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Production Notes

Members of the company will end up playing multiple roles at the Director’s discretion.  Cast should include at least three men and three women.

This play is meant to be adaptable to different areas of the country; thus there are instances where local geographic references and relevant statistics can and should be substituted for the existing text.  They are noted in the stage directions or with parentheses.  

Set and props will be minimal for this production.  Six chairs and a plain table can work as the set, with costumes stored on racks, or boxes, which are clearly visible to the audience.  Actors should wear basic colors and don individual costume pieces during transitions to suggest character changes.  Signs may be used to punctuate key facts and introduce new scene settings. There should be movement or rhythm integrated into the piece to help transitions.  The original production and some subsequent productions have concluded the show using a hip-hop piece written during the rehearsal process by members of the acting company.  If you would like copies of lyrics, etc, please feel free to contact CLEARCorps/USA by e-mail at jimmygetsbetter@clearcorps.org.

About the Joker:

Throughout this show, the Joker should be a hovering presence in each scene, offering physical accentuation to key moments, drawing attention to particular characters when relevant, and providing all props and costume pieces where possible to actors who will change rapidly between characters or ages of characters.

ACT ONE   

The Joker appears, and presents two scenes.  The first is Jimmy’s arraignment, being pronounced by a judge.  The second is his baptism, being blessed by a PREACHER.  His mother is observing both in alternating moments. A prop baby doll can be used for Jimmy in the birth scene.   

JUDGE

James Oliver Richards.

PREACHER

James Oliver Richards.

JUDGE

Dec. 31, 2001.

PREACHER

Dec. 31, 1985.

JUDGE

(King) County Courthouse.

PREACHER

(First Baptist Church).

JUDGE

Being of sound mind and body.

PREACHER

A perfectly healthy baby boy.

JUDGE

I do sentence you…

PREACHER

I do bless you…

JUDGE

By the power vested in me by the State of (Washington…)

PREACHER

By the power of the holy spirit…

JUDGE

For the crimes…

PREACHER

With the joy…

JUDGE

Of assault with a deadly weapon,

PREACHER

Felt by those gathered here today

JUDGE

Aggravated assault in the first degree,

PREACHER

Hosanna in the highest…

(read together)

JUDGE

I hereby declare

PREACHER

I hereby declare

JUDGE

That this boy

PREACHER

That this boy

JUDGE

Who has repeatedly disregarded the laws of our society

PREACHER

Who is innocent to the ways of this world

(together)

JUDGE

By the power vested in me

PREACHER

By the power vested in me.

JUDGE

Through the State of (Washington)

PREACHER

Through the Holy Spirit

JUDGE

That you are sentenced…

PREACHER

That you are blessed…

JUDGE

To ten years in prison, without parole.

PREACHER

unto life eternal, with salvation from above.

JUDGE/PREACHER (together)

May god have mercy upon your soul.

MOTHER

(newborn handed to her, softly, with love) My baby.

(to older Jimmy, who is handcuffed  and carried away by Judge, shouting after him) My baby!  

JOKER

Hold up.  I need some help before we go any further.  See, I’m here to show you a story. The story of how this scene turned into that scene.  Here’s how it works.  I decide where we start and stop, but I need a little help from the audience, too.  So. Try this out. I say, “Hold up.” You say: “Wait a minute.” Help me out now.  Hold Up.

(audience: Wait a minute.) 

(will likely be soft, so Joker tries to get a larger response here) Oh, c’mon, people, please.  That’s just sad.  Give it back to me for real this time.  HOLD UP!

(audience: Wait a minute!)

All right now.  You remember that when I come back with it later on.  Why?  Well, what you’re helping me say here is: Scene’s over.  Let’s think about it. And then let’s move on forward.  That’s how we’re gonna tell this story.  You with me?  All right, then, here we go.  (to baby scene) Fast forward.  (to arraignment, which he/she dismisses through some physical gesture) Rewind.  This is a story about a boy – James Oliver Richards – and how something called lead poisoning changed his life.  It changed his whole family’s life.  Let’s start here:  James– or Jimmy - at five years old.  We’re in the family backyard.  

She/he produces bucket, flips it up in a flashy way, then puts it on young Jimmy’s head.
And Jimmy, as usual, is in the sandbox.  Go.  

MOM

James Oliver Richards.  Looks like you’re having some problems.  

