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AUTHOR’S NOTE:

 


 


This play came to life after a friend
named Brenda Friend gave me a Life magazine article from
1963. She said, “I think there’s a play here, but I’m not the one
to write it. You might be.” I took the article and looked at the
silhouetted portraits of members from a “life-and-death committee,”
an anonymous group in Seattle who had to choose who might possibly
live if given the opportunity to be a part of a test group of the
first fully functioning kidney dialysis machine that used a shunt
embedded in each patient’s arm. The doctors there didn’t know how
long people might live on this “artificial kidney,” but there was
hope.

 


I instantly saw the possibilities.
Because the committee was anonymous, I could make up my own
committee with my own questions.

 


Brenda Friend went on to produce the
play, and Deborah Devine directed. Thank you both. Thank you, too,
to Jay McAdams, artistic director of the 24th Street
Theatre in Los Angeles.

 


A second production had been set up
for Seattle, and when a chunk of the funding fell away and the
production was canceled, I was frustrated and went onto write other
things. This play sat on my shelf for nine years. One day, I was
reminded of the story, and I kicked myself. Why had I done nothing
more? Not every work comes out so magically. I needed to do
something for it. I published it. I figured if I “build it, they
will come.” Along came the Renal Support Network and Lori Hartwell,
who produced the next production, and Joe Ochman directed it. I
thank you and the entire cast—and future casts, directors, and
producers.
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Dedication

 


 


This play is dedicated to the memory
of two inspirations in my life: playwright Robert E. Lee, who
helped steer me into playwriting, and animator Jules Engel, who
helped fund the first production of this play. Their constant
support, friendship and wisdom helped feed my spirit. Many thanks
to Dr. Gabriel Danovich for his special knowledge of kidneys and
the history of dialysis, to Dr. Michael Tuck for more medical help,
and to Rev. John Darrah, a Seattle minister who was on the real
committee. I also thank Ehrich Van Lowe, Nancye and David Franzoni,
Kaiser Permanente, the Amgen Foundation, Total Renal Care, and the
Pilgrim Project for helping fund the original production. Thank you
to Lori Hartwell, her Renal Support Network, and all its funders
for the second production.
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Production Notes

 


 


Who Lives? received its world
premiere on July 19, 1997 at the 24th Street Theatre in Los
Angeles, Jay McAdams, artistic director. Deborah Devine directed,
and Brenda Friend produced.

 


Gabriel: John Pleshette

Margaret: Cynthia Steel

Jenny: Dawne Hindle

Dr. Shuster: Silas Cooper

Father William: George
Pappas

Baxter: Doug Burch

Alice: Stacy Cunningham

Lazlo: Michael Monks

Francine: Cathy Lind Hayes

McKnight: Doug Burch

Violinist: Alma Cielo
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The second production premiered March
12, 2009, World Kidney Day, at the Pico Playhouse in Los Angeles.
Joe Ochman directed, and Lori Hartwell, Brett Fisher
produced.

 


Gabriel : Matt Gottlieb

Margaret: Monica Himmel

Jenny: Tracey Rooney

Dr. Shuster: Matt Crabtree

Father William: John
Timmons

Baxter: R. Martin Klein

Alice: Rachel Kimsey

Lazlo: Dale Davis

Francine: Alice Ensor

McKnight: R. Martin Klein

Violinist: Richard Adkins
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CHARACTERS: (5 men, 4
women)

 


Gabriel Hornstein—a lawyer

Margaret Hornstein—his wife

Jenny—Gabriel’s secretary

Dr. Shuster—an emergency room
doctor

Father William—a priest

Baxter—a union labor leader

Alice—a college student

Lazlo—a businessman

Francine—a housewife

McKnight—a dialysis
patient*

A Nurse—a dialysis nurse*

 


(* McKnight and the nurse can each be
played by actors from other roles; a live VIOLIN PLAYER is also
recommended, though recorded music can make do.)
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PLACE: Seattle

 


TIME: 1963-64

 


THERE IS ONE UNIT SET, NINETEEN
SCENES, IN TWO ACTS

 


Note on the set: the way this
play is written, the action from one scene sometimes overlaps
another. An effective approach to set design is to have a two-level
set, with a raised level for the committee. The action at home and
the office can be in a second section. A bed to represent the
Hornstein bedroom can be in a third. The violin player might be in
the back or to one side.

