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A Disaster Begins
(RAGTIME PIANO MUSIC PLAYS.

CENTER STAGE LEFT: A LARGE STANDING CHALKBOARD.

PROJECTED ACROSS BOARD AN ILLUSTRATED SLIDE: 
Tonight’s Lecture
Disaster!

Ladies, kindly remove your hats

CSR: A WOOD PODIUM
UPSTAGE RIGHT OF PODIUM A SMALL TABLE SET WITH A PITCHER OF WATER AND GLASS.
MURIEL ENTERS SL.

SHE IS A 40-SOMETHING WOMAN IN SEVERE 1900’S SUIT, CARRYING A SIZABLE CARPET BAG – WALKING WITH PURPOSE SHE SIGNALS TO TECH BOOTH - PRE-SHOW MUSIC CUTS OUT.

SHE CROSSES DIRECTLY TO THE TABLE, OPENS BAG, REMOVES BOOK, PUTS IT ON TABLE, REMOVES NOTES PUTS THEM ON PODIUM, TURNS UP TO BOARD, PAUSE, HANGS BAG ON SIDE OF BOARD. TURNS TO PODIUM AND “DISCOVERS” THE AUDIENCE, BIG SMILE…)

MURIEL:


Ladies, gentleman, obviously, welcome. 

(GESTURES TO SLIDE/BOARD)

Where does a disaster begin? 

(LEANS FORWARD ON PODIUM, MOUTH OPEN… THEN SHOULDERS CRUMPLE, HEAD DROPS TO THE PODIUM) 

No, I’m sorry, tonight’s lecture -

(HEAD UP)

- why you paid your money, came, sat, waited, it’s just very ……….canceled.

(RELIEF, LAUGHS, CERTAIN)

Yes. Goodbye.

(RETRIEVES BAG  – LOOKS UP)

Thank you, though, for coming.  
All of you got up off your couch and left your home tonight.   

Or you come from work. Well, tried to work. Can’t retire. 
Worried – 

(PUTS BAG DOWN)
 Well, so much to worry about now. So you go out to eat, yes! But your table’s got one short leg. Sure, stuff matches under there, but set that glass down… 

(ROCKING PODIUM)

it rocks – water spills, around you the crowd eats, talks, clanking silverware, all wanting just this one thing to be nice. So then we have to retreat, up in our head, but it’s too full in there.

Reach for that fork – and whoosh – it washes over us: all the days of our life, every single thing we all said, thought, hoped, failed so miserably at - floods out: an ocean of noise and chaos!

(SHAKING HER HEAD – SILENT CHUCKLE - SIGH)

And then - you come here.
To me.
To put away our chaos and make it clear – 

(GESTURING TO SLIDE/BOARD)

with this lecture – on one disastrous topic. 

Well…no. 

(REACHES FOR BAG, STOPS)

Because just that one topic pushes me, my brain, to crash into and claw back from so many other topics in such unclear and particular disorder.

(TURNING NOTE PAGES)

So I do have…ten…topics, you...? All right, they are:

(GESTURING TO SLIDE/BOARD)

1, where disaster begins,
(BACK TO NOTES)
2, mother, a tyrant
3, the sound of Galveston, Texas, 

4, who we use – in America,
5, fiction, our new truth, 6, history, our old lie

7, 8, 9, 10, father, fornication, war, water and me.

But that’s eleven, knew I couldn’t do this!

(PICKS UP BAG TO GO – TURNS SEES BOARD)

I can do this.

(GESTURES TO TECH BOOTH: “DISASTER” SLIDE FADES)


Listen…

(WRITES “THE FLOOD” ACROSS TOP OF BLACKBOARD)

THE FLOOD

The sound of writing.  

Listen…

(STANDS, CHALK POISED…GROAN)  

The sound of trying to write.

And I did try, all night, try to write this one-disaster-topic lecture for which – you – keep - sitting.
But do any of you really know any one topic without many tentacles?

Listen…

(GRABS PITCHER/GLASS OFF TABLE, SLOWLY POURS WATER DOWN INTO THE GLASS.)

The boat forces through floating wreckage: papers, fabric, wood, glass, empty shoes - tiny, wet, thumps.


Thump.
(PUTS PITCHER/GLASS BACK)

That disaster - should be my one topic. 
(TO PODIUM)
I should speak, not of now, not literally now, no, of September 8th, 1900, Galveston, Texas.

(TO WORDS ON BOARD)

This flood, hurricane, tidal wave - where does it begin?
I am a writer.
(GETS BOOK)

This flood was my first book.  

After that, people like you bought my other books, you didn’t respect them, and then, well, you didn’t buy them.

Listen: “Hey.”
(POINTING OFFSTAGE LEFT)
Just now, your producer here. 