JIMMY

(has bucket on his head) Sorry, momma.

MOM

Get that bucket off your head.   (removes bucket, wipes off some off the dust) Your sister do this to you?

ANGELA

(entering) I did not.

MOM

That’s good.  Because I know you know better than to mess with your little brother.

ANGELA

You better not say anything.

JIMMY

I won’t say anything.

ANGELA

That’s good, because you know what I would do.

JIMMY

That’s good, because you know what I would do.

ANGELA

Are you copying me?

JIMMY

Are you copying me?

ANGELA

Stop it.

JIMMY

Stop it.

ANGELA

OK fine.  I’m an idiot, and I eat all my nasty green boogers.

JIMMY

That’s pretty gross, Angie.

ANGELA

Ooo, you stupid-

JOKER

Freeze.  Angela Richards, older sister.  Six years older. Jimmy’s mother.  Uh…(starts to give a number, she shoots him a look) …older.  Go.

 Mom picks up talking on a phone the Joker has handed her.
MOM

I know, I know.  Charles, I told you, the roof is leaking. Well, it’s your house, too.  And your kids.  Show some responsibility for once.  (to kids) Get inside.  Suppertime.  (on phone)  Tuesday’s fine.  You write that down, Charles.  (to kids) Now, Jimmy. And wash up before you hit the table.  You got dirt coming out of your ears.

JIMMY

Angie did it.

ANGELA

(protesting) Mom-

MOM

Wash your hands, both of you. I don’t even wanna hear about it.  (to phone again) Tuesday, Charles.  I know you didn’t write it down.  You better be here.  I said-  

Angela goes to ‘sink’ and pantomimes hand-washing, grudgingly.  Jimmy fakes a quick wash, then heads for the table.

JIMMY

What’s for dinner tonight?

MOM

(signals for him to wait, go to table) Uh-huh, I heard you just fine.  This conversation is over, Charles.  I will see you on Tuesday.  

ANGELA

Same as always.  Fartmaker special.

MOM

(putting the phone away, turns back to the kids)  I heard that, Angela.  (to Jimmy)

Hot dogs and beans.  Maybe some mac and cheese if you’re lucky.

JIMMY

Yum.  If I was the president, I would have hot dogs for supper every day.

ANGELA

If you were the president we would all move to Canada.

MOM

Angela Richards, you watch your mouth.

ANGELA

But-

MOM

But nothing.  Let’s talk about something else.  So what happened at school today?
JIMMY

Nothin’.

ANGELA

I know what happened at school today.

MOM

OK.  What?

ANGELA

Jimmy got in trouble again.

JIMMY

Shut up! I did not.

MOM

James Oliver Richards. You do not use those kind of words in this house.

ANGELA

You better not lie, Jimmy, you’re only going to get in more trouble.

JIMMY

I didn’t lie!  It wasn’t my fault.

MOM

Mister Richards.  Will you please calm down?  Now tell me what happened today at school.

Jimmy doesn’t say anything, puts his head down.

ANGELA

I can tell you.

MOM

I’m sure you can.  Jimmy, do you want me to hear this from your sister?

Jimmy runs out of the room.  

MOM

Jimmy!  Come back in here and finish this meal!  NOW!

They wait.  There is no sound.

MOM

What happened?

ANGELA starts to talk excitedly, while she does the real-time portrayal of the scene she is describing starts up.  The Joker facilitates the change of scene by giving costume pieces to each of the new players, and tapping them to life once they’re outfitted. 

ANGELA

Well, Jimmy was going home from lunch.  I saw all of it. He was walking out to get on the bus, and we were out there, too, for recess.

Scene switches.

YOUNG PERSON #1

Hey there Dumbo.  Heard they put you in a special class.

YOUNG PERSON #2

For the stupid kids.

Jimmy looks confused.

YOUNG PERSON #1

He’s too dumb.  He don’t even know what we’re talking about.

They walk away laughing.  Jimmy becomes angry, rushes to hit them.  Just before he strikes, the Joker calls out, and scene freezes.

JOKER

Hold up. 

(Audience: wait a minute.)  

He/she should respond to their reaction in some way,  

All right then.  Before we keep going, let me give you something to think about.

