis is fictional, but it is largely based on factual information
gathered during the long, tedious and emotional research process. The portions of my thesis
dealing with the events surrounding the actual process of gathering this information come from
what I recorded in my journal or on my tape recorder. | share this aspect of composition because
I know there is often a debate about “truth” and “fiction” whenever a writer states they are
working under the “creative nonfiction” genre. Memories are tricky—and when any moment has
passed and is thought about or written about or talked about again—it becomes a reconstruction

based on memories and perceptions and feelings all jumbled together. In the end, | tried to
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create the most honest representation that | could: the thesis presents this story in a way which |
feel most closely reflects the emotional truth of the past.

Each day, as | worked on my thesis, when my mother and | spoke (at least on the days
where | could get her to speak on the topic of her past life) I felt like | was her constant
companion guiding her on a journey through her own past, and because this past was so hard for
her to talk about, | often felt like | needed to protect her, and to save her from it, even though |
knew this was impossible. The characters of “Me” and “My Mother” represent the emotions that
we felt during the writing process. By reading the following story, you will, in a way, go on that
journey with me and my mother, and will provide us with an audience to listen to the voice of the

hidden feminine psyches found within my mother and within myself.
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THE FIRST ACT

My mother stood on the stage in a spotlight. She spoke and everyone listened.
| watched as she portrayed women from all walks of life—all beautiful, all coming to life on the
stage, through her. | wanted to be with her there, in front of all of those people, but | was too
young. My father brought me to all of her plays, and | sat in the auditorium, my feet dangling
from the red, upholstered chairs, my hands twisting the program that the ushers had given me. |
couldn’t read yet, but my father showed me where her name was in the program. | stroked the
letters with my finger as the orchestra started to play.

On stage my mother was happy; on the stage my mother could find happiness in these
new worlds created by playwrights.

I wanted my mother to be happy.

At home, my mother cried. | never knew why, | only knew that I could not make her
happy. | was two, and | stood in the kitchen, looking down upon my mother huddled on the floor,
a washrag clenched in her hands. My mother worked so hard to fulfill the role she placed upon
herself, but this life she chose was a far cry from the one she knew as a child. She knew her
mother would never be proud of her for this life. Her mother could not forgive her for this life.

My family was poor, and my mother never knew what poor was until she married my
father. He worked hard for her—he had three jobs at the same time and | hardly ever saw him.
My mother made our clothes, our curtains, our bedspreads, and | didn’t know that we didn’t have
a lot of money; I was happy enough running naked in our garden, feeling the dirt between my
toes. But then | would turn and I would see tears running down my mother’s beautiful face.

Please don’t be sad Mommy. I brought you a flower, Mommy.



Her past weighs her down, presses upon her shoulders, pushes her toward the core of the
earth where her family is buried, but I don’t know any of this. I am only two. Her face in the
spotlight is what | knew—nher smiles and her tears.

When | grow up I will help her be happy.

I will.
But first I must learn why she is sad. What happened to my beautiful mother, so long ago,

before | was even born?



Trying to Collect My Mother’s Story- Part One

I walk in through the back door of New House. New House, (as is so termed by my four
year old son) is my family’s new house by Ritter Park. The first time | came to this house, it was
like an honest to goodness mansion to me—four levels, spiral staircases, servant’s quarters,
gardens and swimming pools and bath houses—but now it reminds me of some kind of fancy
prison for royalty.

I hate this house.

It is a radical change from our house on Mt. Union.

My father built our house on Mt. Union brick by brick; who knows who built this house.
Every day | wish my family could go home, back to the country, across the road from my
husband and my children, just where they were when | moved back home to West Virginia, but
my father has to run for mayor, and the only way to run for mayor of a city is to, well, live in that
city. Thus, my family has found themselves renting and living in what my mother likes to call
the “Mayor’s Mansion,” or what my children call “New House.” | know that they can’t afford to
live here, and I always end up feeling guilty for all the money my parents spent on me growing
up that could have gone towards paying rent in this house. If only | had never needed braces. If
only | had refused to take all those ballet, piano and horseback riding lessons. Oh well.

I put my bag down (filled with protein bars, a tape recorder, my laptop and photographs)
on the tiled floor of the entryway, and look around.

