BREATH OF LIFE

By Josef Evans

BLACKOUT, then a pre-recorded phone conversation is heard while the lights are out.  
ER: Hello 911 what’s your emergency

Caller: (wheezing) Help me I need help.

E: What’s the matter?

C: I’m having an asthma attack. It’s really bad.

E: Do you need an ambulance?

C: Yes!  

E: I’ll connect you.  Hold the line.

C: (Gasping) Oh God I need an ambulance.  2520 Emerson Avenue.  

E: 2520?

C: Two five two oh.  I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.  

E: We’re coming.  Are you upstairs?

C: I’m upstairs.

E: Second floor?  

C: I’m on the 2nd floor.  Can you come up?

E: We can, we can.  We’re coming.

C: I think I’m gonna die.  Hurry.  Please. Hurry!

Click, dial tone.  Lights come up on a hospital waiting room.  ALICIA, an awkward girl in her late teens, sits at one end of a row of chairs.  ALICE, also late teens, visibly nervous, sits at the other, and is tearing pages out of a magazine. 

ALICIA

You shouldn’t be so nervous.  

ALICE

I’m not nervous.  (continues tearing)

ALICIA

Right.  

ALICE

I’m getting information.  

ALICIA

Okay.  

ALICE

Important information.

ALICIA

I see.

ALICE

(referring to an article she has torn out)  Right here.  “Asthma and Allergy” magazine.  Over 20 million people in the United States have asthma. 

ALICIA

Are you waiting to get admitted?

ALICE

No.

ALICIA

To the psych ward, maybe…

ALICE

I’m not sick.  I’m waiting for someone.

ALICIA

Is it, like, a real person?

ALICE

Yes.

ALICIA

Okay.  

ALICE

It’s my mom.  She’s in the ER.  They wouldn’t let me in with her.  

ALICIA

Oh.  Gosh.  I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything...  

ALICE

(sharply) There’s nothing to be sorry about.   

ALICIA

(sincerely)  No, of course not.  Of course not.  She’s fine.  

ALICE

She is fine.

ALICIA

I know.  I’m sure of it.    

ALICE 

(slight beat, then she goes back to the articles) Asthma rates in the United States have doubled since 1980.  

ALICIA

Right.  That’s what you were saying.  

ALICE

9% of the population has it.  Nearly 1 in 8 kids.    

ALICIA

Well, that doesn’t seem good.  

ALICE

The rates are much higher in minority populations.

ALICIA

Does your mom have asthma?  

ALICE

Higher still in women.

ALICIA

I’ll take that as a yes.    

ALICE

And it kills a lot of people.  

ALICIA

(getting more tense, breathing more shallow)  Yeah, I know, actually...  

ALICE

I mean a whole lot.

ALICIA

All right, I get it.

ALICE

3 times more kids since 1979.

ALICIA

I said I get it.

ALICE

I mean, like 4,000 people every year.  4,000!  

ALICIA

I said enough!  (pulls out inhaler, uses it)  Please.  

ALICE

You’ve got it too.

ALICIA

Sort of.  I mean, yes.  

ALICE

You’re using that wrong, you know.  

ALICIA

Excuse me?

ALICE

I said you’re using it wrong.  You have to hold it away from your mouth, like this.

ALICIA

This is how I always do it.

ALICE

Does it always work?

ALICIA

Well, nothing always works.

ALICE

Unless you use it correctly.  

ALICIA

Right.

ALICE

I’m Alice.  

ALICIA

Alicia.  Peterson.  

ALICE

Weird.  We’re like, sisters, or something.

ALICIA

Or something.

ALICE grabs ALICIA’s hand, quite suddenly.

ALICE

Alicia, I’m scared.  I don’t wanna live without my mom.  

ALICIA

You won’t have to. 

NURSE

Alice Walters?

ALICE

Yes?

NURSE

Come on in.  

ALICE

(hands her the articles) Hold these.  

ALICIA

She’s gonna be fine.

ALICE

Don’t lose them.

ALICIA

I won’t.  I said she’s gonna-

ALICE

I know.  (exits with NURSE)

Scene changes to each of the girls at home, on either side of the stage.  It is three months later.  Action occurs concurrently.  ALICE’s home should be somewhat run-down, and ALICIA’s more upscale.  Enter CHRIS and DAD at ALICE’s house.  They are on the couch watching TV.  ALICIA is setting the table for dinner at her house, and her GRANDPA is also sitting and watching TV.  Her MOM is running around getting dinner prepared.  Sounds of a televised football game are heard.

GRANDPA/CHRIS/DAD

(reacting to the same thing on TV)  Ahhhhh!  

MOM

Dad.  Please turn that down.  

GRANDPA

(talking loudly)  I can’t hear you.  The game is on.

MOM

I know the game is on.  People on the other side of town know the game is on.  Please turn it down.

GRANDPA

Women.  Ha.  Can’t live with em, can’t watch football. (lights up a pipe and starts smoking)

At ALICE’s.

ALICE

(cutting articles out of the paper)  Hey.  You two.  You been sitting there all day?

DAD

(ignoring her, talking to CHRIS)  You see that?  You see that?  That’s how you play the game, son.  That’s a football player.  You wanna get on the first string, start making moves like that.  

CHRIS

I don’t have moves like that.  That’s the whole problem.

DAD

The problem?  The problem is your attitude.  You work hard, you’re gonna get moves like that.  Michael Jordan was a second stringer in high school, and what is he now?  

