When I began writing this article some time ago, I was still in the process of finishing the manuscript for the second edition of my acting textbook, The Actor as Storyteller. At the end of the first edition, I had included a short play for analysis, but the play was there more as a casual reference than as a central feature. In the decade since that first edition was published, I have become more and more convinced that learning how to carefully analyze a script should be an essential part of any young actor’s skill set. As a result, it has become a core part of my teaching as well. So in this new edition of the book, I was determined to make play analysis a far more important aspect of what was to be featured. For that reason, getting the right play at the end of the book had become extremely important to me.

As those of you who are familiar with my writing know, what I teach as basic craft is a combination of action based acting with a big dollop of practical analysis. I start with the premise that the actor’s primary job is to tell the story contained in the script – the story that the playwright has worked very hard to create. If that story is a good one well told, then the playwright has included only that which is necessary for making that good story. More importantly for actors though, if the playwright has created that good story, then it is up to them to properly analyze and execute choices consistent with what the script contains. When they can do that, they will be able to serve the playwright and the audience successfully. And they will be developing a craft that they can rely on – a craft that make them look and sound like good actors.
Unfortunately though, not every play is a good one. Not every play works. And there are times where actors are called upon to make up for the shortfall or limitations of the play he or she is involved with. That means that the good actor must fully understand the elements of a play and how those elements work together, just like the good playwright does, so that he can make and execute choices that help make the play work, even if on paper it doesn’t. In other words, some of the skills that an actor must bring to the table are identical to those of a playwright. An actor needs to be able to see the play then just as the playwright does – as a piece of finely honed machinery that must work precisely --  in the same way that the gears of a Swiss watch work together to produce accurate time. Each gear must be perfectly built and interact with the others in perfect symmetry. That’s what the best kinds of plays do. Therefore, actors must understand the gears and how they work, if they are to make choices that serve the characters and the script overall.
And that’s why for my new edition of The Actor as Storyteller I was hoping to include  just such a short play – one that works precisely with those dynamics, its gears ticking away like a Swiss watch. Its dramatic elements – action, character, dialogue, idea, and spectacle would all work together synchronistically to create a tension-filled taut little drama that perfectly demonstrates what I’ve been talking about above. In addition, I was looking for a realistic play based on a life-and-death situation that would force its actors to make big choices and maintain the urgency the script sets up and builds on. Unfortunately, I was either unable to make contact with the licensing people who handled the plays I was interested in using, or I was unable to get the rights at a price that my budget would allow.
So, that’s when I began thinking out of the box. That’s when I started thinking alternative strategies. After throwing away some bad ideas like writing the play myself (something I did later take on anyway), I decided to ask all several playwright friends if they’d be willing to write a ten-minute play centered around some life and death circumstances. And that’s what I did. Two of my friends actually said yes to the challenge. Once on board I asked them to come up with a dramatic situation in which the two characters -- a man and a woman -- are in a desperate life threatening predicament. (I asked for a man and a woman because both boy and girl actors using the book to be able to get involved in the reading of the play).  
Now who wouldn’t want to get involved in a project like that, especially when I told them that I couldn’t guarantee any money and that they would have only about ten days to finish the work? And of course I made no promises as to whether I would actually use the piece in my book.
Then it occurred to me that this playwriting project might also make an excellent acting exercise for the classroom. Since my mission has always been to get actors to merge analysis with action, and since far too little time is generally spent in the classroom getting actors to actually master this skill, why not force actors to deal with those ingredients in a creative way? Experiencing how the fine Swiss watch works by having to build one, might just get our actors to appreciate and use their watches more effectively. Since I first tackled this article, I have used the exercise with my own students, and they came up with some really interesting pieces of work – no Swiss watches, but several that did tick along fairly well without breaking. More interestingly, in the process of developing their plays, the mis-steps they took were not unlike the ones my two professional colleagues fell into as well. More on this later.  More to the point, however, I discovered that after working on a script from the playwriting side of the table, my students became more willing to spend the time necessary to properly analyze their source material.  
So, here’s the assignment I came up with. 
Have your students write a 10 minute play using the following criteria:

· It must have only two characters
· The situation must center around a life and death conflict
· The story must have a strong arc or throughline.

· The characters must pursue their objectives and use tactics to get those objectives at all times
· The dialogue and action must be generated only from the conflict and the need to fulfill objectives
· The play must be in the style of realism
· The play must not be dependent on gimmicks of any kind
· The play should have some kind of mystery or surprise that comes out at the climax to give the story a bump

· Any back story or necessary revelation of given circumstances must happen organically

· The play must be doable with little or no spectacle

It will be your job to give feedback to your students and send them back to the drawing board with a set of specific points for each round of writing. Therefore, what you tell them must be clear and tangible if they are to make the necessary adjustments as they rewrite. In other words, avoid the Simon Cowell kind of feedback. Telling your students that they sound Karaoke doesn’t tell them how to not sound Karaoke. 
I strongly suggest that you base your criticism on the bullet points listed above. Focus on Aristotle’s dramatic elements. (You will probably want to avoid discussing his sixth element – music -- since taking on the task of writing a play with music is probably too much for the purposes of this assignment, but all other elements are fair game.) Start with the big points and work your way down to detail only as time and problem solving allow. In other words, focusing on one line of unbelievable dialogue doesn’t solve the problem of the play. Always start with the big problems first. Make sure from the outset that your students realize that rewriting is where the real skill comes in. As with any art form, the work seldom springs out fully formed, beautiful and complete. It is a process that takes that takes time, and, often, much trial and error.
All this means that you will want to talk character, action, and dialogue primarily. Thematic elements will come from the story, so don’t  let your students start with discussions about theme. The idea or spine of a play should grow out of the story – characters doing action – not the other way around. Idea plays are likely to turn out pedantic and boring. Tell your students to write for the story and the theme will follow. 
Also remind them that character is action, not adjective. What characters do and how they do it will produce characters far more effectively than playing a generalized description. Character is the sum total of all the things a character does. Human beings are a mosaic of contradiction. The character description comes after not before. It may be a synthesis of all the things a character does, but characters do one thing at a time. Remind your students to think in those terms. 
Finally a note about dialogue. Tell your students to read their dialogue aloud as they write it. In a realistic play, dialogue should sound like people talk. Reading their stuff aloud will help your students test whether they’re on the right track. If they can’t make what they’ve written sound real, then other actors less invested in the material are likely to have the same problem. 
Your class should start with the conflict. They shouldn’t begin writing until they have a strong one. A good life and death conflict will provide the springboard for everything else. In a ten minute play, the action is essentially starting at the climax, so the play really needs a good engine of drama to keep it flying. All background info should come out during the action organically. If there is a good conflict driving the action, it will probably not be too hard to fill in the necessary details. Remind your students that this is an exercise. You don’t expect them to write the great American ten minute play. What you expect is that they will come to appreciate the artful mechanics that go into good playwriting, which in turn should help lead them to using those mechanics more effectively in their work as actors.
Now here’s a closer look at the bullet points above and the reasons for them.

· It must have only two characters

Having only two characters will force your student playwrights to focus on a central conflict between those two characters. When working on a script, actors must always find the conflict in the scene before they can find their objective. And once found, the actor must play that objective at all times. Invariably, for the beginning actor, this proves to be a difficult task. In the beginning of their training, getting the actor as character to believe that he can focus exclusively on his objective often proves to be an act of faith. But because the skilled playwright is already using conflict and objectives effectively, it is an act of faith that will always work for the actor -- if the actor has the discipline to stay focused on that objective. If your student actor/writers work from this premise, it will help them understand that their faith is grounded in science as well.

· The situation must center around a life and death conflict

For the actor, finding the life and death in the script is an essential part of the definition of good acting. An actor must be believable, of course, and she must make choices that serve the script. But an actor must be exciting too. The more exciting the better. Finding the highest stakes available in the script is a sure-fire way of doing so. It always serves the actor to make that big choice. Playwrights know about the big choice as well, and are always trying to find the story elements that will make their work worthy of being produced. Finding compelling action to play out is a central way of doing so. No good story, no good play. What better way of reminding your actors that compellingness starts with the action in the script than having them create some high-staked action of their own making.

· The story must have a strong arc or throughline.

The action in a story invariably starts somewhere and moves unrelentingly through a journey that ends somewhere else. In terms of plot we refer to exposition, rising action, climax , resolution, and denouement. In simplest terms, the bigger the journey or arc, the better the story. Same is true for character. A character starts at point A and the more that happens to him during the journey, the more he is changed by that journey. Generally speaking, the bigger the change in the character by the time that character reaches point Z, the more interesting that character was to follow on the journey. A ten minute play does not allow for the kind of plotting that a full-length play might provide. Since the action starts almost at climax, the arc of the story must allow the action to shoot like a rocket straight up into the plotosphere. The playwright must find a way to cover ground in terms of action and character with great economy. High stakes can help the writer to do that. Again, wearing the hat of the playwright should remind your actors that their choices as actors should never work against the arc the playwright provides. Instead, they should learn to recognize the dramatic islands built into the arc of the story and find moment to flesh out to make that arc clear and compelling. Having to come up with a riveting plot should help remind them to use it when the playwright gives it to them.