“Hello?” 1 yell out. Where is everyone? There are eight children in my family, two dogs,
two cats, and Maw Maw, none of whom are in sight.

“Hello?” | ask again, “Where is everyone?”



Buddy, my family’s German Shepherd puppy, comes running in from the kitchen and
jumps up, his paws landing on my shoulders. I push him down, trying to keep from getting
scratched to pieces by his giant puppy claws, trying to protect my pregnant belly. My father
follows behind, wearing his worn jean overalls and muck boots. My mother always wants him to
look more “mayoral” but | know my father would wear his overalls every day if he could get
away with it.

“Where is she?” | ask him.

He sighs, and motions toward the spiraling staircase.

“Up there,” he says. His body language always speaks more than words, and | can tell
from the way his shoulders hunch, and by his eagerness to escape to the outside, back to our
country road, that my mother has been inside her bedroom all day. | feel bad for my dad because
he just wants to be able to retire—he wants to fish and garden and ride horses on the trails of Mt.
Union—but he can’t because my mom needs him to run for mayor. He’s the county Sheriff right
now, but he has to run for mayor because Sheriff’s only have an eight year term. His eight years
are almost up and he won’t let mom file for bankruptcy.

Money is a bitch.

| walk through the foyer of this house—this house which stinks of money and which does
nothing but create the facade of wealth within my family to be built up more and more, day after
day—and begin my walk up the spiral staircase covered in thick, blue carpet. My mother loves
the way this house is decorated in various shades of baby or powder blue—the walls are blue, the
accents of the walls are shades of blue—and I swear she loves blue because her mother was
obsessed with the color blue—but she would never admit to this. Admittedly, I too like the color

blue, but I pretend that my favorite color is purple—close, but still deviating from the original.



I climb the spiral stairs to the second floor, keeping one hand on the banister and one
hand underneath of my growing stomach (I will refer to it from this point as “The Belly”). At the
top of the stairs | stop for a moment to catch my breath. (It always amazes me how hard it is to
do simple tasks when I’m carrying a new baby in “The Belly.”)  Hanging on a large (blue, of
course) wall at the top of these stairs is a giant painting of my mother when she was Mrs.
America.

In the portrait, my mother stands in a stunning, beaded evening gown (blue once again),
clutching a mass of red roses (rather than the washrag which tormented her in her younger,
married years). Her hair is a mess of black, thick curls, and large bangs. On her head is a
rhinestone crown, proving that she is the epitome of 1980°s beauty. The portrait reminds us all
that she could have been famous, if she had but chosen a different path—a path without children,
a richer husband, and a more stereotypical religion. My mother says that pageants are terrible,
that she wants people to stop dwelling on her pageant titles, that pageants promote superficiality
and eating disorders and breast implants (the last of which my mother has always wanted,
stemming mostly from a traumatic honey-moon incident in which my father, laying with my
mother in the dark, thought he was stroking a mosquito bite on my mother’s back when really he
was stroking her nipple which rested on a very flat chest) but we are all reminded of her pageant
days every time we climb these stairs.

I walk to her bedroom, stopping outside of the closed door. I knock and wait for her
response.

Nothing.

“Mom, are you there?” | ask through the door.



| turn the knob and walk into the room. Although there is still daylight outside, inside her
bedroom I see nothing but shadows and figures. She has pulled thick blinds across all of the large
windows, and her figure is hidden beneath a pile of blankets.

I sit down on her bed, remove my flip flops (the only shoes which still fit on my swollen
feet), and get the tape recorder out of my bag. I push play on the tape to make sure it is in the
right place, and lay down on the bed, my head falling into the mountain of pillows. I look over at
the mound which is my mother.

“Mom?”

I gently nudge at what | think is my mother’s back, and instead of a human voice
responding, | am attacked by our family’s freak of canine nature—the Chihuahua named Baby.
Baby leaps from the blankets and proceeds to bounce up and down, her high voice piercing my
ears, and her little feet pouncing against The Belly. | grab this hated family pet and put her on the
bedroom floor. She continues to jump up and down, yapping non-stop.

“Mom?”

It is hard to be heard over top of Baby’s yelping. | am amazed that it doesn’t wake Mom
up.