CHRIS

Old and fat.

DAD

No.  Not-  Never mind.  Try: the greatest basketball player of all time.  And he is not old.  He’s, like, 45.  That is not old, son.  That is very young, in the whole scheme of life and existence and such.    

CHRIS

I don’t even play basketball, Dad.

DAD

That’s not the point.  The point is, whatever you do in your life, you gotta put in the effort.  You put in the effort, the talent will come.  You understand what I’m saying?  

CHRIS

I guess.  

ALICE

Hey!  I said:  have you been sitting there all day?  

DAD

You say something?

ALICE

Yeah.  I said: I think I just saw a rat.  

DAD

Please.  We don’t have rats.  

ALICE

We do have rats.  And we have roaches.  

DAD

Everybody’s got roaches.  This is the city.     

ALICE

Everybody does not have roaches.  We didn’t used to have them, when mom was around.  

CHRIS

We had them sometimes…  

DAD

Don’t talk about your mother.  I told you we don’t talk about that in this house.  

ALICE

Okay, then, we’ll talk about roaches. We got roaches.  What are we gonna do about it?  

DAD

I don’t know.  Ask your brother.  Chris, what should we do about the roaches?

CHRIS

Let’s get another cat.  

At ALICIA’s.  ALICIA has joined GRANDPA on the couch.

MOM

Alicia, are you watching football?  I didn’t know you liked football.  

ALICIA

I love football.  Hot guys in tight pants.  Always entertaining.   

GRANDPA

I’m gonna pretend I didn’t hear that.    

MOM

Yeah, me too.  Alicia, go wipe down the table.  Use the disinfectant.    

ALICIA

The disinfectant?  Yuck.  It gives me a headache.  

MOM

You give me a headache.  Just do it already.  Dad.  Are you smoking? 

GRANDPA

Yes, I am smoking. 

MOM

You’ve gotta be kidding me.  You wanna go right back to the emergency room or something?  

CHRIS/DAD/GRANDPA

(reacting to the TV) Come on!  Come on!  Aaaahh!  

MOM

Give me that.  (grabs pipe, puts it out)  

GRANDPA

It’s my right to smoke.  I’m an American citizen.  And I’m old.  

ALICIA coughs.  

MOM

You’re not gonna get much older if you keep it up.  Alicia, are you okay?

ALICIA

Sorta.   (dog barks)  

MOM

Did anybody let the dog out yet?  Never mind, I’ll do it.  (exits)

ALICIA

It’s bad for me, too, you know.

GRANDPA

What, the football?

ALICIA

No, the smoking.  It makes my asthma worse.  I just read about it.   

GRANDPA

Oh yeah?  Where?  

ALICIA

Um… These articles.  From “Asthma and Allergy” magazine.

GRANDPA

Oh sure.  Well don’t worry.  They’re probably just talking about cigarettes, with all the chemicals they put in those things.  Smoking a pipe is fine.  It’s natural.   

ALICIA

Are you sure?

GRANDPA

Oh, definitely.  It’s right here in the new issue of  “I Like Smoking” magazine.  

At ALICE’s.

CHRIS/DAD/GRANDPA

Yes!  

DAD

You coming out to the game on Friday?

ALICE

Maybe.  I gotta get ready for Saturday, you know.

CHRIS

Don’t need to anyway.  I’m not gonna be playing.  

DAD

You’re gonna be playing, son.  I told you not to talk like that.  (to ALICE) You ought to be there.  Support your brother and all that.    

ALICE

Uh-huh.  You coming to the speech competition on Saturday?  

DAD

Depends.  What’s the speech about? (ALICE holds up a clipping.)  Yeah, I figured.  Don’t need to hear any more about that.  

ALICE

Chris, what about you?  I could use your help.  I need someone to talk about what it’s like.

CHRIS

I’m not telling anybody what it’s like.  

ALICE

Fine.  Be that way.  

CHRIS

It’s not gonna bring her back, you know.

DAD

I said we don’t talk about that.  

ALICE

Take your controllers.  (she tosses him some pills)

CHRIS

Whatever…  (gets caught up in the game)

CHRIS/DAD/GRANDPA

Ah, no!  

GRANDPA is now smoking a cigar.  MOM re-enters.  

MOM

I swear that dog smells worse every minute… Whoah.  Did somebody die in here?  (noticing GRANDPA) Oh my God.  Are you serious?  A cigar?   

GRANDPA

Well, you took away the pipe.  

MOM

Dad, listen to me:  STOP THE SMOKING.  All of it is bad.  Pipes, cigars, cigarettes, banana peels… all bad.  Okay?  We love you and we want you to live.  Isn’t that right, Alicia?

ALICIA

(coughing) Sort of.  

MOM

Now gimme that thing.  And turn off the TV, too.  Dinner’s almost ready.   

ALICE’s.

ALICE

We gonna eat something?

DAD

Leftovers.  Frozen pizza.  

ALICE

You want me to microwave it?  (beat)  Hey!  Do you want me to microwave the pizza?  Whatever… (throws pizza in the microwave)  

ALICIA’s.

MOM

Okay, here we go then.  Shrimp Scampi, a little waldorf salad, and green beans almondine.  Thank you, Applebee’s takeout.  Voila.  

ALICIA

I’m allergic to shrimp.

MOM

Oh gosh, sweetie.  I completely forgot.  Just have the salad.  It’s very nutritious.  Dad, turn the TV off.  Dad.  Hello?  