· The characters must pursue their objectives and use tactics to get those objectives at all times

This rule alludes back to the second bullet point above, but is worth touching on again. Acting is not like life, it just looks like it when well done. Unlike in life where human beings often engage in random behavior that is self-defeating despite the need to do otherwise, actors playing characters must always be pursuing their objectives doggedly, and trying to fulfill those objectives as economically as possible. Actors must be constantly finding new ways to fulfill those objectives when strategies fail or don’t seem to be working. The actor/character must continually change tactics when it becomes clear that current tactics are not working. Playwrights write this way as well. The good playwright only puts into his script what is essential and what must be there. He is putting down a railroad track of plot that his characters will follow, simply and directly. The good playwright camouflages those tracks effectively, but unlike the action of humans in life, these railroad tracks of plot are there to prevent unnecessary tangents to the action. Everything the playwright provides is intended to keep the actor/character moving smoothly along the railroad track of plot. Having to write that way should help your actor/playwrights appreciate the skill it takes to do so. It should also make them want to tie their wheels to the track when they take on their next script as actors.

· The dialogue and action must be generated only from the conflict and the need to fulfill objectives

This bullet point is an elaboration of the one above. There is no random action in a script by a good playwright. All things that a character says and does are therefore purposeful. They are intended to help get them what they need. Sometimes these actions will seem random to an audience or even to the characters themselves. But even though characters are not always aware of what they are doing, the actors playing those characters must be aware – because they are responsible for making choices that serve the action as well as their characters. It follows then that actors must play their objectives through their spoken dialogue and physical action at all times. That means then, that as actor/writers they will have to create dialogue and implied action with the sole purpose of gaining their objectives, and do so at all times. Writing this way will give your actors a sense of how difficult it is to stay on track, and how well a script works when a playwright does so. Once they learn this, why would they ever want to veer off the track again as actors?

· The play must be in the style of realism

Finding and maintaining the believable in their work is the actor’s number one obligation, and the simple truth is that high school actors in particular don’t necessarily know what believable is. Though most of them can recognize believable work when they see it on film and television, they tend to ignore that part of the acting quotient when they are performing or working in the studio. For them, if it’s performed with commitment and gusto, it’s good acting. But once they’ve graduated high school, if they can’t find that believability in their work, they will not be cast. But what is believable shifts depending on the world of the play or a play’s style. What is believable in a production of Shakespeare, Moliere, or Cole Porter might not be in a production of Angels in America or Death of a Salesman, or Our Town. The style of realism is what I call the common currency for actors. Creating the illusion of real life behavior on stage – that is moving and sounding like an actual real person -- is the cornerstone for everything else our young actors must master. Therefore, having them write dialogue and suggest actions that can be executed with realistic behavior seems the most beneficial way for them to write. More importantly, it will most immediately serve them as actors.

· The play must not be dependent on gimmicks of any kind

At its heart this playwriting exercise is intended to help our students better understand the mechanics of the script so that they can build their personal analysis skills. Therefore, tricks and cute ideas are both unnecessary and distracting. Plays don’t need to be clever or cute to work effectively, but they do need to be logical and compelling. A play built on believable given circumstances and a plot that moves forward logically from moment to moment is all that is needed. We shouldn’t encourage our students to be creative at the expense of learning to be simple, direct, and compelling. First learn the craft; the spin on craft comes later. In simplest terms, a good play is a play that works well. It doesn’t need to be unique; it doesn’t need to be the only one of its kind. Actors who value originality over the truth of a situation invariably fall short. And finding that truth is often far more difficult than beginning actors are able to see. So let’s not make the task more complex when the simple and strong will well serve them best.

· The play should have some kind of mystery, secret, or surprise that comes out at the climax to give the story a bump

Whenever a character knows something that the other character and the audience doesn’t know until the very end, it will always help fuel the climax and help make that climax memorable. Remember the payoff in Citizen Kane and Star Wars? There are countless examples of this surefire tool. But, more importantly, the actor/character with the secret can use this piece of information to help shape her choices during the course of the play. The actor who uses this gift from the playwright effectively will be making choices that keep the audience interested in that character’s sometimes mysterious behavior throughout. Playwrights actively use this device to make their work interesting. Actors should recognize the gift and figure out how to use it to best serve them and the play.

· Any back story or necessary revelation of given circumstances must happen organically

There is nothing harder to act than clunky exposition. It’s dull, boring, and seems unnatural. And regardless of how well the actor manages to deliver it, the audience will still be jarred by how forced it sounds in the moment-to-moment situation. Your actors would hate to deliver it, so don’t let them write it. Instead, your actor/playwrights must find a way to sneak in this necessary info without giving up their unrelenting objective playing or making it sound forced.
· The play must be doable with little or no spectacle

This is an acting exercise, so no reliance on spectacle necessary. The exercise is intended to demonstrate for actors how to use what the playwright provides specifically to them. That should be the focus when they are writing as well.

Now, in case you and your writers need a jump start, here are some potential life and death situations in skeletal form by way of example. Feel free to use these or brainstorm with your class for your own set of conflicts. You might want to settle on two or three ideas, so your students will be able to see the variety and range of plays that can be grown from a single idea.

A boy and girl and a railroad track.

A girl and a boy at the edge of a cliff

A girl and a boy in a small boat

A boy and a girl looking out a very high window

A boy and a girl looking at a gun

A boy and a girl looking into a hole or a cave

A girl and a boy and a lit candle in the dark.

Since your class size may be large, and your time limited, I suggest that you have your students write their first drafts of the play and turn them in to you. You can write big picture comments on each and select some for reading in class. Distribute the plays selected to each of your class members, and have them read them in advance. This way they will be able to do their own analysis and critiques before the plays are presented. Have volunteers read the plays, and then discuss with your class what worked, what did not, and why. Having the material read aloud in class should go a long way toward helping your students hear the strengths and weaknesses in the selected works that they might have missed when reading individually to themselves. It will also give you an opportunity to address specifics from each that will apply to the works of others. 
Repeat the process as many times as your time and your class’s particular personality allow. Tailor your comments to the individual needs of your students, but always try to turn those specifics into axioms about script making and acting that will have long term practical value. Remember, this exercise is not about getting your students to discover the brilliant playwrights they are – though the exercise just may just expose one or two who should continue along this path. Rather, it is intended to get your students to see the elements that playwrights use to successfully create drama, and make your students more sensitive to finding and using those elements in their interpretive works as actors.

By way of example, here follows the play that my friend and colleague, Alan Haehnel came up with after taking the challenge that inspired the exercise above. The version of his play printed here is actually his sixth draft. As I mentioned earlier, the feedback he got from me along the way was not so different than what my own far less experienced students received. Since Alan learned his craft by writing plays himself rather than writing in a class situation, some of the rules of craft I went by were not necessarily a part of his own vocabulary, so he had to do quite a bit of adjusting to my dogmatic and perhaps schematic approach. Further, Alan often starts with an idea rather than a story, and his large body of work is filled with imaginative theatrical devices that at times produce visual poetry on stage. Operating in the style of realism is not necessarily his strongest suit. But for the exercise, he was generous enough to assume the position.

In his first draft, for instance, I noted that there wasn’t enough given circumstance presented to allow the audience to understand why the characters behaved as they did and to empathized with them. I also noted that the since the characters were so unhappy from the opening moments that their characters did not have enough room to make an interesting arc. I offered a suggestion that by turning the idea of home into a more positive concept that might help widen the story arc and make for a better character arc as well.
In the next draft he sent me, I could see that he had adjusted his play in accordance with the notes I had offered him, but as always happens, those changes created the need for further changes and adjustments. This, of course, is the way art works, and our students need to understand and accept the fact that all the arts are dominated by the principle of redoing – again and again and again. For some reason, actors and writers don’t like this concept. In this version, while trying to make the character arc of the female character go a greater distance from beginning to end she had become a bully relying mostly on negative tactics to get what she wanted. Since the audience must like the characters and root for them this adjustment was not working. I also noted that some of the dialogue seemed forced, a result of trying to get more of the given circumstances on the table. I also brought up the idea of a surprise coming from the back story. As you can see, the bullet points listed above are there for a reason.
The next draft Alan sent me was almost a complete rewrite. In frustration, he had abandoned realism for a theatrical gimmick that required playing it with a particular style and the style was an affect. Both the gimmick and the affect might have worked for another play, but I didn’t want him to throw away what he had been building simply because he was struggling with a style that was not necessarily his comfort zone. I managed to get him back on track, pun intended, as you will see later. And realism was back on the table.

To his credit, the hiatus from the original piece seemed to give Alan a new set of objective eyes that he didn’t have before, and this next draft showed a great deal of growth. He had made on of his characters drunk, a solid choice on the already established given circumstances, that both added a new thematic element to the play, but more importantly, helped justify and soften action and dialogue that had previously not been working believably. In addition, he had retained something used in the previous gimmicky version that helped the plot situation enormously. There were still some unnatural sounding dialogue issues that mostly came from forcing a few informational points and what was left over from the previous stylized version. I pointed all of this out. 