NOTE on CHORUS sections: They can read text from newspapers, sheets of computer paper, books – some kind of small props that suggest the ‘factual’ nature of what they’re saying.  They can also use percussion and music to separate facts, accent particular words, etc.  The feel of these transitions should be markedly different than the realism of the family scenes.  Very stylized.
CHORUS (Or JOKER, continuing)

Lead poisoning in young children has been shown to cause aggressive behavior, delinquency, learning disabilities and attention disorders. These are all predictors of future criminal behavior.

(JIMMY or CHORUS)

(“You learn very early in life that people pay attention to you if you act out,”

Dr. William Womack, University of Washington.  Seattle Times, January 6, 2002.)

JOKER

Rewind.  We go to Jimmy at age 4.  The Medical Clinic. Jimmy’s regular doctor is checking him out.  It’s a missed opportunity.  (claps the scene to life) Go.

DOCTOR

James Oliver Richards?

MOTHER

Yes.  That’s my son.

DOCTOR

What seems to be the problem, Ms…

MOTHER

Ms. Woolridge.  (Doctor checks the chart, confused) Richards is his father’s last name.

DOCTOR

Sure.  What brings you to the clinic today?

MOTHER

Well, he’s a little…slow.  Slower than he ought to be.  And acting funny, too.

DOCTOR

How old is he?

MOTHER

He’s four.

Doctor examines Jimmy while he/she speaks, checking his throat, etc.  Jimmy should be very squirmy and distracted during this entire visit.
DOCTOR.
And it’s the first time you’ve noticed something?

MOTHER

No, I’ve been noticing things for the past couple of years now.  He had trouble when he first started talking.  Couldn’t make sentences – that kind of thing.  

DOCTOR

Has he seen a specialist? Child psychiatrist?

MOTHER

A specialist?  We don’t have that kind of insurance.

DOCTOR

Right.  Any other health concerns?

MOTHER

He’s got asthma.  He says his stomach hurts.

DOCTOR

Losing his appetite?

MOTHER

Yes.

DOCTOR

Could be just about anything.  Maybe the flu, or a viral infection of some kind.

MOTHER

Well, I was at this meeting, and somebody was saying something about chemicals in the neighborhood.  What about lead poisoning?  Mercury poisoning?  

The following line may be changed according to location of performance.
DOCTOR
(for west coast performances)
This neighborhood?  Lead poisoning?  No, no.  That’s an east coast problem.  We don’t have that kind of thing out here.  Not on the west coast.  

(Alternate line – for east coast/midwest performances)

Lead poisoning?  No, no, that’s nothing to worry about.  In the 70’s, sure, but not these days.  Like I said, it’s probably just a cold.

MOTHER

Well, they said…

DOCTOR

Yeah, yeah, somebody’s always saying something.  If you watch the news long enough you’ll think you have everything.

MOTHER

But it sounded very similar-

DOCTOR

Listen.  These are very non-specific symptoms, Ms. Woolridge.  They could be predictors for a thousand different illnesses.  But I know you’re worried, so we’ll check a couple things out to make sure. Let’s see…Do you use any folk medicines?  Ethnic remedies of any sort?

MOTHER

No.

DOCTOR

You work in a factory?  Anything industrial? 

MOTHER

No, I work for a catering company.

DOCTOR

And you live around here?

MOTHER

Yes.  Just off (MLK and Union.)

DOCTOR

Yeah, I wouldn’t worry.  I’m sure it’s nothing.  Certainly not lead poisoning.  Jimmy, can you say “aaa” for me?

JIMMY

(screaming as loud as he can, right in the doctor’s face)

AAAAAAAA!

MOM

Jimmy.

DOCTOR

Perhaps a little quieter?  Say it a little quieter, Jimmy.

JIMMY

aaaa. (whispered, or even silent)

DOCTOR

Good enough.

MOTHER

You know, I don’t mean to nag, but about the lead - they said at this meeting that there might not be any symptoms at all.  And kids in old houses might be at risk.  We live in an old house…

DOCTOR  

Ms. Woolridge, listen.  We could run about a thousand tests on him if we wanted to.  But that costs a lot of money, and it takes a lot of time.  I’ve been here 10 years now, and I can’t recall a single child with lead poisoning coming in here.

MOTHER

Have you ever tested any?

DOCTOR

We don’t need to!  It’s not that big a deal.  Really.  Just wait this out.  He’s going to be fine.  

MOM

But what about his…behavior?

DOCTOR

We’ll get him into a specialist.  You’re receiving medical assistance?  Medicaid?