“Hey, you Miss Hanklestead?”

It’s Hall stead, actually, Muriel, Hallstead.

 “Nope. I never heard of you.”

You, you hired me.

“Nope, other guy, he’s fired.”

Oh. But, your audience – you expect a crowd?

“Nope, your topic – turns out it’s old news.” 
(TO BOARD – WRITES “OLD NEWS”) 
      THE FLOOD

    OLD       NEWS

(ERASES “S” & DRAWS ARROW FROM “OLD” TO “NEW”)
   THE FLOOD

   OLD (  NEW 
(STANDS BACK TO SHOW HER WORK)    
You see.  You don’t, well…

(GOES TO PODIUM, GRABS BOOK)

Yes! Back when this

(RE: “THE FLOOD”)

was

(RE: “OLD (  NEW”)

new news

(RE: BOOK) 
I stuck to one topic; all disaster. 
So popular, this world of disaster books, so speedy. Every tidal wave crashing, fire raging; pulled down into words, put across the page, shut between two covers and sold to you before a single body could grow cold. 
The immediate pain of strangers…

I was the one woman to write these words – near the one woman working. Well, all of us - born, raised up for corsets and petticoats. I had never really done work, had no publisher but three days after the flood I set out for Galveston hoping to write. No, not because I was in 1900, and am more now, past marriageable age. 
Don’t assume. 

I had two offers.  

Apparently, I said no…
The offer to lecture you, I said yes

(HEADS FOR PODIUM, GETS NOTE PAGE)

came in this letter that begins with the disastrous phrase: “please lecture on the Galveston flood and any related topics? “Any related topics? 

(TO BOARD, GRABS CHALK, DRAWS BIG ARROWS 
FROM “THE” DOWN TO “OLD” AND 
FROM “NEW” UP TO “FLOOD”)

    THE FLOOD

             I

    /I\

  I                       I
             I

     I

  \I/

     I

   OLD ( NEW
Out flooded all these topics with all their tentacles!

Yes, “topical tentacles,” good, we’ll say that! 

Topicaltenta, topicutep tocipet - no, but it’s hard to say - topica, topica - and now I just lost my whole!
(SWINGS ROUND TO LOOK AT BOARD)

Oh, it’s this.

(TURNS BACK TO AUDIENCE)

I did begin. 

This…is my lecture...   Good.

(TO PODIUM)

So then, Part 2: the history of - me.

(WRITES “ME” ON BOARD)

   THE FLOOD

             I

    /I\
             I                      I
   I
ME
     I

  \I/

     I

   OLD ( NEW

(TURNS FRONT: GESTURES FOR LIGHTS TO “FRAME” HER)

First time I saw Galveston, long before the water and the wind

(WHEELING PODIUM TO CENTER

she was a city of 60,000 souls.

(ARRIVES)

I’m thirteen.

Step off that ferry, Galveston hikes her petticoat, shows her ankle, high-style but this un-shamed flirt – so, a lady could be all that?

Oh, it’s a family holiday.

Not the beach hotel, father had no affection for sand.

No, so the Washington. 

Mother: white knuckled, “I do want a suite.”

Father: “isn’t that a French word…
So, I got my own room.

Mother, father, brother off down that hall, took my key, put in my door.

Go in.

(BREATHLESS EXCITEMENT…DEFLATES)

 Oh.
Sit on my bed.

Draw-string purse hung from my wrist, drop my key in, weight made it thump my elbow.

Thump. 

(TOUCHES SPOT – LOOKS UP)
So, here is time with yourself.

Uhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, what to do?

Sat, rocking, sweating.  

(HOLDS HER OWN HAND)

Skin.

(HANDS TO CHEST)

Dress. 

(LOOKS OFF) 

Drapes – dark.  Light – soon, so…

(LOOKING FOR…)

See me

(POINTS) 

There. 

Oh, if  - she was me, might not ever like this - but I could use it. 
 (OUT FROM BEHIND PODIUM)
So, we got back home, mother calls me to her room, hands me a book, first ever bought just for me. Says, “well, Muriel, it’s our secret, because I do know.”

(BACKING AWAY)

Took my book.

Across its cover, “Souvenir of Galveston.” 
Opened it: ocean roar - wave crash across my lap, calling, “hey, Muriel, come sit and flip my pages.”

So right then books rose up to be - my  – people. 

And Galveston, the first to like me back.
(CROSSING TO TABLE)

So, I had to go back – in 1900 – by train, by boat – through floating wreckage.

(TOUCHES GLASS)


Water.


Fire.
(STUMBLING OVER PHRASE)

Topica - Topicaltentalacleese.

First - disaster.
(WHEELING PODIUM CSL)

Father’s house – burning.

(ARRIVES)

I’m fourteen now. 