In the next two drafts things got simpler. We debated the amount of blue language these characters were using and the amount and nature of the imagery that Alan employed. These point seemed to be more about taste than craft and so we heard each other out, but in the end it is the playwright’s work to change or not. You will clearly have more influence and control over your students than I did with an equal – both colleague and friend. But the fact is, Alan was willing to listen and make adjustments. And I think the work he produced as a result turned out to be an interesting and exciting piece of realism. We both learned a great deal and loved the process. By the end, I believe that Alan felt like the craft approach I forced upon him would prove helpful to him as he continues in his art.
By way of example, here follows the email exchanges between playwright Alan Haehnel and myself as we worked to quickly get Alan’s play on its feet. We have also included comments on our thinking and feelings as that process evolved. For my part, I have tried to go into more detail than I did with Alan so that my comments might prove helpful for you as you work with your own students. For Alan’s part, he has commented on how my feedback felt to him, what he thought about it, and how he dealt with trying to get his play to better to meet my needs – he might say “demands.” It is our hope that seeing this process unfold, and our reactions to the process as well as to each other will prove to be an interesting read. More importantly, it is our hope that what you see here will help you better deal with your students’ work in process and to their individual needs. 

On Tue, Mar 22, 2011 at 3:13 PM, Bruce Miller

Hey Alan!

 

Just read a bunch of you monologues in anthologies. You are the most prolific play writer since Don Nigro. Amazing. Some nice stuff for kids.

 

Here's a question. Do you have a ten-minute play that's a two character (male/female preferred) that is life and death, literally? I can't get to the right permissions person to allow me to reprint Mastrosimone's Precipice, a perfect play for what I'm going after. If you do have such a two-hander, send it down. I'm looking for such a play to include in the second edition of The Actor as Storyteller. Would be proud to have a work by you included. (I'll pay the fee, of course.)

 

Let me know. I'm running out of time.

 

Hope all is well,

 

Bruce

I’ve spent some time with Alan at three Kansas State Conferences and because I had met him and liked him, I made it a point to read some of his plays. One or two he actually sent me. I always found them interesting. Alan is one of the most prolific names in the Playscripts pantheon, and was one of the first playwrights to respond to my call. He was also the first of my playwright friends to actually get back to me with a draft. So he was in! Alan was very excited by the challenge, and in fact seemed a little bit daunted by the prospect – for a couple of reasons. First of all, straightforward realism is not necessarily his style. Alan is a very clever playwright with a great sense of the theatrical. His plays often contain dramatic devices that range from charming to brilliantly clever. His approach to writing for the theatre seems to me to be more centered on themes than simple character development and dialogue. So the challenge I was offering up was clearly out of his comfort zone.

He confessed to me that he was a self-taught playwright and had never had the experience of writing and being critiqued as someone who studied playwriting formally would have. He assured me that he wanted my input and would work hard to respond to what I had to say without defensiveness. He said he wanted to learn, and because he was familiar with me and my work, was looking forward to the feedback.

Sent: Wednesday, March 23, 2011 7:33 AM

Subject: Re: Play to Rent?

If I'm so prolific, why do I always feel like I'm not doing enough?  Anyway, I wish I had something written that would fit the bill for you, but I don't.  However, you've got me thinking.  What are you going after?  I had this scenario in my head of two teenage lovers waiting for the train--but they're not planning to get on it; they're planning to kill themselves by getting in front of it (based on several teen suicide pacts that played out to such a gruesome end).  What was it about "Precipice" that worked so well?  I'm not making any guarantees, but I might have some time over the next couple of days to work on something for your book.  I'd be honored to have my work included in yours.

Alan
So.  Bruce Miller contacted me, complimented me on how prolific I am (I wonder about this compliment, too, if there is an implication there that I sure do/can produce a lot because it's not very high quality, which is a valid implication, because that's at least partially true, I think...actually, better not slip that into the article unless it's generally under the category of me as an insecure writer.  I don't want it on record that I believe myself a hack.  Might hurt sales.).  So, Bruce contacted me and he asked me if I might have a two-person, male-female, ten-minute, life-and-death struggle play. I did not, but I thought it might be (here I hesitate...fun?  Challenging?  Yes, challenging is a better adjective) challenging to try to produce one.  Plus, I like and admire Bruce and think he's better-looking and higher up the totem pole than I and I'm impressed with his books and his credentials so I'd like to try to ride his coat-tails and maybe get a play of mine into one of his books.  Plus, I tell my students and I tell myself that we need to take risks and accept challenges in order to grow.  Plus, when someone asks me for something like this, I'm inclined to accept particularly if I think I can impress the asker because I like to show off and I like the idea of writing something and not having to go begging for an audience because the asker is already a guaranteed audience and, in this case, the asker is Bruce and impressing Bruce, in my mind, would be quite the feather in my proverbial cap.

So.  I tell him I'll give it a shot.  
I had mentioned the short play by William Mastrosimone that would have been perfect for my purposes, but as of this writing have not been able to get the rights. 

On Wed, Mar 23, 2011 at 8:14 AM, Bruce Miller

Your scenario is perfect.

 

Precipice -- two hikers in their twenties are caught late in the afternoon on a high mountain. The fog has set in and nightfall looms bringing the threat of precipitous cold. The woman insists that they must jump a crevasse that in the fog they can't see. The man doubts that this is the right place. The woman who is the more experienced hiker has already demonstrated that she can be wrong. The young man is out of shape and wants to stay where they are. The woman insists that staying the night would be suicide. It is truly the date from hell.

 

I was considering attempting one myself. Boy and girl in a car, reminiscing. Only as the play moves to climax do we realize that the car is in a garage. Also a suicide scenario.

 

I'd love to include you, so take a shot if you wanna. I haven't given up on Precipice, but it's not looking good. Maybe I can goad you into your Pulitzer prize winner.
Bruce
I did write a draft of the play after a particularly tough critique of Alan’s most recent draft, one in which I took a stab at fixing some dialogue. I felt guilty and wanted to show him I knew what I was talking about or, at the least, give him a chance to take a shot at me for a change.

Sent: Thursday, March 24, 2011 11:58 PM

Subject: Re: Play to Rent?

So, Bruce, this isn't quite done and I haven't really even proofed it, but I thought I'd send it along and see if it has any promise as far as what you're after.  Don't worry about telling me is doesn't work.  It's been a good challenge, regardless.


Thanks,
Alan

The first attempt I fall in love with, of course, as I do with almost all of my work.  If I'm not at least highly infatuated with the piece then I probably won't have the energy to finish.  It's a piece about Kendra and Liam, two names I pick from some of my students, as I often pick names.  Life and death, life and death, life and death with teenagers.  My mind quickly turns to suicide, and then to suicide pacts, and then to a vague remembrance about kids getting hit by a train.  I google this and find several incidents.  One in particular strikes me--it's a couple of kids who end up hanging themselves, so it's not the train thing, but what got in my craw was the parents of the boy saying they blamed the girl, that she was the aggressor and probably the boy would not have done it without being goaded by the girl.  The train idea really struck me pretty early on because I could easily see the ending, the two kids holding each other, facing straight ahead as if the audience were in the train and the kids were on the tracks.  I saw the boy turning away just before the train hit, the girl facing ahead defiantly, and then the lights going out.  So I liked that ending.  

Train Coming
A Ten-Minute Play
by Alan Haehnel

(Kendra and Liam, waiting.)

Liam:  It's gonna be here soon.

Kendra:  Yeah.

Liam:  God, my heart is...I feel it bumping up in my throat.

Kendra:  You scared?

Liam:  No.  Are you?

Kendra:  Come here.  Be close to me.  Hold my hand at least. (Liam goes to her, takes her hand.)  Jesus, Liam, it's freezing.

Liam:  I can't help it.  

Kendra:  I thought you said you're not scared.

Liam:  I'm not.  Scared is when you come home past curfew and the old man's got his belt.
This is...a lot bigger than that.  

Kendra:  It's the biggest thing in the world.  The biggest thing in the universe.  Come here. 

Liam:  Yeah.  I guess I'm past scared or something.  I'm shaking.

Kendra:  Oh, baby, come here.  Come on, come on.

Liam:  I'm sorry.  

Kendra:  Sh.  For what?  

Liam:  I should be brave, right?

Kendra:  Honey, you shouldn't be anything.  You shouldn't be anything but just Liam, here with me.  That's all.  That's all, right?

Liam:  I want it to be.

Kendra:  It is.  

Liam:  How soon?

Kendra:  It doesn't matter.

Liam:  I want to know.

Kendra:  Just be with me now.

Liam:  I want to know, Kendra.

Kendra:  You'll hear it.  Just be with me.

Liam:  How soon, okay?

Kendra:  Eight minutes, baby.  

Liam:  Okay.

Kendra:  Oh, Liam--you're all about time, you know that?  

Liam:  I like to know.

Kendra:  It's got you trapped.  It's got you so trapped, you can't even imagine being without it.  It's a worm in your brain...tick, tick, tick, tick.  Even when you're trashed, you know that?  Last night, do you remember the first thing you said when you got done puking your brains out?

Liam:  I don't remember shit about last night.

Kendra:  You were like, (vomiting sound) "Bleah! Bleah!  What time is it?"

Liam:  No way.

Kendra:  Yeah!  Just like that! Half a bottle of vodka and then, "Bleah!  Bleah!"  Praying to the porcelain god and then, Jesus, your head was on the toilet seat and you turned to me and you said, "What time is it?"

Liam:  I'm so tired.  

Kendra:  Me, too.

Liam:  Don't leave me.

Kendra:  That's why we're here, Baby.

Liam:  Oh, shit, I can't just sit here.  

Kendra:  You want to walk a little?  It doesn't matter--we can be here, we can be down there a ways.  