MOTHER

Yes.

DOCTOR

Hm.  Well, we’ll try.  Come back in two weeks if he’s not any better.

JOKER

Hold up.  (wait a minute) Here’s some facts I’ll bet you didn’t know.

CHORUS

1. Children ages 0 to 6 are most at risk for damage from lead poisoning.  This is because their brains are experiencing the greatest amount of growth during this period.

2. Most children who are affected by lead poisoning never show visible symptoms.  Thus most children never receive a blood test for lead.

(Here you may inset a locally relevant fact, on lead screening rates if possible.)

(3. Only 3 percent of children in Washington State will ever have a blood lead test. About one third of these tests occur on children of military parents, who live on bases containing little or no lead-based paint in their housing stock.)

JOKER

So - Rewind again.  Let’s look at where it came from.  How does a kid get lead into their body?  1987.  Jimmy’s 2 years old, and living in his original home.  Just off (23rd and Union, Central District, Seattle, Washington). There’s a contractor in the house looking at doing some repairs.  (claps) Go.

CONTRACTOR

(can be chewing gum, should be loud and somewhat obnoxious)

Right here.  That’s your problem.  Water’s getting into your walls.  It’s rotting the windows, the wood in between.  Everything, really.  Not a good situation.  Paint’s all chipping, too.

MOTHER

I assume this is gonna be an expensive fix.

CONTRACTOR

(scrawling notes on a small notepad) Everything is.  I’ll get you an estimate by the end of the week.

MOTHER

Can we stick around while you’re working?  I don’t work days.  Day care costs too much.

CONTRACTOR

Sure, sure.  We’ll just work by sections.  Maybe put those kids to work, huh?  Your boy ever used a nail gun? (laughs) HAW! (slaps Mom on the back) Just kiddin’.
MOTHER

Uh…yeah.  Don’t worry.  I’ll keep them upstairs.

JOKER

Hold up.  (wait a minute)

CHORUS

(if possible, us some sort of visual aids to punch up the information they are providing)

Lead used to be added to paint to make it last.  It also was used in gasoline for many years.

Children are usually exposed to lead that is in and around their own homes.  Places they can get lead include:

(this section performed to a rhythm track in the original production)

Windows and doors – these open and shut often, which causes paint on them to fail.  Failing paint on the ground is easy for babies and very young children to pick up and eat.

Outside dirt – Tiny leaded paint and gas particles may have fallen and mixed in with bare dirt.

Windows sills – dust blows in your windows from the yard and collects in these areas.  Little kids should stay away from window areas.

Dust – Fixing up old houses can cause old lead paint dust to be thrown everywhere.  Make sure kids are far away from areas where renovations might be happening.

More than 1 million Washington homes are estimated to have some lead-based paint.

JOKER

So it’s not just about little kids chewing on paint chips.  It’s much harder to spot.

What do you think?  Not a problem here?  I wonder. Maybe it doesn’t seem important now.  But let’s fast forward.  Jimmy’s 6 years old again.  Playing at Jackie’s Day Care.  Just up the street from his house.

Jackie is rushing around cleaning up her ‘day care.’  The cast becomes kids at the day care, running around and causing general chaos.  

JACKIE

(pleading with a girl who is chewing on something)

Wanda, snack time is over.  Don’t eat the crayons.  We do not eat the crayons. (Angie enters.) Angela Richards!  You have no idea how happy I am to see you.

ANGELA

I probably do.  Jimmy having one of his days?

JACKIE

He’s a handful.

ANGELA

Oh, he’s not a handful, he’s my brother.

Jimmy bursts into the room, very high-energy. Carrying a toy plane, which he is flying around.

JIMMY

(making plane sounds) Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzooooom!  Bzzzzzzzzz!

ANGELA

Jimmy. It’s time to go home.

JIMMY

(continuing to play while talking to her) Errrrrmm….where’s mom?  Beeeoooooo….

ANGELA

(kneeling down, looking him in the eye)  Mom is at work.  Just like every other day, Jimmy. 

JIMMY

I want Mom to come pick me up.

ANGELA

Well, so do I.  But Mom isn’t here, and I am, just like always.  Don’t make me argue with you again.  I’m supposed to be meeting my friends in an hour, Jimmy. Come on.    