“Mom? You said you’d help me today.”

She stirs.

“Angie?” She says, rolling over and looking at me. “What time is it?”

“l don’t know. About six o’clock.”

“I’ve got to get up. | have to go to work soon,” she says. Mom works at a department
store at night stocking the shelves and unloading the trucks. She worked as a spokesperson for

over twenty years for a beauty and health company but was recently fired without any notice.



She blames this on the fact that the beauty industry is obsessed with young blondes blessed with
large bosoms and small brains, which she, of course, has neither of.

I hate that company. | hate how for years they plastered her face on magazines and boxes
and advertisements because she was young and pretty and a pageant queen. Now she thinks she
isn’t worth anything just because she doesn’t have her twenty-year- old body any more. | think
about how I’ve never had a body anywhere near her twenty-year-old body. I am twenty-five and
on my third baby. I can’t even see my own feet when | stand up and look down. I am not a
beauty queen, but I am the daughter of a beauty queen and the sister of a beauty queen.
Sometimes | have to try really hard to remind myself that I am worth something.

I sigh and nudge her blanketed mass again. She has to talk to me. She told me I could
write her life story for my thesis, and if she doesn’t, I might fail out of graduate school.
(Graduate school for me is the equivalent of Miss America for my mom and my sisters. | want to
win the crown—or well, at least that little cap thing they give you when they decide you are
smart enough.)

“Mom, you said you would talk to me today.”

“I will.” She pauses, and looks at me. | feel like she is examining my face. “Just give me
a minute. Okay?”

She rolls away from me and pulls the blanket over her head.

| start to have second thoughts on my decision to place the earning of my graduate degree
on the memories of my family. | know the memories are there—I just don’t know how to get to
them.

“Mom, can you just tell me something? Anything, please? Make yourself wake up and

remember.”



“I don’t want to remember,” | hear her say from beneath the blankets.

“Can we just start at the beginning? Tell me about her.”

“I don’t want to talk about her,” she says, “You already know everything anyway.”

“That’s not true. You know that’s not true.”

“I could tell you about what | should have done a long time ago. What | almost did—if
your father hadn’t stopped me. If | hadn’t answered that damn phone.”

“All right. Tell me about that.”

She begins to speak.



PROLOGUE

(From the wings of the stage, | watch her. She is
methodical in her movement—carefully folding her
clothes, placing them in her dresser; sweeping the
floor, dusting the furniture— her face is calm. As
she moves about her apartment, her body
movements demonstrate contentment and a
commitment to these seemingly meaningless
actions. Satisfied with the cleanliness and
orderliness of the set, she begins the task of washing
her body. Standing in her shower, upstage left, she
lets the water flow over her body. She closes her
eyes and the water mixes with the tears that escape
from the lids. She dries her body and covers herself
with a clean set of clothing. As she opens the
medicine cabinet | can hear her heart beating—my
own heart joins in unison, creating a pulse within
and around me. She chooses a combination of pills,
and fills a glass with water. She walks to her bed,
and sits. She places the pills in her mouth and
swallows them down, graceful, even as her body
fights against and then relents to the objects as they
slide down within her. Pause. She pulls the blankets
back and lays down, her heart continuing to
thunder in my mind. As a spotlight slowly comes up
on the bed down stage center, and the lights fade
out on the stage, the sound of a heartbeat is heard
throughout the theatre. It is my mother’s heart—
living, the blood pushing through the veins, fighting
to survive. It’s pulse pounds and throbs within me,
and the ringing of a phone—her phone—joins in.
No answers. She can’t hear it—she will miss his
call. She can’t hear the ringing!

I can see the Stage Manager in the wings. | yell out
to him.)

ME
Tell the sound operator to turn the ringing up—she can’t hear it; she’ll miss her cue.

(The Stage Manager signals for me to be quiet, and then, the beating stops—her heart—and the
ringing—stop and the audience gasps.)

(Silence.)



STAGE MANAGER
(The Stage Manager sighs, then turns to the Curtain Rigger) All right, close the...

(I reach out and stop him. I cannot let him close the curtain on her. | don’t understand why they
are ending the show before the second act.)