Liam:  No, I don't want to walk, I don't want to not walk, I don't want....  God damn it, Kendra!  I'm fucking...it's like that time I got poison ivy except it's inside me!  God damn it!  I can't...

Kendra:  Liam, stop it!  Come on!  

Liam:  I'm sorry, okay?  

Kendra:  Stop being sorry.

Liam:  What are we doing?

Kendra:  We're waiting for the train.

Liam:  The train, yeah.

Kendra:  It's gonna take us home, okay?  Okay, baby?

Liam:  I don't know.

Kendra:  'Cause we don't have a home here, do we?  Do we?

Liam:  I don't know.

Kendra:  Yes, you do!  Yes, Liam, you know.  You know.  You know that that shit hole of a house on Prospect Street--that's not your home.  How can it be?  There's nobody there for you.  Who's there for you, Liam?  Who?

Liam:  I...

Kendra:  Your father?  

Liam:  Christ, no.

Kendra:  Your mother?

Liam:  She's dead.

Kendra:  That's right.  She's dead and gone, and even before she was dead, she was gone.  You told me that yourself, Liam.  You don't have a home.  

Liam:  You do.

Kendra:  Where?

Liam:  It's up...you know where your house is.

Kendra:  I know where there's a roof and a bunch of walls and some talking pieces of cardboard that call me daughter and want me to turn into a piece of cardboard just like them.  That's not my home.  They want to keep from my only home.  Do you know where that is?

Liam:  With me?

Kendra:  Yeah.  Yeah, honey, with you.  

Liam:  What's it gonna feel like?

Kendra:  I don't know.

Liam:  You gotta know.  What do you mean, you don't know?  

Kendra:  How can I? 

Liam:  You gotta know.  

Kendra:  Okay.  It's gonna be like...like when we're watching the fireworks down on the pier, right?  Right, are you seeing it?

Liam:  On the pier.

Kendra:  And we're sitting there.  It's warm and you've got your shirt off and I'm sitting between your legs and you've got your hands up my shirt.  You've got your arms crossing my stomach and you've got one hand on each of my boobs, right?  

Liam:  Yeah.

Kendra:  It's all warm, just the right kind of warm, and then they send up one of those rockets.  Phoosh!  We see that trail of light go up, up, up and then it goes dark and then there's this half of a half a second when it's nothing! Nothing.  You're holding your breath.  Then, bam!  The sound and the light come at just the same time!  It blasts your eyes and punches you like a...like a big cotton ball in the face.  And then it's gone.  

Liam:  That's what it's gonna feel like?

Kendra:  Yeah.

Liam:  How do you know?

Kendra:  Because you need me to know, baby.

Liam:  What?  What kind of an answer is that?  

Kendra:  Where are you going?

Liam:  I can't do this!  It's gonna be here soon.  

Kendra:  Liam!

Liam:  You're crazy!  Have you seen that thing go by?  We've watched it a million times!  I mean, the wind off of it is like...the wind would just about knock you over!  Just the wind from it!

Kendra:  Yes!  Yes!  It can't take us home if it's not going that fast!

Liam:  Take us home?  Blast us off like a couple of firecrackers?  Kendra, what the fuck are you talking about?

Kendra:  All right.  All right, leave.

Liam:  Kendra...

Kendra:  No, go.  Go!  

Liam:  Come on with me.

Kendra:  I'm not leaving!  But you are.  Go, Liam, get the hell out of here!  

Liam: I don't want to, not without you!

Kendra:  Then what are you gonna do?  Because I'm not leaving here.  So if you go, you go without me.  You can't have both.  You can't go away and have me, too.

Liam:  Come on.

Kendra:  No.  This is it.

Liam:  I love you.

Kendra:  Not as much as I thought you did.

Liam:  What's that supposed to...

Kendra:  Not as much as I thought you did, Liam!  Not as much as I do you!  You told me you couldn't live without me.

Liam:  I can't!

Kendra:  I can't live without you.  I won't live without you.

Liam:  That's how I feel.  

Kendra:  Then what in the fuck are you going to do?  

Liam:  I'll take you with me.  You're coming with me!

Kendra:  No!

Liam:  You're coming!

Kendra:  Let go of me!  Let go! Let go, let go!

Liam:  Kendra, you have to!

Kendra:  Liam, you take one of those god-damned rocks right there.  Take it!  Pick it up!

Liam:  What are you talking about!

Kendra:  Pick up one of those fucking rocks, Liam—now!

Liam:  What am I supposed to do with it?

Kendra:  You're going to bash me over the head with it.  You're going to knock me out.

Liam:  No, I'm not.

Kendra:  'Cause that's the only way you're getting me to leave here.  You're going to have to knock me out cold with that rock and you're going to have to carry me away from here because I'm not going awake.  I'm not going.  I'll scratch your eyes out, Liam, I swear to God I will.  I'll kick you in the balls, I'll bite you in the face, I'll do anything to keep you from taking me away from here right now, so you better be ready with that rock.  Are you ready with that rock?

Liam:  Kendra, come on.  Please.

Kendra:  But when you've knocked me out cold, Liam, and you've carried me away from here, and that train's gone by, where you are gonna take me?  Where are we gonna go?

Liam:  Baby...

Kendra:  No, tell me!  Where are you going to take me if you take me away from here?

Liam:  Somewhere!  Somewhere safe!  

Kendra:  Where?

Liam:  We'll run away!  We don't have to...

Kendra:  Where?  Where, where, where?

Liam:  I don't know, God damn it, I don't know!

Kendra:  You don't know because there's nowhere, Liam.  

Liam:  There's got to be.

Kendra:  There isn't.  You take me home, they'll lock me up and never let me see you again.  You take me to the police, they'll take me home, they'll lock me up and never let me see you again.  It's the same road, Liam, everywhere.  It all narrows down to the same road.

Liam:  I can't be without you.

Kendra:  Then don't be.  Stay.  Let's go home together.  Let's go home together, Baby.

Liam:  How're we going to do it?

Kendra:  We have to wait.  Right behind this boulder, we have to hide until we see it. When it reaches that telephone pole, we'll go.

Liam:  What if it stops?

Kendra:  It's going 60 miles an hour.  It's got a hundred tons behind it.  It's like one of those word problems.  If a train's going 60 miles an hour down the track carrying a hundred tons...

Liam:  And two kids step out in front of it, how many pieces will they be blown into?  

(He retches.)

Kendra:  Don't, don't, don't.  It won't be like that.

Liam:  Oh, I can't do this.  Jesus, I couldn't even watch those fucking driver's ed. movies.  How can I...?

Kendra:  We're not going to be blown anywhere!  We're going to be gone—gone!  

Liam:  We're going to be splattered from here to...

(He retches again.)

Kendra:  Get up.  Come on.

Liam:  Are we leaving?  Thank God.

(Kendra slaps him.)

Kendra:  No!  Don't you get it?  

Liam:  Hey, don't...

Kendra:  We cannot leave!  This is us!  Here!  This is it!  That train will be here in two minutes and it's going to take us away.  Do you want to be with me?  

Liam:  Yes.

Kendra:  Do you?

Liam:  Yes!

Kendra:  Then stop talking about going anywhere else but here.  I love you more than anything in this world, but this world will not let us be together.  We have to go home, to our real home!  Okay?

Liam:  Okay.

Kendra:  Come here.  Get behind the boulder.

Liam:  Is it coming?

Kendra:  Soon.  Let's practice.  We duck down here.  You stay right there.  I'm going to watch for it.  And when I see it, just before it gets to the telephone pole, I'm going to count to three, and then we're going to get on the tracks.  Liam?  Are you hearing me?

Liam:  Yeah, yeah.

Kendra:  Okay, I see it.

Liam:  For real?

Kendra:  Not this time.  It's practice.  I'm going to count to three, and when I get to three, keep hold on my hand.  It's just... one, two, three, four, five—five steps.  That's all.  Are you ready?

Liam:  I think so.

Kendra:  Okay.  So.  I see it.  It's coming.

Liam:  It's coming.

Kendra:  It's almost there.  Three, two, one!  Come on!  Come on!

Liam:  I can't!  I can't!

Kendra:  You can't.  Here I am, standing on the tracks.  Look at me.  Look at me, you fucking coward!  

Liam:  I'm looking!

Kendra:  I'm standing on the tracks, alone.  Are you ready for this?  Are you ready for seeing me one second and then seeing nothing but that train rushing by, feeling nothing but that wind punching you in the face?  I'll be gone, Liam.  I'll be free and gone and you'll be crouching there, probably peeing your pants, alone.  What are you going to say then?  That you love me?  What are you going to do then?  Go home and get a hug from your daddy?  

Liam:  Shut up.

Kendra:  Are you going to go home and tell your daddy what a big man you were, kneeling in your own piss and puke, while the girl you said you loved...

Liam:  Shut up, Kendra!  Shut the fuck up!

Kendra:  Is that what you're going to do?

Liam:  No!

Kendra:  What are you going to do?  I hear it.

Liam:  Come here. 