Yes, mother, brother and me (I? me?) we all lived there, but it’s father’s house – aflame. 

Then, sudden, a volunteer comes, goes for the garden shed.

I follow –no, I don’t know why. 

(TO SL OF PODIUM)

I am the last child of a social-climbing mother - stuck on that second rung, and a merchant father with a good store – but just that one…

“Why,” too much to ask.

So I went.

(BACK BEHIND PODIUM)

Shed door creaks, volunteer turns, says, “uh, hello?”

I say…

(BREATHLESS EXCITEMENT – DEFLATES)

…nothing.

He says, “came in for a bucket.”

(BREATHLESS FALLS FLAT)


...nothing.
He says, “know where I’d find one?”
(OPEN MOUTH - SILENCE)


He says, “do you talk?”

I say, mother says, I’m a listening child. 
He says, “uh huh…and the bucket?” 

I say, back-a-you.
He says: “so it’s your house burning?”
Me: do you have to?
Him: “’do?”

Me: “put out that fire -- you could - let it go.”

Him: “uh huh.” 

Door creaks, gone.

Wrong. 

But I could use it.

(CROSSING CENTER)

Yells - fill this air – crowd out there surges, father barking. Mother screams, sobs, faints, but gets right up! Demands her comfort from the crowd, consumes attention. Flames lick around corners, toppling walls thud into the growing furnace. 

Listen.
(GETS MATCH FROM BAG, LIGHTS IT, FLAME CATCHES)

In the shed, find paper, write: “aflame,” yes, “door creaks, Bucket man.” 

(LIFTS WATER GLASS TO BE “HIM”) 

“Bucket man – says, that your house burning? And…

(TURNING TO FLAME) 

Muriel - says yes, my house.

He says, “are you scared?”

Muriel: oh is that it.

He says, “s’all right come here.”

Opens his arms - Muriel goes in. She surrenders, they rock. 

He says, “shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, shhhhhhhhhh.” 
(BLOWS MATCH OUT)

Fiction.

(DUMPS MATCH IN WATER GLASS – CROSSES TO SR SIDE OF BOARD, TOSSES BAG HANGING THERE TO FLOOR, LOOSENS THE BOARD’S LATCH)
So for me, disaster begins - at home.
(CROSSES TO SL SIDE OF BOARD LOOSENS LATCH)

Now, Galveston’s home…

(FLIPS BOARD - REVEALING 2ND BLANK SIDE)

You see the

(STUMBLING OVER PHRASE)

topicaltenttopicatopica – is Texas.

(WRITES “Texas” AT TOP CENTER OF BOARD)

And it’s been written our great lady Texas is the France of America.
(TURNS FRONT)

I’m going to say that again.

“Texas is the France of America.” 

Like all true writing, that is so rich - and so vague - I could stop right here to think on it.

(DOES – THEN SEES AUDIENCE)


Well not if you’re not.

We gotta – all right, try saying it with me.

(WITH THEM)


“Texas is the France of America.”

Again.

(WITH THEM)


“Texas is the France of America.”

Good, now think.

(LISTENS)


Oh, the sound of thinking.
Now, we got this little, big phrase because the Gulf of Mexico is like “the American Mediterranean,” so Galveston is Marseilles. 
But not like that French coast, Texas has a long, low, flat shore for more than fifty miles.
No matter how far out we put it, every tide washes up more of our truth.

(WRITES “Truth” ON SL SIDE OF BOARD)

But you just met this girl thinks she writes fiction.

(WRITES “Fiction” SR SIDE OF BOARD)

(BOARD SAYS:)

Fiction                   Texas               Truth

Now, you see.
(SCANS THE AUDIENCE)
You still don’t.

“Where disaster begins.” Everywhere! 
Me, Texas, Fiction, Truth, The flood of all these topicalten topicatopicatoptitit– WELL I’M NOT GOING TO KEEP ON SAYING THAT! 

Too hard! A too hard phrase to shorthand my too hard idea of – this is a…no.

(COLLAPSES HER HEAD ON THE PODIUM – PAUSE)

“T.   T.”
(LIFTS HEAD)

Well, I can say that.
(TO BOARD UNDERLINES “T” IN “TEXAS” & “TRUTH”)

Fiction                   Texas               Truth

Topicaltent… is now T.T.

But you still don’t see and I’m, I am sorry.

You came for the Galveston flood - that disaster…its history

But is there anything so T.T. in the world - as history?

Look deep enough, don’t you find all history attached to all other history.  It is.  So, really, you’re getting your lecture because I’m on topic because of T.T. no matter what I say to you it’s all the history of the Galveston flood.
(WRITES “History”) 
Fiction

Texas  

Truth





History

Where disaster begins.