DAD/CHRIS/GRANDPA

Just a second.

The phone rings at ALICIA’s house.  ALICE is on the phone at her house.

MOM

Alicia, get the phone.  

ALICIA

I always get the phone.

MOM

Because it’s always for you.  

ALICIA

Hello?

ALICIA and ALICE step into the foreground for this conversation.

ALICE

Alicia Peterson, please.

ALICIA

Yeah.  Who is this?

ALICE

Alice. 

ALICIA

Alice?

ALICE

From the hospital.  Three months ago.    

ALICIA

Alice.  Oh my god, right.  How did you get my number?

ALICE

I’m a genius.

ALICIA

Really?

ALICE

No.  You’re in the phone book.  But I do have a good memory. 

ALICIA

Yeah, no kidding.  How’s your mom?

ALICE

We don’t talk about that. 

ALICIA

What do you mean?  

ALICE

I mean we don’t talk about that.  

ALICIA

So she’s fine, then.  

ALICE

No.  She died.  

ALICIA

Oh.  Wow.  That’s-  I mean, I’m so sorry.

ALICE

Do you have the articles I gave you?  

ALICIA

Alice, I mean it.  I’m really sorry that-

ALICE

I know.  We’re all real sorry.  But we have to move on.  We have to do something about it.  Do you have the articles?

ALICIA

I do, actually, I kind of-

ALICE

Great.  Meet me at (the Wendy’s by Lyndale and Broadway) in an hour.

ALICIA

You mean, like, (North Minneapolis)?

ALICE

That’s what I mean.  Yes.

ALICIA

That’s pretty, uh…far from where I am right now.

ALICE

I know.  

ALICIA

You could come to my house.

ALICE

I don’t have a car.  And I don’t ride the bus after 7.

ALICIA

I could mail them to you.

ALICE

I need them right now.   

ALICIA

Okay, well, maybe…tomorrow or something.  I’m kinda busy right now.

ALICE

I thought you were sorry.

ALICE

I am.  I just-  

ALICIA

Yeah?

(dog barks)

ALICIA

All right, I’ll be there in an hour.

They both hang up.  

MOM

Alicia, who is it?

ALICIA

Ah…nobody.  Wrong number.  

MOM

I swear we get 10 of those every day.  Come and have dinner.  

GRANDPA

Yeah, shrimp scampi.  Your favorite.  

ALICIA

Um, oh yeah.  I forgot.  I left some of my homework at Trina’s house yesterday.  I gotta go get it.  

MOM

Right now? 

ALICIA

I gotta finish it tonight.  Sorry.  I’ll be right back…  Bye!  (exits)

MOM

Oh, for pete’s sake.  

GRANDPA

These kids today.  No respect for the dinner hour.  

MOM

Oh, you should talk, Dad.  Just be quiet and eat your stupid shrimp already.  

ALICE’s house.

ALICE

I’m going out.

DAD and CHRIS continue talking amongst themselves.

ALICE

I said I’m going out. (no response)  Whatever.  (she exits)

Transition:  Here a key fact about Asthma relating to the previous scene is projected or spoken by a member of the CHORUS.  For example, “Black children living with incomes below the poverty level have the highest rates of asthma of any group: 8.3%”  Music is heard to accompany the transitions.

Scene shifts to a fast food restaurant.  ALICE enters and takes a seat.  ALICIA enters, cautiously, shortly thereafter.    

ALICIA

Alice?

ALICE

Hey.  Sit down.

ALICIA

I’m just watching my car.  There’s some people out there.   

ALICE

There’s always people out there.  Sit down.

ALICIA

Okay.

ALICE

Did you bring the articles?

ALICIA

I did.  

ALICE

Thank you.  

ALICIA

I actually read them, you know.  It’s kind of interesting stuff.  I mean, if you have asthma.

ALICE

Or if you don’t.  

ALICIA

I don’t know about that.  

ALICE

I do.  I’m gonna make people interested.  Because they need to be.  

ALICIA

What are you talking about?  

ALICE

Take a look out the window.  What do you see?  

ALICIA

People standing around my car.

ALICE

Besides that.

ALICIA

A street?  

ALICE

A busy street.  Right by the highway.  What about there?

ALICIA

Laundromat.  

ALICE

And there?  

ALICIA

Auto repair.  Gas station.  

ALICE

And there’s a factory.  They make some sort of plastic.

ALICIA

Okay, so what.  There’s a lot of businesses.  

ALICE

And houses.  Like mine.  Over there.  Right next to the garbage transfer station.  

ALICIA

Seriously?  Yuck.

ALICE

Yeah.  Now tell me about your house.  What do you got over by your house?

ALICIA

Uh…other houses?  Yards, fences...  

ALICE

(gets more animated as she goes on about this info)  Exactly.  This is why we get asthma.  And cancer.  And bronchitis, and lead poisoning, mercury poisoning, everything else a person can get.  You got yards and fences.  We got poisons and chemicals coming at us from every direction, and noise and guns and cars going all night long so we can’t even sleep enough to recover from the sickness they create.  Did you know people in Africa don’t even have allergies?

ALICIA

Um, not really.  Look, maybe we should talk about something else.   

ALICE

See, allergies are like asthma - a disease of the industrial world.  A disease of machines and chemistry and invisible toxic particles we can’t even see, wrecking up our lungs and our brains and god knows what else.  We spend almost 90% of our time indoors.  We trap ourselves in places that make us sick all the time and we don’t even know it.  That’s what people need to know.  What do you think?