Kendra:  What are you going to do?
On Fri, Mar 25, 2011 at 11:19 AM, Bruce Miller

You've definitely got the idea. As the play stands now, for me there is not enough characterization and relationship with a strong, clear history between them. Also the situation as you begin the play is pretty clear and negative already. How about starting with the train "taking them home" idea as a positive thing where home -- though really about heaven or death --  seems to the audience to be about their actual home? Only as the home idea unfolds do we begin to see that literal home is a bad place, not to be returned to, and heaven/death home as the preferred idea. Then there is the turning point where death becomes real scary for Liam.

 

Whadaya think?

Notice that my criticism is based totally on those Swiss watch gears referred to earlier. We’re talking about a clear set of given circumstances that helps justify the action and frames both the action and character. By making the idea of home positive at the beginning, it will provide a bigger arc for the story and characters to travel. By the end, that home idea is scary – the opposite of how we generally think of home. The bigger the journey the more interesting the story. The more change in the character, the more interesting those characters become.
Now, based on reading Bruce's books, I figured he would want a script with a lot of various tactics to it, so the first script became essentially a rhetorical exercise where Kendra knew exactly what she was going to do--she was hell-bent on getting hit by the train right from the beginning--and her job was just to convince Liam, who knew what they were supposed to be doing but ended up being reluctant.  So Kendra seduced and intimidated and bullied and finally won.  I thought, of course, it just might be God's gift to theater, or at least to Bruce, and I sent it off to him, half expecting to hear I was a genius, half expecting to hear that Bruce rued ever having met me.  

What I got, instead, was a pretty heavy dose of constructive criticism:  I needed to hold off on revealing the true nature of the conflict; I needed to make Kendra less of a controlling bitch because no one would care if she lived or died; I needed to work on making some of the motifs--especially the one about death being a sort of "home--organic to the conflict and not just shoved in for the sake of theme or cleverness.  This all stung, of course, but I pretty quickly got over it (I don't drink, so I had to opt for over-eating cookies as therapy) and realized that Bruce was offering a great growth opportunity for me.  I've never actually taken a playwriting class, and he's taught several of them on the college level, so this  could be really helpful, a good exercise.  

Sent: Friday, March 25, 2011 11:32 AM

Subject: Re: Play to Rent?

Yeah, makes sense; I like your concept better.  How soon are you needing this?

On Fri, Mar 25, 2011 at 1:04 PM, Bruce Miller <millbru@bellsouth.net> wrote:

Two weeks, max. Possible? 

Sooner is better.

----- Original Message ----- 

Sent: Tuesday, March 29, 2011 4:00 PM

Subject: Re: Play to Rent?

Here's another draft, Bruce.  See if it's better.
Alan


I was gratified to see how committed and serious Alan was taking this. I knew he was busy so I was very grateful. This was going to be a moment of truth though. What would he do with my criticism from the first draft? I was praying this one would solve everything – because I was afraid that if it didn’t, Alan would cut and run, or worse, our relation would get contentious. I didn’t want to lose him – on the project or as a friend.
For time and space, the next draft does not appear here.

On Tue, Mar 29, 2011 at 5:30 PM, Bruce Miller <millbru@bellsouth.net> wrote:

Yes, getting there. Liking it. Hey, though, remember that this stuff I throw at you is only my opinion. I got a lotta stuff. Can I call you tomorrow to discuss? If so, give me your number and tell me a good time to be in touch. I'd rather talk than email. Too much to go over. 
Though Alan had made changes, there were still significant problems for me. I thought for time and bonding sake – I certainly didn’t want to lose him now – I thought if we chatted, we could strengthen our relationship more quickly and I could better check out how to approach this artist if he was feeling balky. More on this after the next exchange.

On Wed, 3/30/11, Alan Haehnel <haehnela@gmail.com> wrote:

Today's scheduled up like crazy.  How about if you give me a call tomorrow, Thursday, at 4:15 or so?  

Now, I have to say this, my friend:  Get out while the getting is good.  And the getting is definitely good here.  This is your book you're putting together, and I don't want you to feel at all obligated to include my play if it's not going to work for your purposes.  You can be blunt, and I won't be offended.  I've learned some things by working on the piece, so it's not been a waste of my time by any stretch.  There.  I said it.

Two things continue to dissatisfy me most about this play:  1.  Kendra does not experience enough conflict.  She's too sure of herself throughout the process.  2.  The ending isn't quite there yet.

Talk to you later, either via e-mail or phone.

Take Care,
Alan

On Wed, Mar 30, 2011 at 9:01 AM, Bruce Miller wrote:

	


This can work for me, really. I just don't want to piss you off by telling you what you need to do. I taught playwriting for years with a playwright colleague, but am not a playwright, and I like working with you this way, but you may not be feeling the same way.

From: Alan Haehnel 

To: millbru 

Sent: Wednesday, March 30, 2011 9:12 AM

Subject: Re: Play to Rent?

I love it--it's good for me.  Truth be told, I think I have a lot to learn as a playwright, so talk to me.  Like I said, you have more at stake than I do on this one--it's your book, baby!  So tell me what you need and I'll do my best to oblige. 
Then we found the time to have the talk. I wrote up the notes from that conversation so that there would be a record – I was starting to get the idea that this might make an interesting article, and in case the conversation had contained too much for Alan to take fully in. I know I shut down when I get too many notes. Handling a talented artist was proving to be an interesting teaching challenge. You always have to get to know your customer and sell the goods in the best way for that individual. True in the class room; true here.


On Fri, Apr 1, 2011 at 11:44 AM, Bruce Miller wrote:

Hey Alan –

 

I wrote up my take on what we talked about last night. Thought having something tangible might be helpful. I have not been able to reach Jim yet, so I can’t tell you whether we’re on as an article.

 

The play is getting there. You definitely addressed the issues from before and I think have made real progress. Here’s what’s not working for me now. Kendra is now totally unlikable. She seems like a bully at the end, and her description of going to first base makes her seem much too hard and crass for the ending to work effectively. Liam should find going with her appealing, no? I mean so there is a real internal conflict here. Also the way she bullies him at the end keeps the idea of going home from being beautiful, and that’s gotta be the pull, right? Maybe she could use some tactics that are warm and positive to get what she wants. For me, the play would work better if the suicide seems beautiful, at least for a while. 

 

Next, the ideas of home and time seem very forced in the dialogue. They don’t seem to grow organically. They seem imposed by the author rather than springing naturally from the dialogue and moment-to-moment situation.

 

Next, the formality and style of the dialogue (though somewhat inconsistent) and the setting almost make the play seem depression era. That might be the way to go, but in the dialogue there are inconsistencies and spots where, again, the words seem forced rather than organic and don't consistently spell depression era for me.

 

Finally, the play might work more effectively if there is some kind of surprise in the back story that jolts us. It could be related to their drinking problem – less apparent in this draft as a central issue – or something else that comes out and galvanizes the action. Obviously, they both need very strong specifics to get to the point where the play picks up. Maybe that needs to be better worked up in the arc of the story. 

 

Anyway that's my memory of the discussion. And believe me, I know -- easy for me to say.

 

Break a leg.
Once again, though lots of them, the notes are all basic mechanical and structural, harkening back to how stories work. Should we like the protagonists who are going to kill themselves? Of course -- it creates tension if we care about them and want them to live. Character is not a bunch of adjectives. Character is what you do and how you do it. If Kendra uses negative tactics that don’t get her what she wants she will not be likable. Use honey, not the sledgehammer if you’re the good guy. Symbols and metaphors will be addressed a bit later, but it’s worth noting here that story must always come first. Ideas come from story, character, and dialogue, not the other way around. Finally, a good story can always use a big surprise that we didn’t see coming, but makes perfect sense once it’s here.

I realize that I may have my chronology a bit wrong.  I think it was after the 2nd draft that Bruce commented on the bitchiness of Kendra.  No matter, really.  I'm not a big stickler on chronological, recordable truth.  I'm more interested in the truth of things as they are perceived by people.  Not THE truth but MY truth.  Eventually, after two drafts, I did get to a play that Bruce liked better as far as it holding off on revealing too much too soon--I got the "home" part in early and didn't reveal until later that taking the train home meant being killed by it--but Bruce still felt that some of the dialogue wasn't organic and that Kendra wasn't sympathetic enough.
At this point, I was feeling pretty discouraged.  But Bruce had a way of reminding me that this was a journey.  I don't usually have someone as knowledgeable as Bruce critiquing my work, so I took a deep breath and vowed that I would continue, that I wouldn't give up until I had at least made some progress.  And, truth be told, I was pretty quickly falling out of love with Kendra and Liam.  I had a hard time seeing Kendra as a malleable character.  She was just stubborn and, well, bitchy and pretty one-dimensional.  And Liam was moody or wimpy or mad, but I couldn't really get behind him all that well, either.  This was a low point, but I also recognized it as a good point.  For me, the old saying of it being darkest just before the dawn is usually true.

On Apr 3, 2011, at 2:18 AM, Alan Haehnel wrote:

All right, Bruce, hold on to your hat.  I've written something entirely different.  Kendra and Liam are gone, at least for the moment.  See if this has more promise: 

  I had hit a wall.  Frustration is the welcome mat at the door to creativity.  I may have heard that somewhere or I may have made it up.  Regardless, something new dawned on me, and I got excited.