(TO PODIUM) 

Part 3: The history of Texas - is of great interest, “remember the Alamo.” 

No.

 “Remember the Alamo.” 
Yes, history, they tell us, remember – truth, we just forget.
In her youth, Texas was squabbled over by the Spanish and French both sides sailing off to interfere with the other.  T.T., Father sat me down, 15 years old (CLEARS THROAT) “You been interfered with?” Sloppy Euphemism! And aren’t they so dangerous, said in my father’s house or the white house.  America shoulda built our own language not mess with English – then we’d say what we mean.
(WRITES “English”)

Fiction

Texas  

Truth





History





English

So, history, great interest, if we remember, if we said what we meant.

The French fought Spain but Spain won but Mexico took it from Spain but the US took it from Mexico but everyone murdered the native people until they were dead enough to call it America.

Then we lay down a false border. Now people, you know it’s false, ‘cause after every war - it moves. 

Put there to keep the ancient world of Mexico from touching the modern one of Texas, keep history and its chaotic T.T.’s away, if we remember, if we said what we meant but you can’t fence all that in - so the border - moves.

(WRITES “Fence”)

Fiction

Texas  

Truth





History

English





Fence
(THROWS USED NOTES TO FLOOR, LAYS PODIUM DOWN PARALLEL TO AUDIENCE)

Now, once that border’s down, our American victors look across Texas.

 (FOOT UP ON PODIUM – PROPECTOR POSE) 

Where to build?

And the land beneath Galveston is of great interest.

(WRITES “Land”)

Fiction

Texas  

Truth





History

English





Fence




Land

That low sandy island stretch, twenty-eight miles long, never more than three and half miles wide. 
(RUNS HAND ALONG PODIUM’S SLENDER COLUMN) 

A skinny, defenseless, coastal strip.

Who would think, yes, build a city there?
(GETS GLASS AND SPLASHES WATER)

1867: she floods, 1885: floods more, sixty mile an hour winds. 

Who would think, yes, build a city there.

She’s beautiful – but brutal.

Visit – but should you stay.

But we Americans are so bad when it comes to rejection.

(WRITES “Occupy”)
Fiction

Texas  

Truth





History

English





Fence




Land

Occupy
My first would-be groom, dumbfounded at my rejection. (Follow my T.T.) A rich Texan boy riding his papa’s coat-tails, thought a bookish wife would help his rise in politics. But I thought, no wife could hide the fact that he believed too absolutely in fences - borders; national, moral, topical. 

He was mother’s candidate.

Think about that.
Yes, she, my mother, had what we used to call “the vapors,” which means she was a furious, awful, unhappy woman. 
Why?

Because - in six so-American generations her family went from Plymouth Rock Puritan to land-grab cattle baron.  
Righteous creed on Sunday yes, but rampant greed on Monday.  The faithful and the sinner both – so they could not forgive themselves - so they hated everybody else!
(WRITES “Oppose”)
Fiction

Texas  

Truth





History

English





Fence




Land

Occupy
Oppose

So mother built a huge fantasy life, to make my father who he was not – to marry him, to get away. But hated to go anywhere with him because he might just – speak  - reminding her that her fantasy was just that, in her head, which she knew but “well, damn that man.”
“That man” - also furious but so, so, so, so dull…like his father and etc - all dull and furious because they could never succeed big enough for this America. 

Oh, made money, yes, moved from rural to city, put their names on buildings – but the building got too damn small, had to be torn down.  

So they grabbed for their son, never mind their daughter, no, their son, “for whom they built it all” now got all of daddy’s money, stormed off triumphant to university – only to crawl home and be a dentist. So, the father’s all found, no matter what they did, they were insignificant and now they’d born a son to match - which caused them terrible grief – which left them to be furious un-thinking American men dragging along disappointed wives, disappointing sons, and frightened invisible daughters as they insisted on building cities in the path of nature’s disaster!  

(WRITES “Disaster”)
Fiction

Texas  

Truth





History

English





Fence




Land

Occupy
Oppose

 




Disaster

(ERASING ALL BUT FIRST LETTER OF EACH WORD)
Fiction

Texas  

Truth
H





E
F





L





O





O





D
See, told you all the T.T.’s would come together!

(CHUGGS WATER FROM THE PITCHER –SLAMS IT DOWN)
“Well…” mother’s voice.

I’m sixteen now.

“Well…”
(CROSS TO PERCH ON PODIUM’S EDGE, POINTS TO SELF) 

Mother.

(TO HER LEFT)

Father.

(TO AUDIENCE)

Me.

War.  

We called it- breakfast.
“Well, your father has his newspaper and his eggs – so, guess I have you. And you got yourself a secret.”
“Josiah, too much sugar. Josiah, sugar.”


She waits.


He notices.