ALICIA

I think you read too many articles.

ALICE

I think I don’t read enough.  

ALICIA

Listen, I am real sorry about your mom.  But maybe you should try to let it go.  It doesn’t seem very healthy to fixate on all of this.

ALICE

Nothing in my life is healthy, Alicia.  That’s what I’m trying to tell you.  I need your help.  

ALICIA

I don’t see where I’m gonna be able to help.

ALICE

I’m doing a speech.  An important speech.  For a state competition.  About asthma.  I want people to care.  I want you to do it with me.

ALICIA

I don’t do public speaking.  

ALICE

But you got asthma.

ALICIA

So do a lot of other people.  People with speaking skills.  You must know somebody.

ALICE

Yeah, I know a lot of people with asthma.  But I don’t know any other white people. 

ALICIA

What?

ALICE

You heard me.   

ALICIA

I know.  But, I mean-  Who cares if I’m a white person?

ALICE

White people care if you’re a white person.

ALICIA

That’s not true.

ALICE

Oh, believe me. It’s true.    

Enter CHRIS.  ALICIA is noticeably interested in him.  

CHRIS

Hey.  What are you doin’ here?  

ALICE

I said I was going out.

CHRIS

I didn’t hear you.

ALICE

I know.  

CHRIS

Who’s this?

ALICIA

(a little nervous)  Um, I’m, ah, you know… hi.

CHRIS

Hi.

ALICIA

Hi.  I mean:  Alicia.  That’s my name.    

CHRIS

Cool.  What’s up, Alicia?  Sweet necklace.    

ALICIA

Really?  I mean, thanks.  Cool.  

ALICE

This is my brother Chris.  He was just leaving.  

CHRIS

I was?

ALICE

Yes.  You was.  

CHRIS

All right then, I was.   I’ll see you later.  Nice meeting you, Alicia.  (he exits)

ALICIA

Nice also meeting you, also, Chris.   

ALICE

(to ALICIA) Don’t even think about it.  

ALICIA

What?  I wasn’t thinking anything.  

ALICE

Uh-huh.  You gonna help me?

ALICIA

I might.  

ALICE

Don’t get any dumb ideas.  

ALICIA

I don’t have dumb ideas.  (they exit)

Transition 2: Another Asthma Fact – Same as before, different fact
A bunch of students run on, running wind sprints in gym class, back and forth across the stage.  The GYM TEACHER watches over them, encouraging them, and then notices CHRIS lagging a little.  CHRIS stops.  The TEACHER blows a whistle.  

TEACHER

Walters!  What’s your problem?  We got 6 sprints left, my friend.  

CHRIS

(struggling to get his breath) I’m just… I can’t…

KID 1

Hey wussy boy.  Workout too hard for you or somethin’?  I thought you were a football player.     

KID 2

He ain’t a football player.  I never saw him in any game.  You suck, Walters.   

CHRIS

Shut up, man.  (shoves one of them, they start to fight)

TEACHER

Hey!  Knock it off!  Knock it off!  (separates the two)  You.  Principal’s office, right now.   Walters, you come with me.  Everybody else give me 2 laps and then hit the showers.  Go!  (blows whistle, kids still just watch CHRIS)  Chris.  Are you okay?  

CHRIS

(still breathing heavily) I’m okay.  

TEACHER

Are you breathing all right?    

CHRIS

I said I’m okay!  (he runs off)  

TEACHER

(to other kids)  What are you looking at?  I said 2 laps.  Do it!  (blows whistle)  Walters.  I want to talk to you... (exits, scene disperses)

Enter ALICE and ALICIA, in ALICE’s kitchen.

ALICE

So when do you get an attack?  If you exercise too much?

ALICIA

Sometimes.  Sometimes it’s smoking, or something you’re allergic to.  Sometimes, it’s just, you know, the weather.  Like if it gets cold real suddenly.     

ALICE

Weird.  So…show me what it’s like.

ALICIA

What what is like?  

ALICE

When you get an asthma attack.

ALICIA

It’s like… I don’t know.  Like this.  (she pulls a straw)  Plug your nose.  Now try to breathe through the straw.  

ALICE

Wow, trippy.  That’s hard.

ALICIA

I know.  That’s what I’m saying.  Here, let’s both do it  (they both breathe through the straw)  

Enter CHRIS.  

CHRIS

Uh… everything okay in here?

The girls laugh a little, embarrassed.    

ALICE

Chris!  What are you doing home?

CHRIS

I live here.  Hey.  Alicia.  How you doin?  

ALICIA

(awkwardly)  Oh, I’m just doing fine, actually.  I feel well.  I have my health, I mean, I just, you know.… (laughs nervously, she drops the straw and knocks some items off the table)  Oh my god.  I’m so stupid.  

ALICE

She’s helping me with my speech.  Unlike some people I know.  

CHRIS

That’s great.  Good for her.  (to ALICIA)  Here, let me help you with all that.  

ALICE

Oh, real smooth.  

CHRIS

Shut up, Alice.  I’m just trying to help.

ALICIA

It’s very nice of you.  Thanks.  

CHRIS

Don’t worry about it.  My sister has issues.  

ALICIA

You got the issues, brother.  Come on, Alicia.  We don’t need these distractions.  And I gotta show you some stuff anyway.  

ALICE

Um, are you sure?

ALICIA

Yeah I’m sure.  

CHRIS

Nice seeing you again.  Alicia.  We should hang out sometime.  