ME
(To the Stage Manager) Please, don’t do this. | have a feeling that it’s not supposed to end this
way.

STAGE MANAGER
She has made the decision that the play will conclude here. We won’t stop her.

(The Stage Manager signals to the Curtain Rigger that the curtain should be brought down.)

ME
Where is the playwright? Where is the director? Tell them what she is doing to the play!

STAGE MANAGER
They won’t prevent her from doing this.

ME
Why not? They must! What about all of us? We haven’t even gone on yet!

STAGE MANAGER
She has decided that the play will end with the death scene. The script has already been revised.

ME
Why weren’t we informed of this? Her choices will affect us all.

STAGE MANAGER
You will just have to live with it.

ME
But we can’t live with it. That’s the whole point. We will never really live until we have the
chance to play our roles. (I gesture to the stage.) Out there—that is where life is born. We are
only shadows until then.

STAGE MANAGER
Even if you were the playwright, you aren’t the director. You don’t have the authority to tell me
what to do. We already have all of the lighting directions written into the script, and the sound
board operator is waiting for his cue. And what will the audience think? We must be concerned
about them. The finale is coming up, and the actors are putting on their mourning costumes.
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ME
You must understand—this is not the way it should be. I’m here, aren’t 1? Look at me, look at
them. (I motion to my siblings waiting in the wings behind me.) She can’t poison herself. For our
sakes, you must listen to me. If we go back to the beginning, perhaps we can change the end. I’ll
go with her. She’ll see for herself. I’ll tell her. I’ll explain it all. Please, just let me take her back.

STAGE MANAGER
But what will the audience think? They came to watch this play, and you want to change it?
They won’t stay for an entire revised version.

(My Brother John, wanting to help, comes forward.)

MY BROTHER JOHN
We will be her audience. Let us watch for ourselves from the front of the house.

ME
Yes, yes, of course. (To the Stage Manager) You see? She will have an audience. Let me lead
her through her play, until the time comes, and then we will have her choose. | know it is her
choice.

(The Stage Manager looks at Me, and then My Brother John.) My brother and I are hopeful, but
not yet fully relieved. | can feel my chest start to ache for the beating of my mother’s heart to
return. And then—)

STAGE MANAGER
All right, fine. But they (He motions to my brothers and sisters standing behind me) must take
their place in the audience.

ME
(I turn to My Brother John, saying) Go with the others and watch the performance. Give her
encouragement at the right moments and | will try to help her see why the play must end
differently.

(My Brother John nods his head and he leads our family to the house of the theatre. After the last
of my siblings disappear into the darkness of the house, I turn to the Stage Manager.)

ME
May | go out to her now?

STAGE MANAGER
You can try. But remember, you can’t change the story completely. She must still play the part
that was destined to her.

(I nod and then begin my journey onto the stage. The lights are dark and it’s hard to find my way

across, but I make it to her. I stand by her bed, looking down at her dim figure, still covered by
blankets.)
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ME
(1 yell off into the wings to the Stage Manager) Could you turn on the back work lights? It’s hard
to see her clearly.

(The back work lights pop on, and there she is, close to me at last, her black hair falling across
her face. Sitting down on her bed, | place my hand upon her chest and it begins to rise and fall
again. Her eyes slowly open and then come to rest on me.

MY MOTHER
What is this? Who are you? Is it time for the curtain call?

ME
No. There is no curtain call. Not this way.

MY MOTHER
I don’t understand. | thought this is how they all wanted it to end.

ME
No. You made that decision. But it doesn’t have to be like that.

MY MOTHER
I don’t understand. | followed the script | was given—I tried to play my part correctly.

ME
We’re going back to the beginning. (I offer my hand to her.)

(She considers it for a moment, and then takes my hand. | lead her up the stage right staircase
for a better view of the action. I call down to the Stage Manager.)

ME
Start at the beginning again, please.