I thought of the old damsel on the train tracks, the old hero coming to save the old damsel on the train tracks, the old melodrama.  This was more in my typical style.  I wondered what might happen if the hero couldn't save the damsel, if she were in chains instead of tied up in rope, and the hero didn't have any way to get the chains off.  I wondered how he would stay heroic.  I wondered if the damsel might actually have some ambivalent feelings about the villain, who had abducted and abused her.  I wondered about the concept of heroism and purity and I liked a play that would explore these deeper concepts.  It felt more theatrical and fun and I heard the dialogue much more easily than I heard it from Kendra and Liam (ironic, of course, that I would hear from these blatantly stereotypical characters more than I would hear from more realistic ones).  So I wrote that draft, and it was a lot of fun.  The kind of writing where you work on it for several hours and you lose track of time.  I think it was that draft that I worked on in the wee hours of the morning.  I sent it off to Bruce with high hopes renewed.
I have included only part of the draft that follows – so that you get the flavor of what Alan was attempting.

Train Coming

A Ten Minute Play

by Alan Haehnel

(The Damsel lies tied across the tracks.)

Damsel: Help, oh, help! Someone please help me!

(Hero arrives, striking his typical heroic pose.)

Hero: I have arrived!

Damsel: Oh, thank Goodness!

Hero: It looks as if The Villain has been up to his dastardly ways again!

Damsel: Oh, yes--please free me!

Hero: This will only take a moment, and then I shall return you safely to your home where I'm certain your adoring parents are waiting to embrace their long-last virgin daughter.

Damsel: Oh, you're ever so right! But what if that horrible monster should return?

Hero (struggling to release her): My, he certainly outdid himself this...excuse me?

Damsel: I said, what if that horrible monster should...

Hero: I will dispatch him with my usual aplomb, no need to worry. Devious as he may be, when face to face with my daring-do, The Villain is...shoot! Pardon me.

Damsel: What ever is the matter? The train will soon be coming, of that I am sure.

Hero: Of that I am sure as well, but...chains? Now, that's not right. Who said he could do that?

Damsel: You will be able to free me, won't you, good sir?

Hero: Of course! Of course I will. I am The Hero, am I not? I am...I am...(struggling against the chains) Damn it!

Damsel: Gasp!

Hero: I'm ever so sorry. It's just that...since when did he start using chains?

Damsel: He said he had them left over from a recent romantic encounter.

Hero: This is unacceptable! You should have been free and we should have been off into the sunset by now.

Damsel: What will we do? 

Hero: Let us begin again.

Damsel: What?

Hero: We may have begun improperly, somehow. My father, may he rest in peace, always used to tell me, "Well begun is three-quarters to done, my boy!" Call for help again. I will re-enter.

Damsel: But, the train...

Hero: "One step backwards propels a big leap forward." My father again. 

Damsel: Help! Help! Won't someone...

Hero: Not yet! Give me some distance. (He exits, then calls from the wings.) All right...now!

Damsel: Help! Help! Someone please save me! 

Hero (entering): Have no fear! I have arrived! 

This was a completely new play, with a big a big idea and a nod to a theatrical convention of the past. It had a completely different and challenging style and a completely new set of problems. Reading this really shook me up. But I didn’t want to call game over. I was afraid, however, that after reading what follows, Alan might. 

On Sun, Apr 3, 2011 at 11:54 AM,  Bruce wrote:
Uh-oh, this one doesn't work for me at all. It's too gimmicky for my purposes, though it might work for yours. I sorta feel like you chickened out on me cause I asked you to go out of your comfort zone. I thought you were getting there, so I wish you wouldn't give up on it. Maybe you could work on Dudley and Nell after and put a collection of on the rail plays together. Whadaya think?
He didn't like it.  Not much at all.  I think he started his reply with "Uh-oh."  It was too gimmicky.  He said he thought I had "chickened out" by not staying with Kendra and Liam and the realistic situation.  He felt I had bowed out of the challenge and gone another route because he had pushed me out of my comfort zone.  He was right, to a degree--Bruce had been asking me to consider these characters and their situation differently and more intensely than I had originally wanted to.  But, under pressure, the characters folded.  Why?  Because I could not find an angle on them that I liked, that excited me.  I wasn't in love anymore.  And when I look back at the first script, I see that I had fallen in love with the situation and some of my clever language, but not with the characters.  So this new script came along, offering me comfort with the genre I liked better and with some characters dealing with existential questions, which I also like.  But Bruce didn't like it, and, furthermore, he had called me a chicken.

Interestingly, this didn't discourage me as much as I had been by Bruce's reaction to the first iteration of Liam and Kendra.  Something about writing this melodramatic, gimmicky script helped me to jump quite quickly to the next draft.
I had been trying to sell the playwright on bigger dividends later. I wanted him to stay focused on the short term. I was much relieved when I read the following:

----- Original Message ----- 

From: Alan Haehnel 

Sent: Tuesday, April 05, 2011 8:51 AM

Subject: Re: Play to Rent?

Okay, dude.  Take four.  This has been an educational process, if nothing else!

Alan

I was back to realistic characters, but I borrowed some elements from the melodrama.  The main character, still Kendra, but similar in name only to the first Kendra, has chained herself to the tracks with her bike cable.  And Ian has come to find her--he has no intention of killing himself, as he had in the first script.  So this realistic script was a contemporary twist on the old melodrama.  And now, because Kendra and Liam had come from a party, I could introduce an element that helped the whole suicidal impulse make more sense:  alcohol.  Both characters were more vulnerable; their background came out more organically than it had with the first Kendra and Liam.  They flowed more naturally.  And, the ever-elusive twist near the end of the script also arrived organically--Kendra's revelation that Ian did have the power to save her, if he could maneuver the combination lock on the cable.  

On Tue, Apr 5, 2011 at 10:13 AM, Bruce Miller wrote:
Okay, now we have a play! In terms of plot, its progression, and character sketch, I think we have enough to work with. I like the way you've kept the chain idea from the Dudley D. version and used it to great effect here. It got pretty gripping at the climax. Yay!!!!

 

Here's what's still not quite right for me. The reason she has undertaken this extreme behavior is because she's drunk. She is not drunk enough in the scene for me. I know a good actor could go a long way toward making us believe she's drunk, but this is sloshy drunk behavior, unless Kendra is a lunatic. And we don't want our Nell to be a lunatic. Is he drunk too? Might make a point if he is, and it would be a good obstacle for him as he tries to undo the chains and make sense of the situation. Next, how old are these kids? They behave like 15 or 16 maybe, but they talk older. The "home" image, though much better, is still forced, at least for me. I don't want to lose it, but I think those home phrasings can be worked in with more subtlety. Next, there's too much extreme language for my taste. Yes, kids use language, and believe me, I'm not a prude in the least. It just seems that a lot of times, the language bombs seem arbitrary, and those moments could be better handled, and actually, more believably handled. At the moment many of the curses seem like the playwright is unshakled and exercising his rights to language that Playscripts might not allow and that teachers would avoid. See what you think.

 

But the action is there now, and so is the play.

 

Do you wanna take another crack? Do you want me to take a crack? Do you want to bail? Do you want to hit me? Your move.

 

 Call me if you want.
Though I wasn't quite done--Bruce wanted me to make the profanity less for its own sake and more for punctuation; he also tried a re-write where he demonstrated what he thought was more realistic dialogue in parts--I felt the greatest sense of accomplishment when Bruce wrote, at last, "Now we've got a play!"  Other rewards for my tenacity ensued:  My son Jake, a budding film-maker, really liked the script and is planning to turn it into a short film; Bruce re-visited the melodrama script later, after no longing thinking of it as a reject for his book, and discovered that it did have some promise.  

From: Alan Haehnel 

To: Bruce Miller 

Sent: Tuesday, April 05, 2011 3:47 PM

Subject: Re: Play to Rent?

All righty, Bruce, next draft. (draft 5 with consideration of my previous notes.)  Mainly, I've cleaned up the language and tried to soften the home references so they might feel more organic.  

A couple other thoughts:  I don't necessarily agree about the language being too old.  Yes, these guys are 16-ish, but they're intelligent.  I work with this bunch all day, and they can be pretty sophisticated.  We might need another opinion on that issue.  The poetry certainly isn't anything beyond what a 16-year-old could/might write (pretty bad, in other words).  All I did to address the drunken-ness is add in a stage direction.  I'm not exactly sure how to make them sloshier, frankly.  And incapacitated drunk certainly doesn't work.  Maybe a "whoa" here and there when they try to move...but I think it would be more in the acting.  Plus, while I agree that Kendra would have to be crazy, I don't know if this is crazy much beyond love-crazed.  Where I taught before, a girl found out her boyfriend was with another girl, and ran out of the school and tried to jump off a bridge--no substances involved.  Brain scans of adolescents in love look a lot like those of cocaine users, I believe is what I read somewhere.  So I don't know if we can discount the ability of teenagers to do stupid things for love.

What's next, my mentor?

A note about Alan’s response where he cites knowing kids who talk a particular way or behavior actually seen. It’s more important that the audience believes than whether it is or is not authentic. Of course, my response is only my opinion, and I could very well be wrong. The point is, neither playwrights or actors can afford to write or play a truth that the audience does not believe. Remember those old westerns that try to be authentic with formalized talk and costumes the audience isn’t used to? You know, the ones where the gunfighters slowly take aim and then miss, even at close range. Truthful, perhaps, but they make us laugh cause we believe in the fictionalized conventions. Playwrights beware!