ALICIA

Yeah, for sure.  I’ll, uh, see you when I come back to this room here, which is right here, so then I’ll see you, I guess.

CHRIS

Okay.  It’s cool.  

ALICE

(clears throat)  Upstairs.   (they exit to another area of the ‘house’)

ALICIA

Your brother is kinda cute.  

ALICE

Gross.  Don’t make me puke.  

ALICIA 

I’m just saying.  He looks like he works out and all.  

ALICE

He plays football.  Or he’s on the football team, anyway.  Which is stupid.

ALICIA

Stupid?  I think it’s kinda hot.  

ALICE

Seriously, I will puke on you.  It is stupid.  He’s got asthma, just like you.  

ALICIA

Really?  Wow, cool.

ALICE

It’s not cool.  It’s dangerous.  He doesn’t take his controller medicine, he doesn’t carry his inhaler, and he doesn’t want anyone to know he’s got it.  He’s too ‘manly’ for that.  He doesn’t even have any medication half the time.

ALICIA

Doesn’t his doctor give him a prescription?  

ALICE

We don’t have a doctor.  We got the emergency room.  

ALICIA

What do you mean?

ALICE

I mean: we don’t have the money.  We don’t have the insurance.  And we don’t have a doctor.  So we wait till there’s a problem, then we go to the emergency room.  Cause they gotta take everybody at the emergency room.  Ghetto health insurance.  Ta-da.    

ALICIA

That seems not so good.

ALICE

No ma’am.  It is not good.  

ALICIA

You should get health insurance.

ALICE

You think so?  Maybe you should talk to the president.   

ALICIA

Well, somebody should.

ALICE

You let me know how that turns out.  Now come on with me.  I wanna show you something.  

ALICIA

Hey, wait a minute.  Is he, like, dating anybody?  Your brother.  Not the president.    

ALICE

(ignoring her deliberately) Over here we got chipping paint.  Lead paint.  Lead used to be added to paint to make it last, even though it’s poisonous for kids.  Little kids get their brains damaged because their brains are still developing, and they breathe in this lead dust from paint or outside dirt.  Causes ADD and learning disabilities.  And they wonder why poor kids have problems in school…  

ALICIA

You didn’t answer my question.

ALICE

Problem #2.  Mold.  Mold happens because of excess moisture in a house.  When your house has leaks and cracks, or broken rain gutters, that kind of thing, water gets in the walls and rots out the wood.  It’s also an issue when you cook, or take showers, and don’t have a fan to get moisture out of the room.  You get stains, black gunk, weird fuzz - mold showing up everywhere.  It’s bad stuff.  Can make you sick all kinds of different ways.      

ALICIA

(sarcastic)  Wow.  Super interesting.  

ALICE

It should be, for you.  This is the kind of stuff that makes your asthma worse.  Or causes it in the first place.  Here, check this out.  

ALICIA

It’s dirt.  

ALICE

Close.  Try rat poop.  

ALICIA 

Gross!  Oh my god I’m gonna kill you. 

ALICE

It could be mouse poop, actually.  Or a dead cockroach.

ALICIA

Seriously, I think I’m gonna puke.  

ALICE

Problem #3.  Pest Control.  Cockroaches and rodents take a dump everywhere and that can also trigger asthma and allergy symptoms.    

ALICIA

Awesome.  Let’s get some pizza.  I feel so hungry all of a sudden.    

ALICE

And then you got-

Slamming door sound, offstage voices are heard.  

DAD

Christopher Walters.  I wanna talk to you.  Now.    

CHRIS

Dad, it wasn’t my fault.

DAD

That’s what you always say.  You wanna get kicked off the team?

CHRIS

You really wanna know?

DAD

Don’t be talking like that.

Back onstage.

ALICE

Oooh, Chris is in trouble.  

ALICIA

What’d he do?

ALICE

Probably got in a fight again.  

ALICIA

Really?  Did he win?  I bet he won.  

ALICE

Who cares.  Come on, let’s get out of here.

ALICIA

But I wanna-

ALICE

Trust me.  You don’t.  We’re going.  (grabs her, they exit quickly.)

Transition 3:  More Asthma Facts

Scene shifts to ALICIA’s house.  GRANDPA enters, looks around, pulls a pack of cigarettes out from under a cushion or some other hiding place, and lights one up.  A commotion at the door as ALICE and ALICIA approach.  They enter and he hides the cigarette by sitting on it.  

ALICIA

Hello?  Mom?  Grandpa?  I’m home.  

ALICE

It stinks in here.

ALICIA

Oh, it’s just Grandpa.  

GRANDPA

Hey!  I can hear you, you know.  

ALICIE

Grandpa, this is Alice.

GRANDPA

Yes.  I see.    

ALICE

It’s like somebody was, you know…

ALICIA

I know.  

MOM

(entering, holds a bottle of Drano, wearing plastic gloves) Alicia?  Are you back?  I need you to walk the dog, and then I need you get the bleach and clean the bathroom again because it is really (noticing ALICE)… oh, hello there.  

ALICE

You have a dog?  

ALICIA

(coughing a little) My mom has a dog.  

MOM

I don’t believe we’ve met.  

ALICE

Alice.  Alice Walters.

MOM

Well, hello.  Welcome. I’m Alicia’s mom.  (to ALICIA)  I thought you were studying at Trina’s tonight?  

ALICIA

I was.  But, um, I have another project also.  

ALICE

For the speech competition.