Scene One
A Doctor’s Office in 1956
Huntington, Cabell County, West Virginia

(My Grandmother sits in a chair, facing the
audience. Because of this, we cannot see her face.
We can, however, see how the back of her hair is
done up—nblack as coal, each hair seeming to
glisten as the lights shine down on her. She has
placed a comb in her hair, decorated in diamonds.
In this scene she has a fury which is directed at a
doctor who believes that the child within her womb
is dead.)
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DOCTOR
(Addressing My Grandmother) I’m very sorry Ma’m, but we are unable to find a heartbeat. And
there is no fetal movement. ( Pause. The Doctor places his hand on my Grandmother’s shoulder.
The sympathy in his eyes is plain to us. ) Your baby’s not alive Ma’m.

(As the Doctor informs My Grandmaother of this, My Mother and | watch as her nails begin to
tap the arm of the chair she is sitting in. Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap. Her body is still, except for
the tapping of her long nails. The Doctor looks at My Grandmother for a moment, and realizing
that she does not want sympathy, quickly removes the hand. Tap, tap, tap. Tap, Tap, Tap. The
Doctor and My Grandmother stare at one another for a moment, and then the Doctor pulls a
prescription pad from his lab coat pocket. )

DOCTOR
Now | understand this comes as a shock to you. But | can offer you ways to ease the pain.

(The Doctor begins to write out a prescription, and offers it to her.)

MY GRANDMOTHER
| don’t need any of your damned pills. Don’t you think 1’d know if my baby is dead?

(My Grandmother stands at this, and, taking the prescription form from the Doctor with her
right hand, lifts up her right hand at an angle, and crumples up the form. She begins to make her
exit Up Stage Left, dropping the prescription form in a trash can as she passes by it. The lights
fade to black and then come up on another doctor’s office. My Grandmother is arguing with the
second doctor, who pushes a pill bottle into her hands. She keeps the pills. |1 go over to her on the
stage, and try to convince her to get rid of the pills.)

ME
Don’t take those. You’re not crazy, she lives in you.

(But My Grandmother can’t see me, and she walks right by me as she exits the stage. My Mother
comes to me, and places her hand on my shoulder.)

MY MOTHER
It’s all right. I’ll be okay.

ME
No. Those pills—they poison your fetus. They will make you sick forever. I don’t want you to be
sick.
MY MOTHER
I know.
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Scene Two
The Birth- 1957

(The lights fade up on a hospital room. A nurse helps My Grandmother into a bed, while several
confused Doctors look on. This was not supposed to happen.)

MY GRANDMOTHER
(Looking and screaming at the Doctors) Get my baby out!

(There is a flurry of activity mixed with blood and obscenities. | watch My Mother, watch herself
be born on the stage, and My Grandmother, exhausted, reaches her hand out to the baby, which
is white and limp, but fully formed. The Doctors lay the baby aside and tend to My Grandmother
who is hysterical at this point. No one is checking the baby. They assume the lifeless baby is
dead. My Mother and | walk over and look down at the baby. My Mother as a Baby is so small,
so innocent. | place my hand on the top of her little head, and as I do this, her eyes open.)

MY GRANDMOTHER, CONT.
Give me my damn baby.

(Cries of an infant are heard throughout the theatre.)

(Blackout.)

Scene Three
Afterbirth Pain

A DOCTOR
(To My Grandmother) You must understand that the chances of this baby surviving are very
slim. And even if your baby does live, she will never lead a normal life. The drugs that were
taken during your pregnancy will no doubt cause many healthy problems for the rest of her life—
that is, of course, if she does live.

(My Grandmother looks as if she might slap this Doctor at any moment.)
THE OTHER DOCTOR
What | don’t understand is, what could have possibly compelled you take those drugs when you

knew you were pregnant?

(My Grandmother stands and stares at The Other Doctor for a moment. She calmly slaps him
across the face and begins to exit upstage center with a baby stroller.)
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Scene Four
Florida

(My Grandfather waits for My Grandmother Stage Right with flowers. She looks at him for a
moment and pushes the flowers away. )

MY MOTHER
My father is handsome, isn’t he?

ME
Yes he is. | wish | could know him—even if he is a crook.

(My Mother and | watch as My Grandmother and My Grandfather walk about the stage pushing
a stroller. My Uncle Scott at Four chases after squirrels, and My Grandmother blushes at his
screams and laughter. A Passerby tips his hat to My Grandfather, and they shake hands. A
spotlight follows them as they circle about the stage.)

MY MOTHER
Look. Everyone loves him—even the people he cons. No one can resist him—even Mother—
especially Mother.