At this point I called Alan on the phone. I needed to broach the subject of his dialogue overall, and I wasn’t sure I had the verbal tools to explain what I was talking about tersely in an email. Ultimately, it was a subject that got us hung up even when we chatted on the phone. I felt that sometimes his dialogue sounded more like him than the characters. This is an example of what I was talking about in the opening when I was referring to the Simon Cowell kind of criticism. It’s not really helpful to tell a writer his dialogue doesn’t sound natural unless you can give examples and offer ways to change it. 

Alan has a poet’s sense of imagery, but sometimes I felt he was forcing that imagery into his dialogue. In this play Alan seems to use two distinct kinds of imagery; the first symbolic, the second the more conversational kind where people use metaphor to explain feelings or short cut descriptions. His use of fireworks in an early draft to explain what the feeling of death by train might be like is an example. Three other examples come to mind where for me the playwright got tripped up in his devices. Alan’s idea about going home, for instance. This is a lovely metaphor, but in the early drafts, he seemed to be forcing it on his characters. Same thing with Liam or Ian’s issue about time. Both are beautiful images, but for me, if the dialogue doesn’t sound natural, then the images become self-conscious and work against both the character and story. In terms of the metaphor kind of usage, Alan had Ian speaking of a jack-o-lantern in a place where it sounded forced. It was a place where the word pumpkin just sounded more real to me. This kind of comment is a matter of ear. How can I teach the concept of “in this situation in life we would say this rather than that”? This is not unlike when we catch actors say a line of dialogue in a way that people don’t talk – you either hear it or you don’t.

Ultimately, at the end of the phone conversation, Alan gave me permission to rewrite his dialogue in a way that sounded natural to my ear, so that’s what I did. This was courageous on his part, and I did fear that it might be a deal breaker once he read what I had done.  But as you can see from his response below, he took the punch and rolled with it.

On Apr 6, 2011, at 3:49 PM, Alan Haehnel wrote:

Just so you know, I'm trying to get to this script again.  I found your changes really interesting and I want to spend some time scrutinizing them, but the day has been pretty crazy.  I'll see how the evening goes.  I think you've definitely made Kendra more of a drunk, but I think it goes a bit too far in places.  I think the easiest thing might be for me to just do another re-write incorporating your suggestions with my preferences.  I'll work on it!

Alan 

On Wed, Apr 6, 2011 at 5:53 PM, wrote:

Sounds good. Didn't intend to make her more of "a drunk" just wanted to make her a little more drunk. I didn't want to play with the ending, but it might work more economically. 

Thanks for playing and for letting me do that.

From: Alan Haehnel 

Sent: Thursday, April 07, 2011 9:14 AM

Subject: Re: Play to Rent?

Okay, here's the next draft.  I worked to put our two versions together, and I did monkey with the ending a bit.  See what you think. It's attached.

Alan

Train Coming

Draft 6

A Ten Minute Play by Alan Haehnel

(Open to Kendra lying on the railroad tracks.  We hear Ian, off.  Kendra is clearly drunk; Ian is as well, though less so.)

Ian:  Kendra!  Ken... (He enters.)  There you are.

(As Kendra speaks, she stares straight up, dazed.  She occasionally slurs her words.)

Kendra:  There I are.

Ian:  I thought you might be here.

Kendra:  My hero.  

Ian:  What are you doing?

Kendra:  Heading home.

Ian:  Uh...  Your house is in the other direction. You're pretty much just lying there. I don't get how you're heading home.

Kendra:  Show's what you know.

(pause)

Ian:  Why'd you leave the party?

Kendra: Dunno.  Maybe 'cause I wasn't invited.

Ian:  You would've been, but everybody thought you were grounded.

Kendra:  I am.  Totally grounded, see?

Ian:  Yeah, right.  So....  Anyway...everybody was glad to see you.  

Kendra: Really?  I must've missed that part. I was too busy looking for somebody.  

Ian:  I think you're drunk.

Kendra:  I think you're an asshole.

Ian:  Hey, I came looking for you.

Kendra:  Thanks a lot.  Now go away.  

(pause)

Ian:  I remember this place.  

Kendra:  Why are you here, Ian?

Ian:  I wanted to know where you went.  I wanted to make sure you were okay.

Kendra:  Yeah, right. 

Ian:  Are you?

Kendra:  Am I what?   

Ian:  Are you okay?  Because, you know--these are real railroad tracks.

Kendra:  No way.  

Ian:  So lying on them might not be the best plan you've ever had.

Kendra:  It is.  It is the best plan I've ever had.  And do you know why?

Ian:  Why?  You are drunk.

Kendra:  If you say so.

Ian:  Look, I'm heading back.

Kendra:  Good for you.

Ian:  Are you coming?

Kendra:  I'm not even breathing hard.

Ian:  Cute.  

Kendra: Learned it from you.

Ian:  I'm leaving.

Kendra:  Think you said that.

Ian:  Kendra, come on!  You can't stay here.

Kendra:  Why the hell not?

Ian:  Please...

Kendra: Can't go.  I'm taking the next train home!

(pause)

Ian:  How did you get to the party, anyway?  I thought your dad took back your car.

Kendra:  I thought you said you were leaving.

Ian:  Did you have to ride your bike?

Kendra:  Uh-huh.

Ian:  Long ride, in the dark.  You could've been hit.

Kendra:  Oh, you're suddenly worried about me now?

Ian:  Pretty risky with your dad on the warpath.

Kendra:  Yeah, well, I thought I had a good reason.

Ian:  What?

Kendra:  Just some guy.   

Ian:  Yeah?

Kendra:  Yeah.  I thought he might be in trouble, you know?  I thought he might be feeling...alone.  Sad. Unbelievably sad, like he couldn't even stand being in his own skin?  

Ian:  Kendra...

Kendra:  Because, the last I knew, this guy was just dying because he couldn't see his girlfriend anymore.  So I snuck out onto the roof, climbed down the trellis, got on my bike and headed to the party.  You know what's funny, though?  You know what's hilarious?  

Ian:  What?

Kendra:  He wasn't there.  This really sad, sad guy who just two days ago looked in his girlfriend's eyes and said he couldn't live without her.  It took her breath away when he said it.  All I was going to do, when I found him, was go up to him and put my arms around him and kiss him hard and say, "Baby, I'll never, never leave you.  Ever."  And then I was just going to go, so maybe he'd think I was a dream or something, or a ghost.  I just wanted to let him know....  I had it all worked out on the way over.  But that guy, that guy wasn't even there.  There was this guy though, a guy who looked just like him, but this guy was laughing his ass off and he had his hands all over this ho, Bridget Meeks.  So it couldn't have been him.

Ian:  Kendra, listen...

Kendra:  Couldn't have been him.

Ian:  Hey, look, I'm here now.

(He reaches for her. Bridget reacts violently, fists flying.)

Kendra:   Don't you touch me!  Don't you dare touch me! Get away from me!  Don't you even get near me!  You asshole.  

Ian:  Hey, hey!  Come on, calm down!  

Kendra:  How could you?   How could you?  

Ian:  I was just...

Kendra:   It's only been two days, Ian!  Two...days!  

Ian:  Let me explain.

Kendra: Go explain to Bridget Meeks.  Maybe she can jerk you off while you're explaining.  

Ian:  Forget it.

Kendra:  Yeah, right.  He's hurt.  Walk away.  That's right.   

Ian:  Kendra, you need to come back with me.  Now.

Kendra:  Screw you.

Ian:  You shouldn't be alone.

Kendra:  Well, I am, all right?  You made sure of that.

Ian:  You're right, I messed up.  I admit it.

Kendra:  Whatta guy.  

Ian:  Look.  I'm not going to let you stay here.  I'll pick you up and carry you back if I have to.

Kendra:  Yeah, right.  If I don't scratch your eyes out or rip your balls off first.  Anyway,  good luck getting past this.  

(Kendra indicates a cable she has around her waist.)

Ian:  What the hell did you do?

Kendra:  It's my bike cable.  

Ian:  I can see that.  

Kendra:  Attached it to the tracks.

Ian:  Oh, my god, Kendra.

Kendra: Seat belt for my ride home.  Don't wanna miss my train.

Ian:  Where's the key?  Come on, Kendra!  I don't know when the train is coming through here, but...

Kendra:  Probably about five minutes.

Ian:  Shit!  Kendra, where's the key!

Kendra:  I like to swallow. 

Ian:  Jesus!   (frantically pulling on the cable) You're not really--Kendra! What are we going to do?

Kendra:  You're not going to do anything.  You're going to go back to the party, tell them you couldn't find me.  I'm going to wait for my train.

Ian:  I'm not leaving you.

Kendra:  You already did.

Ian:  Kendra, where's the key?  Where is it?

Kendra:  In my tummy-tum-tum, Lover.  

Ian:   What have you done?  What have you... (He drops his head suddenly.)  Oh, God.

Kendra:  Too much to drink?

Ian:  No!  I'm...scared, all right!  Kendra!  

Kendra:  Scared of what?  It's not your problem. Walk away.  Leave.  Get out of here!

Ian:  You don't get it, do you?  You just....  Where's a rock?  I've got get that off of you.  (finding a rock)  I'm not going to just let you get run over by a....  Here, move over.  

Kendra:  What are you doing?  Get away from me!

Ian:  Move over!  Let me get at the cable!

Kendra:  Get away!