JIMMY

(goes back to plane) Whooooooo….Well, I don’t want to…. Bzzzzzzz 

He runs to a different part of the room with his plane.

JACKIE

Every day.  At least he’s consistent.  Hey, while we’re waiting, I should give you these handouts.  (grabs some papers)

ANGELA

Sure, fine.

JACKIE

You should give them to your mom.  It’s really good information.  I’m giving it to all our families.

ANGELA

Uh-huh.  (flipping through it)   What’s this all about then?

JACKIE

Lead poisoning.  This group came today and did a presentation.  (to the kids) Remember, guys?  The presentation?

KID #1

Jimmy smells.

JIMMY

(shouting from the corner of the room)  I do not.  You smell!

JACKIE

All right now.  Settle down, both of you.  I’m trying to tell Miss Angela about the presentation we had today.  You guys remember that?  About the lead?  What did we learn to do?

KID #2

I remember. 

JACKIE

You do?

KID #2

Wash your hands…and eat some candy?

JACKIE

Nice try, buddy.  Wash your hands, and…what do we do when we wash them? 

KID #2

(rushing to faucet, washing hands)  I know. 1,2,4,6…4…10!

JACKIE

Pretty close.  We count to ten. We gotta work on your counting, but good job.  See, I guess kids get lead in their system from dust, or dirt, or paint chips around the house.  So you gotta wash real well, and real often.  It’s crazy, this lead stuff.  It really screws up their development, you know…

ANGELA

Huh, sounds interesting, I guess.

JACKIE

Well, it seems important.  Oh, you know what else?  Check this out. They said sometimes you can get rid of lead by eating better foods, especially stuff high in Iron, Calcium, Vitamin C (shows milk and orange juice containers while she mentions these)…we’re even changing some of our eating around here.  (to the kids)  Right, guys?  What are we going to be eating around here now?

KID 1

Broll-o-ci!

KID 2

Sweet Potato Yam Salad Potato Yam!  

KID 3

(with mouth full, holding up a ketchup bottle)  Ketchup.

JACKIE

(taking ketchup bottle away)  Oh, Wanda…Come on, let’s clean you up. 

Kid 2 grabs Angela’s shoes and tries to pull them off.

ANGELA

Hey! What are you doing?  Knock it off.  

KID 2 (STEVEN)

Miss Jackie!  Shooooes.

JACKIE

Steven!  Stop that.  Sorry, Angela.  They learned about that too.  You’re supposed to leave your shoes at the door.  Keeps all the lead dust outside.  And better cleaning - regular cleaning is really important…

ANGELA

Oh, we clean plenty at our house.  My mom does not need any more help on that.

JACKIE

(laughing) That is true.  But see, it’s specific areas you have to watch out for, like the windows, and the doors…

ANGELA

Yeah, OK, OK.  Sounds good.  I’ll be straight with you, though, Jackie.  My mom isn’t gonna read this stuff, she’s way too busy.  She never looks at these things, she’s got too much paper round the house as it is.  You save it for somebody else.  (hands it back) 

JACKIE

(tries to give it back)  She might look at it if you talk with her about it.  You really should, Angie.  I think it could explain some of what’s going on with Jimmy.

ANGELA

I don’t think there’s anything that can explain Jimmy.

JIMMY

BAM! BAM! BAM! (rushing back in, hits Kid 1 with toy) 

KID #1

Ow! (starts crying)

ANGELA

Oh, God, not again.  I’m so sorry, Jackie.  (grabs him) Jimmy, come on.  We’re going home. 

JACKIE

(Tending to the injured kid, calls out as she exits) Take the handouts, Angie!

ANGIE

I’ll get them tomorrow.

JOKER

Freeze.  She never did, though.  So what happened next?  Jimmy’s mom lost her job.  The house got condemned.  They moved out, and found a smaller, but newer, place.  An apartment just off (16th and Yesler).  There wasn’t any lead there.  But at this point it didn’t matter, because...

CHORUS

The effects of lead poisoning are permanent.

JOKER

So let’s go there.  Fast forward.  Jimmy and Angela are in the new living room.  He’s now 9 years old. (clap) Go. 

ANGELA is talking on the phone, and JIMMY is watching TV. There is some kind of sound cue suggesting TV with lots of shooting in it.

ANGELA

Oh, please.  You know I don’t believe that.  (holds hand over phone) Jimmy, turn that TV down.

Jimmy ignores her.