MOM

Speech competition.  Alicia.  Interesting.  Can I get you girls something to drink?  

ALICE

I’m fine, thanks.  

ALICIA

Let’s just go to my room.  

ALICE

No, we should work in this room.  There’s a lot of issues with this room.

MOM

I’m sorry, are you a classmate of Alicia’s?

ALICE

No.  No, I go to school over at (North High).  

MOM

Oh.  Well.  

GRANDPA

(North High)!  They got a lot of criminals over there.      

ALICE

Do they.    

ALICIA 

Really, we should just go…  

GRANDPA

They’re playing us in the state tournament.

ALICE

I know.  My brother’s on the team.  

GRANDPA

Gonna be a big game.  Real big.  

MOM

Dad, are you okay?  You look a little pained.

GRANDPA

I’m fine.  Just a little warm, on my butt.  (reaching under his leg and moving cigarette elsewhere) Nothing to worry about.  

ALICE

Sir, I’m wondering.  Do you smoke?  

ALICIA

Um, Alice?  (coughing again)

GRANDPA

I do, sometimes, but not really.  Actually, no.  No.  I quit!  So I don’t smoke anymore.  Which is good. 

MOM

Yes, it’s very good.    

ALICE

Uh-huh.  Listen, Alicia, you got major problems in this house. 

MOM

Excuse me?  

ALICE

Major problems.  

ALICIA

Alice, um, maybe we could just go to my room.  

ALICE

No, we got tons to deal with right here.  All kinds of bad stuff going on.

MOM

I’m sorry, miss Waters…

ALICE

Walters.

MOM

Right.  I’m sorry but I find that very rude.  This house is immaculate.  

ALICE

I know, that’s half the problem.  I can still smell the bleach.  

MOM

Well, we have the forced air heat system.  Smells move around the house, you know, but it’ll be gone in a few minutes… 

ALICE

No it won’t.  Forced air is bad news for people with asthma.  All sorts of dust, chemicals, odors, everything, get in the system, and then it’s everywhere.  Major asthma trigger.

MOM

I’ve never heard anything like that.

ALICE

And bleach, too.  Most cleaning products.  You should check out the labels sometime.  (grabs Drano from her) “Danger.  May burn eyes, skin, and mucous membranes on contact.  May release hazardous gases or cause violent eruption in drain.  If gases are released, leave area immediately.”  You wear a gas mask when you clean the sink?

MOM

It’s just Drano.  You buy it at any store.  It’s not really dangerous.  

ALICE

That’s not what it says here.  You should really read these labels sometimes.   

GRANDPA

Aw, come on.  That’s just a bunch of scientific jicky-jack the lawyers put on there so they don’t get sued.  I’ve used bleach and Drano all my life and I turned out just fine (hacks up a big cough).

ALICE

Right.  Well, the point is, it’s a poison.  And it’s awful for anybody to breathe.  Let alone someone with asthma.  

ALICIA

Alice, really-

ALICE

And that’s just one issue.  Then you got a dog.  Animal dander everywhere.  Terrible asthma trigger.

MOM

Alicia loves that dog.  

ALICIA

I hate the dog.

MOM

You don’t know what you’re talking about.

ALICE

And then you got a smoker.  Smoking is the worst of all.  

GRANDPA

I don’t really smoke. That much.  

ALICE

It doesn’t matter.  You’ve been smoking for a long time, and now the chemicals are in everything and off-gassing like crazy, all the time, even when you don’t smoke.  The furniture, the walls, the carpet.  Which is a problem on its own.  Carpets are like traps for all this bad stuff – dust mites, dog dander, smoke, whatever.  So then you try to cover that up with more and more of this cleaning crap.  It’s like a big toxic waste dump you can’t even see.  You’re killing your daughter.  A person with asthma can’t live in this kind of environment.  Doesn’t the doctor tell you any of this stuff?  

MOM

No.  I don’t know!  I mean, I don’t remember exactly what the doctor said or didn’t say about the house or the dog or the smoking, but it doesn’t matter anyway.  She’s got all the meds she needs!  She’s got Albuterol for an inhaler, then she takes Singulair to control the symptoms more generally, and she’s got Advair for when the symptoms are really bad, plus the-

ALICE

All the meds in the world aren’t gonna help you if you don’t get rid of the triggers that cause her asthma in the first place.  This place is a disaster.   

MOM

Listen to me, little miss (North Minneapolis).  What do you know about houses anyway?  Let’s talk about where you live.  Some trailer or trash house with rats and roaches and filth everywhere.  I’m sure it’s a real palace.    

ALICIA

Enough, both of you.  Stop!  Please.  Alice, just go.  Just…go home.  

ALICE

It’s for your own good I’m saying this stuff.  I’m only trying to help.  

ALICIA

I said go home.  I don’t wanna do this anymore.  

ALICE

I’m just talking about your house.

ALICIA

I know.  It’s my house.  I’ll take care of it. 

ALICE

But I-

ALICIA

Go.  

ALICE exits, dumping the Drano in the trash as she does.

MOM

Take the dog out.

ALICIA

You take the dog out. 

She exits elsewhere in the house – opposite of ALICE’s exit.  Throws a magazine she’s been holding at GRANDPA.  Scene shifts to CHRIS, sitting alone at the fast food restaurant where ALICE and ALICIA met earlier.  ALICIA enters and notices CHRIS.

ALICIA

Chris.  Hey.  

CHRIS

Hey.

ALICIA

You okay?