Ian:  If you want hit me, hit me.  If you want to try to scratch my eyes out...whatever you think you have to do, you go for it.  But I'm not stopping 'til I get this cable off you.

(Ian pounds the cable with the rock.)

Kendra:  Ian!  Ian, stop.  Stop! Ian. Talk to me!  Please, stop.  

Ian:  It's not...doing...aagh!  

Kendra:  You bashed your finger.  This one, too. Now you're going to have to come up with some excuse for when you go back to the party.  

Ian (back to the rock):  Maybe if I...

Kendra:  Forget it!  It's not going to work!  That thing's made of--tinatium, er, uranium...

Ian: Titanium.

Kendra:  Whatever.  You're not going to break it with a rock.  What are you still doing here?

Ian:  Kendra, I don't have time to go get help.  There is a fucking train coming down this track.  

Kendra:  I know.

Ian:  And you are cabled to it.  

Kendra:  I know.  I put it on, remember?

Ian:  I love you.

Kendra:  Bullshit.

Ian:  It's not.  It's not bullshit.  I know what you saw.  And yeah, I was laughing.  Two days after your father said he'd kill the both of us if he ever saw us together, I was laughing at a party, and letting Bridget hang on me like....  And yeah, I didn't try to stop her.  But Kendra, it didn't mean anything, I swear to you.  I was just feeling...  Remember when we were carving those pumpkins a couple weeks ago?  And you told me I sucked at it?

Kendra:  You do.  I  couldn't even tell they were faces.

Ian:  I know.  I do suck at it.  So then I was the scooper, just spooning the guts out. Well, that's what I've been feeling like these last couple days.  Just emptied out.  Hollow.  Then when Smitty told me you were at the party....  I swear it was the first thing I've felt.  That's why I had to find you.  

Kendra:  Why are you lying to me, Ian?  You should just go.

Ian:  I'm not leaving here.  I am not...

(He goes back to bashing the cable with the rock.)

Kendra:  Stop, Ian.  Come on.  Please, cut it out.  It's not going to do any good.  You know that.

Ian:  What have you done!

Kendra:  I'm just getting out of everybody's way, okay?  I'm getting out of my father's way; I'm getting out of the school's way; I'm getting out of your way.  I'm going to the only place I can even imagine feeling welcome, okay?  Go back to the party.  You never even saw me.

Ian:  I'm not going anywhere.

Kendra:  The rock is not going to...

Ian:  I know! I know the stupid rock's not going to work!  

Kendra:  So it's okay.  It's okay.  You don't need to stay here.

Ian:  Yeah, I do.  Where should I go?  Back to the party?  Back home?  Do you think any of that matters to me?  The only thing that matters to me is you, and you're tied to that track and there's a train coming and I don't know how to get you out and I don't know what to do.  I can't just sit here and let you get hit by a train.  I love you, Kendra.  I love you.  

Kendra: I hope you're not waiting for advice.

(Pause.)

Ian:  Where do you want your memorial service?

Kendra:  What?

Ian:  It's got to be a big place.  Everybody will be there.

Kendra: Nobody will be there.

Ian:  How about outside?  You always liked being outdoors.  There's that big amphitheater with the stone steps.  You love that place.  We went there that time for a picnic, and you brought that rancid chicken salad.

Kendra:  God, that stunk.

Ian:  Yeah, well, usually when you see gray fuzz growing on the top...

Kendra:  I know, all right?  You didn't starve, okay.  

Ian:  Would that be a good spot, the amphitheater?

Kendra:  What is this?  Are we really planning my funeral now?

Ian:  I don't know if I'll be able to get through it, but I'll try to read that poem, the one I wrote for you.

Kendra:  Ian, stop.  I hate that poem.  

Ian:  

"I touch her and I shatter

like my heart is made of crystal.

I hold her and I melt

like my soul is made of wax."

Kendra:  God damn it, Ian, don't.   

Ian:

"I show her to the light:

She's a rainbow. She's a bubble.

I try to bring her closer but she's gone."  I don't remember the rest.  I'll read that one. 

(We hear the sound of the train in the distance; it grows louder as the scene progresses.)

Kendra:  Ian, you have to leave!

Ian:  Jesus Christ, Kendra, why did you do this!

Kendra:  Go away!  You don't love me!  You never did!  

Ian:  I'm coming with you.

Kendra:  What?  No, Ian!

Ian:  Is that what you want to call this--going home?  Then I'm going home with you. I'm just going to hold you in my arms.  We'll go together.

Kendra:  Then you....  You really do love me? (pause)  Ian, it's not a key.

Ian:  What?

Kendra:  Look at the lock.  There's no key.  It's a combination.

Ian:   What is it?  What's the combination?

Kendra:  I know the numbers but I can never make it work.  I never lock...

Ian:  What's the combination?  Just tell me!  Tell me!

Kendra:  It's uh...8.

Ian:  8.

Kendra:  I don't know if it's gonna work.  I can never get it to work.  My father always had to...

Ian:  What are the rest of numbers!  Hurry!  It's coming!

Kendra:  Uh--my birthday! 8...

Ian:  Another 8?

Kendra:  No, no!  The second number is 2, then 3...

Ian:  2...3...come on!

Kendra: What year was I born?  95 or 96?  Oh, Christ, it's almost here!  

Ian:  9, 9--I got that!  What's the last one?  Kendra!  The last one!

Kendra:  6!  6!  Try 6!

Ian:  6!  

Kendra:  Pull on it!  Pull!

Ian:  I'm pulling!  Are you sure you got the numbers right?

Kendra:  I don't know!  I think....  Twist it!  

Ian:  What do you mean, twist it?

Kendra:  I could never get it, but my father said you have to twist...oh, God!  It's coming! I see the train!

Ian:  Got it!

Kendra:  We don't have time!

Ian:  Come on, come on, come on!  

(Kendra screams as Ian grabs her and they roll off the tracks together.  They lie panting as the train roars by.)

Kendra: Wow.  We almost...

Ian:  Yeah.  Yeah.

Kendra: So, you love me?

Ian:  Jesus, Kendra.

(They look at one another for a moment, then laugh.)

Ian:  Come on.  Let's get out of here.

Kendra:  Where are we going?

Ian: I don't know.

Kendra:  Home?

Ian:  Yeah.  

Kendra:  Then let's just stay here for a while.  

(Liam nods.  They hold each other as the scene ends.)
I thought this one was a keeper. So then I sent Alan the play I had been working on, and the tables turned quickly.
On April 10, 2011 at 5:01 PM, Alan Haehnel wrote:
Whew, it's been a week-end and a half and it's not quite over yet.  I judged the Vermont State One Act Festival Friday and Saturday--12 plays in two days, ranging from excellent to god-awful.  Pretty tiring, but I only fell asleep briefly during one show.  Not bad.  

So, I liked your article, and I'm game to be a part of it.  I haven't yet had a chance to sit down and type out my narrative of the experience, but I'll try to get to that soon.

Now, about "Long Term Parking":  It was an on and off experience for me.  I was immediately pulled in by the couple making out.  At first, I had forgotten the premise you'd initially mentioned a while back, so this steamy opening scene took me by surprise and pulled me in.  Some of the language, though, got a bit repetitious to my ear.  Then I remembered what you had said would be going on--the suicide in the car--and I watched for how slowly that would become clear to the uninitiated reader.  Page four is the first real hint:  "I would have spent the rest of my life trying to make up for this, Baby" and "I'm glad we're doing this together."  So then we get the idea that this is a life-and-death deal.  The question after that becomes, Will they change their minds?  Or will something get in the way?  And not much really does.  That's the thing--for about have the script, though she tries to convince him not to do it, not to go with her, I never get the sense that he's strongly tempted not to die with her.  So the deal is pretty settled by then and the scene gets, again, repetitious.  I find, also, that some of the lines were too heavy-handed with the expressions of love or whatever the emotion was.  I prefer imagery and action to philosophical or  abstract expressions.  One example: "I can’t. You know that. There is no life without you. I know that now. If I can’t have you, I don’t want anything less. No more settling. No more compromise. I’m an all or nothing kind of guy."  There's not a lot of imagery or action in this script, not centered on the conflict, anyway.  The audience would probably come away with two pictures:  A couple making out, then a couple waiting for death to take them.  Where's the image, in either the words or the action, that would capture the greatest moment of conflict?

So, those are my thoughts.  Where are we going next?

Alan

Where’s the image? Where’s the action? Who does this guy think he’s talking to, anyway? Hmmmm.This is hard! I think I like being the critic much more. But like your students, I’d better learn to take it – if I’m going to make it as a playwright!


What did I learn from the process?  First, Bruce is a patient but honest man.  That makes him a valuable teacher and friend.  Second, I have to stay flexible and open to opinion.  It's okay for me to get infatuated while I'm writing, but I have to recognize the infatuation for what it is and quickly get some distance once the draft is done.  Third, good writing is, in fact, re-writing.  Fourth, no writing is wasted--what we "throw out" might actually provide the seed for what eventually works.  There are probably many other lessons, as well, but that's it for now.
Alan and I hope that by seeing us work through the process, it will help you as teachers help your students develop their own work. We also hope that by watching this process unfold here, you have gotten a better perspective on the connection between actors and playwrights. After all, what the actor does is ever so closely related to what the playwright does. When actors truly get this, they are much better able to extract the gold buried in the script and make it their own.




 