ANGELA

(back on the phone) Oh, no way.  Girl, get out.  That boy does not like me.  (to him again) Jimmy, turn that down!

JIMMY

I was in this room first.

ANGELA

It’s the living room, Jimmy.  We all gotta share it.  Turn that down.

JIMMY

No.

ANGELA

I hate you.  Mom! Mom!  (to phone) Denise, I am totally sorry. Yeah, it’s my stupid little brother.  No he’s not retarded.  He just acts that way sometimes.  Yeah. Mom!

MOTHER

What in the world is it now?  

Angela points to the TV.

MOTHER

James, you watching that trash again?  How many times have I told you not to?  The last thing you need to be watching is some show with a buncha fools shooting off guns. Turn it off.

ANGELA

(on the phone)  Oh, yeah.  He is such an idiot.  He knows he’s gonna get in trouble.

JIMMY

I don’t wanna.

Angela stops and turns to watch at this comment.
MOTHER

What are you trying to say, you don’t wanna?  Boy, don’t make me start this up again.  You know what?  I am tired of you.  I am sick and tired of your lack of respect, and your behavior, and-

JIMMY

Shut up.

MOTHER

Don’t you dare tell me to shut up.

JIMMY

I will tell you to shut up.

MOTHER

You will not, you little-

JIMMY

SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP-

As she moves towards him, he picks up a chair or other object and throws it, very nearly hitting her. As she looks up in shock and fear, the Joker steps forward.

JOKER

Freeze.

ANGELA

(to the phone)  Girl, I will call you back.
JOKER

Fast forward, three years.  Age 12.  Outside the middle school.  Go.

Another young man picks up the chair.  Angela and Mother exit.  Older Jimmy stands in for the Younger Jimmy.

OLDER JIMMY

Hey, what’s goin’ on?

YOUNG MAN

Nothin’.

JIMMY

(Steps up, gets a little too close)  Hey, I don’t think you heard me.  I said: ‘What’s goin’ on?”

YOUNG MAN

(shoves off) I heard you.

JIMMY

Well, it doesn’t seem like it.  You got something for me?

YOUNG MAN

I got nothin’ for you, man.  You owe me. Cash.  Let me see some, I’ll get you anything you need. 

JIMMY

I don’t have any.  But I will.  I’ll get you back.

YOUNG MAN

That’s what you said last time. 

JIMMY

Just help me out.  I gotta have something.  You got some coke?

YOUNG MAN

Get outta here.

JIMMY

C’mon, man, I just need a little.

Jimmy grabs Young Man and pulls a gun on him.

YOUNG MAN

Lemme go.

JIMMY

Gimme the bag.

YOUNG MAN

Here.  

Hands him a bag.

JOKER

Hold up. (wait a minute)  Fast forward. Let’s move ahead three months.  We’re in Jimmy’s history class. In today’s exciting lesson, we’re learning about the ancient Romans. (clap) Go.

TEACHER

Mr. Richards.  Please pay attention.  

JIMMY

Uh-huh.

TEACHER

Since you’re so excited about talking in class, why don’t you read the rest of this section for us?

JIMMY

Huh?

YOUNG KID #1

Yeah, Dumbo.  Let’s hear it.

YOUNG KID #2

Stupid fool.

JIMMY

Shut up.  Um. The…uh…city of Rah-me and its…sittize….(sounding out each syllable, struggling) sit-I-z…

YOUNG KID #1

Nice work, dumbo.

JIMMY

Shut up, punk.

TEACHER

Jimmy, please stick to the text.  Save the conversation for after class.

JIMMY

(growing frustrated, tries to spell out the word)

C-I-T-…I don’t know this word.

YOUNG KID #2

Yeah, what else is new?

JIMMY

Come on, let’s go.  (stands up, pulls kid out of seat, holding him up by his shirt) You wanna take this outside?

JOKER

Freeze.  Before we go on - another fact to consider. 

JIMMY

Lead poisoning has been linked to learning disabilities and attention disorders, including ADD and ADHD.

JOKER

Let’s go to later in the week.  The school counselor.  The same teacher.  Jimmy’s mom.  (clap) Go.  

Counselor, Teacher, and the Mother are seated around a small table.  Teacher and Mother are at opposite ends, with the Counselor between.

TEACHER

It’s not the first time.