CHRIS

I’m cool.  It’s nothing.  

ALICIA

Is Alice here?  I need to talk to her.

CHRIS

I don’t know where she is.  

ALICIA

Are you sure you’re okay?

CHRIS

Yes.

ALICIA

Do you mind if I sit?

CHRIS

No.

ALICIA

Do you mind if I talk?

CHRIS

No.  (slight beat)  Kind of.

ALICIA

Fair enough.  It’s cool.  I can just, you know, do sign language or something.  Or mime.  I’m kind of an awesome mime.  (does a little miming)

CHRIS

Okay, you can stop that.  

ALICIA

Only if you let me talk.  

CHRIS

Fine.  Talk.

ALICIA

You’re not a fan of mime. 

CHRIS

No.

ALICIA

Yeah, mime sucks.  Look, is this about your dad?  

CHRIS

It’s about a lot of things.  Including my dad.     

ALICIA

He was pretty mad.  

CHRIS

I got in a fight.  

ALICIA

Why did you get in a fight?

CHRIS

Why do you ask so many questions?

ALICIA

Because I think you’re interesting.  And I wanna know about you.

CHRIS

(changing subject) I had a little issue in gym class.  Some of the guys were making fun of me.  

ALICIA

Alice says you have asthma.

CHRIS

I don’t know about that.

ALICIA

I’ve got it, too, you know.  It’s nothing to be embarrassed about.  Plus now we have something in common.  

CHRIS

I guess.  

ALICIA

Was it an asthma attack?  In gym class?

CHRIS

I was having trouble breathing.  It happens sometimes.  

ALICIA

If you have asthma.  

CHRIS

It’s not so bad.  It was worse when I was a kid.  I’m used to it now.  

ALICIA

Alice says you don’t take any medication.

CHRIS

Alice says a lot of things.  And she ain’t a doctor.  Besides, I don’t need it.  I took some, then I felt better, so I didn’t need it to take it any more.  

ALICIA

It doesn’t work like that.  You gotta take that stuff all the time.  

CHRIS

I’m fine. I told you.  I’m fine.  

ALICIA

Do you have an inhaler, at least?  

CHRIS

Yeah.  

ALICIA

I just found out I’ve been using mine wrong.  You’re supposed to hold it away from your mouth.  Like this.  (demonstrates)

CHRIS

(trying also, holds inhaler extremely far away from his face)  That doesn’t seem right.  You might miss.  

ALICIA

Not that far away.  (she takes his hand and moves it closer to his mouth)  Like, there.  

He turns to her and they look at each other for a moment, then move in for an awkward kiss.  ALICE enters and sees the two of them.

ALICE

(annoyed)  So that’s how it is then.  

ALICIA

Alice.  

CHRIS

Hey.

ALICE

Whatever.  (she turns and exits)

ALICIA

Alice.  Wait.  I wanna talk to you!  (her phone rings, she looks at it)  Oh, give it up already.   

Scene shifts to MOM and GRANDPA, back at the house.  MOM is on the phone.  GRANDPA is looking through a magazine.  ALICIA and CHRIS exit.  

MOM

Pick up the phone, Alicia.  Pick up.  

GRANDPA

She’s not gonna answer.  

MOM

This is all your fault.  You and your stupid smoking.

GRANDPA

I dunno.  Sounded to me like there were a variety of issues.  Some of which were yours.

MOM

That girl doesn’t know what she’s talking about.

GRANDPA

Well, I don’t know about that.  This magazine seems to back it up.  (reading)  Carpets are bad.  Bleach is bad.  Smoking is… well, there’s some mention of smoking.    

MOM

Where’d you get that?

GRANDPA

She threw it at me. 

MOM

You read everything that’s thrown at you?

GRANDPA

Pretty much.  Some of these things wouldn’t be so hard to do, you know.  

MOM

Be my guest, then, Dad.  I’d love to have extra help around the house.  (to phone) I need a listing for Minneapolis.  Alice Walters.  

Back at ALICE’s house, DAD is painting a wall.  ALICE enters.  

ALICE

The phone is ringing.  

DAD

I can hear it.  

ALICE

Aren’t you gonna answer it?

DAD

I’m busy.  I’m painting.

ALICE

You gonna come to my speech competition?

DAD doesn’t say anything.  

ALICE

What kind of paint is that?  

DAD

White paint.  

ALICE

No, I mean what type.  Remember I told you about the special kind of paint.  Low VOC.  It gives off less toxic vapors. 

DAD

It also costs a lot more money.  

ALICE

It’s better for Chris.

DAD

Yeah?  Well, so is food on the table.  We gotta make choices, Alice.  That’s what living is.

ALICE

I don’t think it’s that much more expensive.  I saw an article-

DAD

I know.  You saw a lot of articles.  You always got something from an article.  Well guess what.  Articles are not gonna change the way we have to live our lives.  They’re not gonna make us more money, or fix up this house, or give us a better neighborhood to live in.  They’re not gonna convince any damn person of anything they don’t wanna believe is true.   And they are not gonna bring your mother back, no matter how many speeches you go and give.  You hear me?

ALICE

I hear you.

DAD

Now go on up and let me finish.  

ALICE

Fine.  I will.

DAD

Okay, then.  Do.  

ALICE

Acting like this isn’t gonna bring her back either.  We’re your kids, you know.  And we’re still alive.  In case you forgot.

The phone rings again.  DAD goes to pick it up this time.  ALICIA turns and exits.