He: (CLEARS THROAT)   

She: “Well, tiny advice Muriel, don’t hide secrets under your mattress, every girl your age does that.”

She: lifts glass.


He: (COUGH)

She: “Well, there it was, an entire notebook of, I guess, secret writing. Tied up in string and a hair ribbon. 

Like you’re hiding it from yourself, Muriel.”
She: looks at plate.

He: reads paper.

The clock: tick. 

Tick. 

Tick. 

“Well, Muriel, sorry, couldn’t not, I read all your - stories. Twice, by myself, sitting there, edge of your bed.

I felt so - proud.

She’s mine, I thought, this surprise child.

But then, I’m sorry, I got jealous.  

You made this thing I could not ever think of.

Made me feel alone. Nobody likes that.”
“So I lay back on your bed – your sheets.”
“Long time.”  
“And I thought, does she stare up at that ceiling when she’s done her writing?

Is that contentment – that fills her?

That’s what she has when she comes down to sit across this table – in her silence?”
“And now, I got to pretend I don’t know.

But no, I’ll talk it through with Muriel, we can do that, I really thought this till I remembered: your book, your secret.

Josiah, your shirt cuff is going in the jam.” 

“You know I also imagined myself that girl up in the tower.

We all do.

But I never wanted to write, I just wanted.

Josiah, cuff-jam.”

“One story in particular - about a girl, fourteen years old, your age two years ago, and what this girl did while her father’s house was ‘aflame’ – that’s your word you wrote. 

That story causes me to feel things, Muriel.

You knew it would, I think.

Why else the secret, looking to rile me, wanting it, just to have it. How well I know your path.”

“That part in the shed, the girl, the bucket - man. 

You think I’m a fool.  

All the time her daughter’s in the shed reaching for a stranger, the mother rages out there. 

Carrying on, stupid, unknowing. 
It’s what a daughter does to her mother, to get on, right?  Make me small so you can step over and go.”
“Don’t look at your father.

You never listen, do you Josiah?”
(WAITS)

“No...” 

“And he won’t read your writing. No, for him, it’s his newspaper and the Bible.  ‘The good book is the good book. ‘Why would we want another.’

“And on the cover of your book you write ‘Muriel Halstead – author of fiction.’  

You think you made this world up?”

“A book about you, but imagined by you, your stories with your plots.  Well, plots, like you my girl, are ruthless. 

They silence all of us on the outskirts of your main story. All of us dreaming that just once, in our nothing lives, the story has shifted here – watching our house aflame - only to find it’s all in the shed with you.”
“But your turn will come – I am a little sorry to say to you. 

We all get old Muriel, the doors have to shut, that’s what they do. Your great American plot has to silence all the noise it doesn’t want to hear.  And you, my girl, are just more of that noise.          

Listen…”
(SHE LET’S THE SCENE FADE AWAY, WALKS TO TABLE, PICKS UP HER BOOK, WALKS DOWNSTAGE AND DROPS IT AT AUDIENCE’S FEET)
Look...

It just lays there, doesn’t it?
Wants you – open it.

(REACH TO OPEN - QUICK STEP BACK)

But don’t step back, no, stay, finish, remember.  

It’s so demanding. 

And helpless.

But I didn’t see.
I said, yes mother, fiction - no. Just more made up out of me, fake fiction. 

So threw out my girl book of writing, been my friends. 

(TO BOARD EREASING EVERYTHING)

But now - empty page. 

(SITS ON PODIUM COLUMN – FACING UPSTAGE BOARD)

All right. Alone. 

But then, right the other side of that page – 

(TURNS TO AUDIENCE OVER HER SHOULDER)

I found you. Face up in the corner, hello. 
Then three. Seven.  Watching. 

My room filled but my page stayed empty. 
(STANDING TO FACE EMPTY BOARD)

Well, because, say what’s true: me – without – fiction.

(TURNING TO AUDIENCE)

But more of you. Faces saw on the street follow me home; store clerk, woman on the corner – page stayed empty but my room jammed.

Oh, do know you weren’t there, I know what’s real

(TO BOARD, WRITES “ALONE” AT TOP OF BOARD)

but writing - is alone.  

ALONE

I got its sound, the word it leaves, who I hope will read – my imagined audience.


All – tied to this tiny, big empty page.

(ADDS “MPTY” TO BOARD)

ALONEMPTY

Because nothing I wrote – held. 

Put it down. Good. It’s good. Or…tiny change. 

(ERASE “O” AND “N ” – WRITE “L”)

ALL EMPTY

Better! Well, neater. Yes - tighter – moves. 

(ADDS “F”)

FALL EMPTY

But says what – when it stops?

Then just as I stand here, I’d watch it crumble off that page, too much air.