COUNSELOR

Mr. Thomas, please-

TEACHER

No.  This is important.  You need to know how your son is behaving.

MOTHER

I know how my son is behaving.

TEACHER

Do you?  Do you really?

MOTHER

Don’t talk to me like that.    

COUNSELOR

Please.  Let’s calm down.  Everyone.  

MOTHER

Tell me what you want.

TEACHER

Oh, I’ll tell you.

COUNSELOR

Doug (or ‘Denise,’ if played by a woman).  Enough.  We don’t want anything, Ms. Woolridge.  We just want to talk.

TEACHER

About yesterday.  The fight.  

MOTHER

Look, I’m sorry.  The boy’s got problems, you know?  I can’t-

COUNSELOR

We know.  We just want to help.  

TEACHER

We need your help.

MOTHER

What do you mean?  

COUNSELOR

Well, Jimmy has some pretty significant barriers to success at this school.  ADD, learning disabilities, anger management…

TEACHER

Drugs.  

COUNSELOR

Yes, drugs.  And the fighting…

MOTHER

I’ve tried.  Really.  All these years, every day… He just doesn’t listen.  He doesn’t care.  You know that.  

COUNSELOR

We do.  Which is – well, let me ask: How long has he been behaving this way?  

MOTHER

Oh, lord.  I don’t know…ten years?  About 4 years old.  He started acting different…  

COUNSELOR

Yes.  You live around here, right?  Old house, close to the freeway?

MOTHER

We used to.  They did some renovations, then we got moved out.  

COUNSELOR

Have you heard of lead poisoning?

MOTHER

I think- You know, I tried to get the kids tested.  Long time ago.  When he was little.

COUNSELOR

How did it turn out?  

MOTHER

They wouldn’t do it.  We didn’t have the insurance, or something.  

COUNSELOR

I think it’s quite possible your son was lead poisoned as a child.  Who knows for sure, but he’s showing a lot of the symptoms. 

TEACHER

ADD, LD…

COUNSELOR

Even the drugs.  Kids who are lead poisoned have a kind of chemical imbalance going on in their brain; drugs can make them feel like they’re resolving it.  

TEACHER

The violence, too.

COUNSELOR

Right.  He can’t really control his behavior.  When he gets angry, he gets violent.  Lead damages those parts of the brain, when kids are real young and it’s still developing.   

MOTHER

So if that’s true, he can’t help it.

COUNSELOR

Not really.

TEACHER

Which is why we’re here. 

MOTHER

To do what?  Lock him up?

COUNSELOR

Well, that’s not our decision.

MOTHER

You want me to lock up my own child?

COUNSELOR

All we’re saying is, he’s out of control.   

TEACHER

We can’t help him here.  

COUNSELOR

We need to make an alternate plan.  

She doesn’t respond.

TEACHER

Ms. Woolridge?

JOKER

Hold up.  (wait a minute)  Fast forward.  Two weeks.  We’re at (Echo Glen Children’s Center. Snoqualmie Valley, Washington).  A treatment and detention center for troubled youth.  Jimmy is still age 12.  (clap) Go.

Exit TEACHER and COUNSELOR, enter JIMMY. CHORUS or JOKER hold(s)something between him and MOTHER to suggest a plexiglas barrier.  
MOTHER

I’m sorry, Jimmy.  This is to help you.  Really.  (he doesn’t react)  I didn’t mean…I just…I love you.

JOKER 

Hold up.  (wait a minute).  Fast forward.  Jimmy is 15.  We are at the apartment again.  It’s the holiday season, and Jimmy is home for a visit with his family.  (clap) Go.  

ANGELA

So, Merry Christmas, huh?

Jimmy doesn’t say anything.

ANGELA

I got you something.  (tosses him a wrapped gift)  Here, open it.

Jimmy doesn’t open it.

ANGELA

OK, fine.  I’ll open it for you.  (she takes it and unwraps it)  It’s a bucket.  A real one, though.  Metal and everything!  Remember when we used to mess around in the sandbox?  When we was little? It’s just something for fun.  Hey, I got you a real present, too.  It’s just for fun.  You remember fun?  (She puts the bucket on his head.) 

MOTHER

(jokingly) Now there’s a boy that’s got some problems.

JIMMY

(takes bucket off, still angry) Ain’t nothin’ wrong with me.

MOTHER

Jimmy, it’s a joke.  You know how we always used to say that.  Your sister’s just trying to have some fun with you.   