(After making their way around the stage, My Grandmother and My Grandfather come to a
nursery, with a crib and a rocking chair, with a four-leaf clover on it and a big bow. My
Grandfather takes the baby out of the stroller and motions for My Grandmother to have a seat.
He hands her the baby and kisses her on the forehead. We watch as each morning he dresses for
the office, picks up his briefcase, kisses her on the forehead, and then heads for the golf course.
He never goes to work. Sometimes he goes yachting, sometimes he flies planes, but he never
works. He just writes bad checks, charms people over, and My Grandmother, she sits, and stares
at herself while My Mother as a Baby cries. My Uncle Scott at Four tries to get My
Grandmother’s attention, but she completely ignores him. I go over to the baby, and I try to
cheer her up by making funny faces at her.)

MY MOTHER
It doesn’t seem to be working.

ME
No it doesn’t. I think she just wants her mother.

(I go over to My Grandmother and try to get her to take care of the baby.)

ME (CONT.)
Grandmother, please, just pick her up. She wants you.

(My Grandmother ignores me, and she continues to brush her hair and put on make-up.)
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MY MOTHER
It’s no use. She won’t hear you.

(I'try and try to get My Grandmother’s attention, but nothing works. Finally, My Grandfather
returns from wherever he’s been. He places his briefcase by the door, and kisses My
Grandmother on the forehead.)

MY GRANDMOTHER
(She looks with disdain at him from her vanity mirror) |1 don’t want to live here anymore. How
am | supposed to further my modeling career if I am stuck in here all day with her?

MY GRANDFATHER
Well, what do you want me to do about it? The doctors told us that she needed to be in this
environment or she would have to stay in an oxygen tent.

MY GRANDMOTHER
Well that wouldn’t be that bad for her. We could get my sister Josephine to entertain her if we
went back to West Virginia.

MY GRANDFATHER
I like it here. | don’t understand why you don’t.

MY GRANDMOTHER
| don’t like it here, because | am forced to be here because of her. It’s not fair. How can | be
expected to be happy with this situation?

MY GRANDFATHER
I didn’t do this to you. You did this to yourself. You were the one who took all of the pills when
you were pregnant. What compelled you to do something like that?

MY GRANDMOTHER
You know | didn’t want to take them. The doctors made me.

MY GRANDFATHER
Oh, the doctors—can’t you just stop with the doctor talk. It’s your own fault and you know it.

MY GRANDMOTHER
How dare you say that. How dare you say something like that! | can’t stand this anymore. | can’t
stand being stuck in this place while you get to go out every morning. It’s not fair. I’m taking
Debbie and I’m leaving. You can stay behind if you want. | just can’t handle this anymore.

(I hear some yelling from the audience, and the actors freeze onstage.
I can’t understand what they are saying from the audience)

ME
(To the audience) What? | can’t hear you.
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(I shade my eyes from the stage lights with my hand, and try to pinpoint where the yelling is
coming from. | see a figure stand, and then | hear My Brother John’s voice)

MY BROTHER JOHN
Take the baby. Take her out of there. They don’t even want her.

(But then he is silenced by someone from the tech crew. They lead him to the back of the house
and make him sit down there. | walk over to the baby and start to get her out of her crib, when |
am stopped by the stage manager’s command off stage.)

STAGE MANAGER
Don’t touch the baby anymore.

ME
Why not?

STAGE MANAGER
Because you’re interfering too much. The path of the play depends on the child going to West
Virginia with the mother—with your Grandmother.

ME
Yes, | suppose you are right. I just wish I could do something.

STAGE MANAGER
You can let the play continue on to happier times. But you must let this scene play out for now.

ME
Can we move on to Nana’s house?

STAGE MANAGER
Soon, very soon. This scene is almost over.

(The actors unfreeze and begin the argument from where it left off.)

MY GRANDFATHER
Well, I’m not leaving. | like it here. The ocean suits me.

MY GRANDMOTHER
Well, I’m not staying.

MY GRANDFATHER

Very well. I was getting tired of your selfish ways anyway. But be sure to take the child. I'm
busy enough as it is, tending to my own business.
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(My Mother and | watch the scene, and