(ERASING EVERYTHING) 

Words’d just blow off - not true – enough.
(SITS DOWN ON PODIUM COLUMN FACING BOARD) 

Empty page. Empty page. Empty….  Empty 

(STANDS UP TO HUG BOARD)
Then – disaster – that flood pulled up from me: Galveston un-shamed, dark hotel room, skin, thump, ocean.
(TO WATER GLASS) 
That water – I could use
(DIPS HER HAND IN GLASS TO WIPE WATER ON BAORD)

On this.

(TO AUDIENCE)

For you. So I went, by train, by boat through floating wreckage. There.

(LIGHTS BUMP DOWN, 1ST SLIDE: STORM’S WRECKAGE)

Story without plot, chaotic T.T.’s of truth. 
People wanted beautiful words about terrible things. 

(CROSSES TO TABLE, 2ND SLIDE: WRECKAGE)
Catastrophe.    

(3RD SLIDE: WRECKAGE)
Calamity.           

(4TH SLIDE: WRECKAGE)

Horror.

(5TH SLIDE: WRECKAGE)


Havoc.
(6TH SLIDE: MURIEL IN THE WRECKAGE)


There.

(7TH SLIDE: COSE-UP MURIEL IN WRECKAGE, 

8TH SLIDE: EXTREME CLOSE-UP MURIEL, 

9TH: SIMPLE WHITE COVER OF HER BOOK) 

“Ms. H.”

(SHE SITS ON CORNER OF TABLE)

Part 4: my publisher’s desk. 

(NOW AS PUBLISHER)

“Miss H, that book – you wrote - sells.
Too rare!  Do something good, then have it be popular.
What happens with the public...”

“So, you’ll have a second printing – you enjoy that, please.

Now, because this popularity of your work is something that in business we need to grow - you see, so many parts to this - we’re going to have you draw more attention for this second printing with a new – red - cover.”

(10TH SLIDE: HER BOOK COVER IN RED – HE STOPS HER)

“Miss H, you’re starting out.

Unsure time in a career – or the best.  

Sometimes not knowing - helps. 

So, please don’t rush to fill up this moment with just the first thing you might feel. Yes?”

“This uh, red cover is really a tribute to your work.”

(QUICK HAND UP)

“Yes, tribute to all those people, the facts. Unimaginable, even reading it.”

(RE: SLIDE)

“Now, on the red, new for the cover, an illustration, to show the horror up front.”
(11th SLIDE: RED COVER + SENSATIONAL ILLUSTRATION, QUICK HAND UP)

“Yes, the writing does that – once you get there, so well. 

No book without your words.

Without the flood.

Without the reader. Yes?”

“It comes to that, no matter what you write, always.”

“Cover’s got to pull every passerby in, make ‘em read! 

Now, I don’t write – I do that.  I give you red cover. Illustration. One new sentence under the title:
‘Horrors of a stricken city’.”

(12th SLIDE: RED + ILLUSTRATION + SUBTITLE)

“All right, Miss H, I do want to stop before that innocence you have gets you feeling you live up on a hill, alone, moral.” 

“You sent your pages to me – you wanted something, natural to want, that you don’t want to want now you see it.

These few extra words - was it a “horror?”  
So the word - is accurate.

But you don’t like it, accurate but cheap.”

 (HAND UP) 

“Let me finish, it is cheap and necessary!  

Miss H, I am being not nice, terrible, appologies. 

I am getting - not – young. 

I keep on having this same meeting with new people.”

“You, Miss H, are in a chain of use: your topic, you, me, your reader, everybody else. 

You use your topic to write about you, please, you all do it, your selfish tribute. 

Then I use your words to get your audience, then we use this cover to get everybody else.
Simple! So what about your larger audience.”
(HAND UP)

“No, sorry, I’m asking, you’re sure we got this whole country of folks out there waiting to do all that hard work your writing’s not willing to do.”
(HAND UP)

“No, no, Miss H, I’m asking a harder question; this is about what’s in your head, in the night, before you pull up the sheets. You imagine: your book don’t sell, nobody reads it, they don’t read it - they don’t know what happened, they don’t know -it’s forgotten – with you…it’s so damn quiet. Now, is that all fine with you?”
(WAITS)

“Of course ‘no.’ Not the pretty answer, I know, but the reasonable one – that makes it a little sad – but very right.” 

“Your book’s still there, inside there – but the public is not your possession, got to get them wanting you – everyday – again. Really, Miss H, if you’re not the one written across your pages, I am so curious - who is?”

(STANDS)

“Now, this should’ve been maybe a two-minute meeting, this is really how you get to write another book. You just say, yes.”

(PUBLISHER’S GONE – SHE TURNS TO AUDIENCE)

And disasters kept coming - so I kept writing

(GESTURES FOR LIGHTS TO FADE UP & SLIDE OUT, CROSSES TO BLACKBOARD – WRITES “DISASTER,” UNDERLINES IT)
I wanted that truth again.