ANGELA

Hey, I’ll get your other present.

JIMMY

I don’t want any more presents from you.

MOTHER

Calm down, Jimmy.  It’s Christmas.  Let’s all just relax and have ourselves a nice little holiday.

JIMMY

Here’s a present for you, Angela.  (whips the empty box at her)

ANGELA

Ow.  Why do you have to be like that?  Every time I see you, you do this.

MOTHER

Angela-

JIMMY

Because I hate you.

ANGELA

Yeah?  Well, I hate you, too, but at least I’m trying not to!

JIMMY

That’s ‘cause you’re too stupid to know any better.

ANGELA

You’re the stupid one, Jimmy.  Everybody knows that.  I ain’t the one living in the boys’ home.

MOTHER

Stop it, both of you! STOP IT!

JIMMY snaps, goes to pick up the bucket he has tossed earlier.  MOTHER tries to stop ANGELA while she speaks here.  

ANGELA

You hear me?  I hate you.  I hate that you are my brother.  That I have to be afraid of you. That I have to play nice ‘cause you can’t handle it otherwise. Well, I ain’t playing nice anymore, you hear me? 

MOTHER

(trying to interrupt)

Angie, please, don’t-

Stop-

I said stop it-

Please-

ANGELA

I wish you were never even born!

JIMMY

Shut up.  I said shut up. You just SHUT UP- (starts screaming, charges at her and begins to attack Angela with the bucket)

The attack should happen in a very stylized manner.  CHORUS enters, surrounding the beating, and recites facts while it is occurring, with rhythmic accompaniment.

CHORUS

Between 83 and 86 percent of houses built before 1978 contain lead-based paint.

22 percent of black children living in older housing, ages 1 to 5, have elevated levels of lead in their blood.

11.5 percent of children living in older housing in large urban areas have elevated blood lead levels. 

For every 10 microgram increase in blood lead levels, there is a decrease of 4-7 IQ points.

Recent soil tests have shown high levels of lead contained in the soil (around South Seattle, Vashon Island, and Tacoma.)

Some recent studies suggest that virtually any level of lead in the blood can damage young children’s development.

Following the attack, there is a long pause where Jimmy watches his sister being taken away, immobile, gets hands cuffed, then led to a chair which faces another chair, in profile to the audience.  Eventually his Mother enters and seats herself in the other chair.

JOKER

Hold up.  (wait a minute) Fast forward.  It is four months later.  We are in a holding cell at the juvenile detention center.  (clap, more softly though) Go.

Mother and Angela are opposite Jimmy.  

MOTHER

Why did you do it?

JIMMY

I dunno.

MOTHER

This is your sister.  This is someone who loves you.

JIMMY

I said I dunno.

MOTHER

Jimmy.  I am your mother.  Please talk to me.  Explain this to me.

JIMMY

She made me feel stupid.

MOTHER

She made you feel stupid.

JIMMY

And…I don’t know, if you feel stupid, you know, you get angry.

So I got angry.

So…I…I don’t wanna talk about it anymore.

Enter JUDGE.

JUDGE

James Oliver Richards.

Bailiff enters, leads Jimmy into a repeat of the opening scene’s staging.  Enter Joker.

JOKER 

Freeze.  And here we are again.  But what do we know now?

CHORUS (or YOUNG JIMMY)

“There is danger where uncontrolled impulses occur in an environment where kids watch thousands of violent acts each year.”

-Myron J. Coplan, Seattle Times

CHORUS (or OLDER JIMMY)

“When kids feel stupid, they get angry.”

-Eli, (15 years old.)  Seattle Times.

Resident of Echo Glen Children’s Center, Snoqualmie, WA.  

Recipient of $400,000 worth of public services since the age of 9.

JOKER

You like the end of this story?  Of course you don’t.  Jimmy doesn’t get better.  But see, you can change all that.  It’s not that hard.  You know the story.  And you know the information.  So you can let people know about all the simple things you can do to keep lead out of kid’s systems.  Tell your community, or your friends, or your relatives.  See, that’s where the story changes.  That’s the happy ending.  That’s where Jimmy gets better.

Jimmy is released from his cuffs, and music is cued.  Here the previously mentioned hip-hop piece can be inserted following the closing monologue, to be performed by entire company.

END ACT ONE

END OF PLAY
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