DAD

Walters residence.  

Enter MOM, opposite.  

MOM

I’m looking for my daughter.  

Scene shifts to the football game.  In this scene, ALICIA and DAD attend the game (separately) in support of CHRIS.  At the same time, we see ALICE and GRANDPA tune in at home, either on TV or radio broadcast.  CHRIS is really nervous.  The action is narrated through the broadcaster.  CHRIS is put into the game after an injury to the team’s starting wide receiver, and is anxious to do well.  On the third play, he catches a pass and sprints to score a touchdown.  The exertion induces a severe asthma attack, which his teammates, who are initially celebrating, eventually realize needs medical attention.  An ambulance is called for and CHRIS is carried off in a stretcher, to the dismay of everyone else.  There is a transition fact about asthma mortality projected, then lights come up on the ER waiting room from the first scene. ALICE and ALICIA are seated, this time without a seat in between.  ALICIA tries to hand ALICE a magazine.

ALICIA

Here’s a magazine.  In case you want to rip it up, or something.  

ALICE

No thanks.

ALICIA

Just trying to help.  

ALICE

An article’s not gonna help me now.  

ALICIA

Don’t talk like that.  We don’t know anything, okay?

ALICE

Yeah.  We don’t know anything.

ALICIA

It’s gonna be fine.

ALICE

That’s what you said before.  

ALICIA

(changing subject)  I’m sorry I ditched you on the speech.  

ALICE

Doesn’t matter.  It was a stupid idea anyway.

ALICIA

No it wasn’t.  It was a good idea.  A great idea.

ALICE

Oh yeah?  Tell me this.  What good is it to tell other people they need to control asthma when I can’t even do it in my own house?  

ALICIA

You don’t know anything is wrong.  He could be just fine.

ALICE

He could be.  He could be dead, too.

ALICIA

Don’t say that.

ALICE

Why not?  Doesn’t anybody die in your life?  Doesn’t anybody ever die out in Edina? 

ALICIA

Nobody is dead here.

ALICE

They aren’t?  Look around you, Alicia.  This is the emergency room.  And why are we here?  Because this is an emergency.  Stop being so damn positive all the time.  The world doesn’t deserve it.  

ALICIA

(to herself, trying not to cry) Yes it does.  It ought to.    

Enter NURSE.

NURSE

Ms. Walters?

They both stand up.

ALICE

Yes?

NURSE

Come this way.

ALICE and ALICIA exchange a look, then ALICE exits with the NURSE.  ALICIA collapses back into her chair. Scene shifts to the speech competition.  A single podium is center stage, and a projection screen stands downstage of that.

ANNOUNCER 

(offstage)  Next up we have Ms. Alicia Walters, representing (North High School in Minneapolis).  Ms. Walters?  (there is a pause)  Ms. Walters?

DAD approaches the podium. 

DAD

Mr. Walters.   I’m Alicia’s father.  Alicia is sorry she can’t be here today.  She had a really good speech prepared for you, about asthma, about the houses we live in, about the poisons we live with that we can’t even see.  I know I’m not supposed to be up here, but there are circumstances beyond our control… (trying to maintain composure)  I can’t, you know…  (deep breath, collecting himself) She wasn’t really here to compete.  She just had a message she wanted somebody to hear.  So I wanna give you that message.  

As his speech continues, ALICIA and ALICE become visible, sitting beside CHRIS’ bed in the hospital.  MOM and GRANDPA are opposite, throwing cigarettes, cleaning products, etc, into the garbage.  Some music fades up to accompany this scene, similar to music used in earlier transition moments.  

DAD

Alicia had a lot of articles.  A lot of articles, with a lot of facts that say a lot of difficult things about neighborhoods like ours.  And like yours.  Asthma reaches every kind of person, in every kind of situation, and there are so many ways…  so many ways we can prevent that.   I don’t have facts.  I have pictures.  (slides come up on projector behind him)  This is my wife.  3 months ago, she passed away after an asthma attack.  It came on suddenly.  She was at home, by herself.  Cleaning the bathroom.  The ambulance couldn’t get there in time, and then....  I haven’t been talking about this, you know.  Because I don’t want to believe it happened.  I don’t want to believe I let that happen.  That’s what I’ve been thinking.  Or not thinking.  I don’t know.  (continues with a series of slides, more quickly now)  This is the people I know who have asthma.  In my family.  From my neighborhood.  People still with us.  Still struggling.  Still out there to educate.  See, there are so many ways to prevent this.  You can reduce the triggers in your house.  Stop smoking.  Take out carpets.  Keep pets outside, or in specific rooms.  Repair water damage in the house.  Use medication correctly.  Take the medication you really need.  Get access to the medication you really need.  Work to increase health coverage for everybody.  Reduce industrial pollution.  There are twice as many people in this country with asthma as there were twenty-five years ago.  That’s one fact I remember.  That’s something we gotta change.  (he stops on a slide of CHRIS)  This is my son.  This is what you lose.  This is what you lose when you don’t listen.  Don’t try to protect, to prevent.  But this is what you can save, if you understand and spread the word.  That’s my son.  That’s my son up there.  

ALICIA and ALICE wheel CHRIS’ bed downstage center, and are joined around him by all the others, as though at a funeral.  CHRIS gets up and joins them.  Slide changes to a collage of all the previous pictures.  Music continues.  Quote about Asthma or from earlier in the play is projected.  Fade out, then fade out slide.  

END OF PLAY

PAGE  
1