(POINTS TO BOOK)


But I wanted to stay in that success.


So the writing breaks in two.


And I couldn’t find where that break - began.


Then, disaster books less popular – not disasters - books.

So I’m writing in defense, faster than I can think, so I give it all away.

Listen,

(WRITES “DISASTER” – THEN AGAIN, AGAIN, LEFT TO RIGHT, OVER AND OVER, FASTER, FASTER, FILLS THE WHOLE LINE – STOPS. 

SLOW WALK BACK TO LEFT…STARTS WRITING AGAIN, FASTER, FASTER, SOUND OF CHALK HITTING BOARD GROWS, WHOLE BOARD SHAKES, SUDDEN STOP) 

Then, I woke up, tired. I saw if I won, a little, just how much most of us get to win, I would end here – left in the wreckage with only my words.  
God, I hate writing!  
That one sentence across the page; 

(RUNS HAND ALONG, SMUDGING TOP OF THE BOARD)

“Left in the wreckage…” 
(GRABS ERASER – EARSING EVERYTHING – CLOUDS OF CHALK DUST)
Nothing else. 

Blank space for the rest of the page. 

(TURNS TO FACE BLANK BOARD)

All that room for the torrential and unavoidable rush of meaning.  

(TOUCHING EMPTY BOARD)

I want to be that brave a writer

(WHIPPING ROUND TO AUDIENCE)

and I want you to be that carnivorous! 

(STRUGGLING FOR WORDS – GESTURING BACK & FORTH BETWEEN BOARD & AUDIENCE, GRUNTING – GIVES UP)

Let’s talk about the weather – shall we?
(STANDS UP PODIUM, SLOPPY ANGLE DC, GRAB NOTES)

Part 5, science of predicting disastrous weather in America in 1900 was, well, disastrous. 

We didn’t want to know why weather happened – we just wanted to stop it.  
We set off bombs in the air to stop weather. 

But the French knew.  They said: weather is a problem with no solution.  Why?  Because it’s too complicated when too many things interact - it’s T.T.!  

Oh I’m sick of saying T.T!
(RIPS OFF JACKET – GRABS CHALK, ERASER)

I have stood here telling the geologic, geographic, genealogic, geo-god-knows-what that can interact is endless, so it’s chaos and chaos never gets solved - except in popular fiction but I don’t write fiction - and I’m not popular. 

(THROWS ERASER TO FLOOR – BACK TO PODIUM)

No, we’re talking about the weather!

Look. The Cubans understood hurricanes. Had to. They invented “eye” as in “eye of the storm,” and I am the “I” of this storm.  Oh, I’m sick of sentences!

No, the weather.

Listen.

(FOLLOWING DELIVERED LIKE A RAGING SERIES OF HEADLINE NEWS BARKERS)

Havana, Cuba, February 1898.  
Perfect weather.
US battleship Maine, docked in harbor, explodes!  

266 Americans - KILLED.  

US president, “sabotage!”  

Never mind ship widely believed blew up from furnace problem – not bomb. Not sabotage.  Not terrorism. Never mind!  

President lies to America.  

“Sabotage!”
“Go to War on Cuba!”  

Never mind, Cubans understand hurricanes, can predict them, can save Galveston. Never mind disaster here. 

President lies to America.

“Go to War!” 

(SILENCE FALLS – SLOW CROSS DC – JUST STANDS)

Seven days later I met Carl at a stupid little ball to celebrate his enlistment for Cuba. 
He was quick and funny and a little evil.  

He said, are you at all able to waltz?

So we did. 

His hand, put round my waist, palm out, refuse to get my dress clammy.
He said, you got your curls up in that severe knot.
I said…

(BREATHLESS EXCITEMENT, MOUTH OPEN, DEFLATES)

…nothing.

He said, well, c’mon, do a little talking.
I said, maybe I don’t have curls.  

He said, try and hide ‘em but I see them along the curve of your neck, and behind your ear. 

That made me sweat.

It slid from here…

(RUN FINGER FROM UNDER HER NOSE TO HER MOUTH)

…to here.  

He saw.  
His chin tightened. He said, oh yes, I’m always scared. 

More waltzing. 
(CLASPS HERSELF)

My waist.

(RESTS HER HANDS ON IMAGINARY SHOULDERS)

His…

(SWELLS HER CHEST)

My…

(LOOKS INTO HIS EYES)

His…

So, he courted me – and I fell in. 

We talked - incredibly – but I didn’t say anything. 

You see, obedience is no prize. A silent good child, private - because I got no idea how to my chaos – how to say…

(TRIES TO PUSH OUT WORDS – HANDS REACH TO PULL THEM OUT  - FAILS – HANDS DROP TO HER SIDES…) 

This is, of course, not a disaster.  
But then Private Carl proposed  - and a very long silence followed - because I really thought he’d continue to do all the talking.  I wanted so much for him to say “yes,” for me.

But he didn’t.  

So I said…nnno…  

So he went to fight in Cuba.

So he died.

So, though not ever married – I am a widow – 

‘cause of this war - justified by - fiction.

So they sent home Carl’s exploded body.

In a box.

In the night.
So you wouldn’t see, so more of you’d go fight.
Tilted his box, down the gangplank, his remains slid to the front.

Thump.

So we did cremate - fire.

Water.

To the ocean - I carried him out.

But ashes do not scatter – they’re heavy, they clump, stick to your hands.

So the war ends - not the fighting
So we ignore disaster here,

So the flood came.

“Well, too bad,” mother said.
“You use who you’re really thinking of, write him across your pages, but a book is no lasting monument - eventually that cover always, just - shuts.”

(SILENCE - RETRIEVES HER BOOK FROM AUDIENCE’S FEET, WALKS TO PODIUM, PLACES BOOK ON PODIUM, QUIETLY…)
The Galveston Flood, by Muriel Halstead. 
(OPENS, READS – HALF TO HERSELF)
“September 5th and 6th and 7th, 1900, Cuban scientists repeatedly warn of hurricane force winds mounting for American shores - but US occupation troops silence all transmissions by the ‘enemy.’  The people of Galveston are not warned.”

(LOOKS UP, BACK TO BOOK)

“Then, at ten minutes past ten on the morning of September 8th, a storm labeled “tropical” by U.S. experts suddenly doubles in strength and sets its eye for Galveston. At 10:25, the US Weather Bureau telephone produces only - a busy signal – then nothing.”

(HER READING BEGINS TO GATHER SPEED) 

Eighty-four mile an hour winds are clocked before the instruments themselves blow away.  Families chop holes in the floors of their homes as the water rises.  

The wind increased.  

Parlor floors are abandoned for the bedroom, then the attic. Young folks help fathers, grandmothers up, babies slung over shoulders, horses, dogs herded up the stairs.

The wind increased.  

Fifty-foot waves crush beachfront homes and push the accumulated wreckage across the city like a battering ram.  

The wind increased.  

Families abandon the attic, claw for the roof as houses lift off their foundations, spin and topple into the rush of smashed wood, metal, brick, and bodies.  

The wind increased. 

Choked sewers empty into the rushing torrent and the mouths of drowning souls.  

The wind increased.  

Then, in the total darkness, a tidal wave…
(SUDDEN TURN FOR TABLE, GRABS PITCHER, DUMPS THE WATER OVER HER HEAD. 

TURNS TO THE AUDIENCE.

STANDS, SOAKED TO HER SKIN. 

WIPES HER EYES, PUSHING HAIR FROM HER FACE.

LISTEN TO THE DROPS HITTING THE FLOOR)

Six thousand dead. 

One.  Someone you love.
Two. Someone you love…

Three.  Someone…

Four.
Five.
Six.

Seven.

Eight.

Nine.

Ten.  
(TEN FINGERS OUTSTRETCHED)

Now imagine this - six hundred more times

(RESUMES READING)

“Samuel A. Nolley, telegraph operator, lost his wife and three children and cannot find the bodies. When speaking of them he trembled like an Aspen leaf.” 

(LOOKS UP)

And then this:   

(READS)  

“September 12th.  First news of Galveston received by train. Nothing could be seen or recognized of the city. Weather is now clear and bright.”

(CLOSES THE COVER – POINTS TO IT)

Yes, there are the few members of whatever kind of audience – strangers, lovers, Americans - who are not stopped or even assisted by covers – who can’t help but fight complacence by connecting all the topics – to see how we are used and how, in turn, we use. 

I love those people. 

I want sometime, not to write about you, but OF you. To conjure your glory for one second – a flash lifted up into a monument - for Americans to see ourselves - with questions raised so high the cover can never shut.   

That would be good writing. But where to begin?  
(THINKS, SLOW CROSS TO BOARD – WRITES ACROSS THE TOP OF THE BOARD AS SHE SPEAKS) 

“The great American audience…” 

(SHE TURNS TO THE AUDIENCE – WALKS TO THE FOOT OF THE STAGE HOLDING OUT HER CHALK, SHE PLACES IT AT THE AUDIENCE’S FEET) 


Thank you - for - listening.          

(AS SHE EXITS LIGHTS FADE LEAVING HER ONE SENTENCE ON THE BOARD ILLUMINATED, FRAMED, FINAL SLIDE ADDS: “GOODNIGHT”)

END