 


ACT I

 


Scene 1: Hornstein bedroom.

Scene 2: Law office.

Scene 3: Hospital emergency
room.

Scene 4: Hospital room.

Scene 5: Committee conference
room.

Scene 6: Meeting room.

Scene 7: Committee conference
room.

Scene 8: Hornstein bedroom.

Scene 9: Committee conference
room

Scene 10: Hornstein
kitchen.

Scene 11: Committee conference
room.

 


ACT II

 


Scene 1: Dialysis room.

Scene 2: Hornstein kitchen.

Scene 3: Law office.

Scene 4: Committee conference
room.

Scene 5: Hornstein kitchen.

Scene 6: Committee conference
room.

Scene 7: Hornstein bedroom.
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by Christopher Meeks
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Act I

 


 


Scene 1

 


Setting: Seattle. 1963. A bedroom.
Evening; dark.

 


At Rise: Still in darkness, we hear
the sound of TV commentators discussing the moving of Lee Harvey
Oswald through the basement corridors of the Dallas City Jail to a
safer place. A VIDEO screen comes up, showing the scene in the
corridor and Oswald coming around the corner.

 


On stage, SOFT LIGHTS rise over a bed.
A woman, MARGARET HORNSTEIN (35), watches the TV, mesmerized, while
her husband, GABRIEL HORNSTEIN (48), sleeps in the bed next to her.
As Oswald is shot by Jack Ruby, the screen freezes.

 


 


MARGARET: I wonder... (leans into
husband) Do you think Oswald believed in God?

 


GABRIEL: (waking)
Huh?

 


MARGARET: God. Do you think Oswald
believed in God?

 


GABRIEL: You woke me up to—

 


MARGARET: I’m sorry, I didn’t think
you were asleep just—

 


GABRIEL: Can’t they show anything else
today? Hasn’t the flag come up yet?

 


MARGARET: It’s still early. (GABRIEL
scratches what seems a horrible itch on his back.) You have
a rash or something?

 


GABRIEL: Who knows? (getting
amorous) Nothing contagious.

 


MARGARET: (trying to ignore his
roving hands) Oswald was only twenty-four. I never saw anyone
real die before. You think he believed in God?

 


GABRIEL: What’s it matter? We’re all
dying. Carpe diem.

 


MARGARET: Come on, not now. First the
president, now Oswald. How can you get so—

 


GABRIEL: Shhh. Enjoy the
moment.

 


MARGARET: I’m— I need to
breathe.

 


GABRIEL: Fine. Fine! (gets out of
bed, scratching and walks toward bathroom) Did you put sesame
seed oil in that chicken tonight?

 


MARGARET: I know all your allergies.
You know I don’t have a drop of— What’re you thinking?

 


GABRIEL: This isn’t just an itch! I
had to have eaten something.

 


MARGARET: For lunch?

 


GABRIEL: Maybe.

 


MARGARET: You have to eat
better.

 


GABRIEL: I eat fine... I can always
depend on you to come up with a rule, can’t I?

 


MARGARET: What? Eating better? I can’t
wait for my vacation away from you this week.

 


GABRIEL: Let me pee in
peace.

 


(He pees. LIGHTS OUT and up
over another part of the stage where a COMMITTEE, five
people, sit at a table in a line like at the Last Supper—but in a
silhouette. Their faces cannot be seen. Snippets of songs from the
era play during all this.

 


LIGHTS CROSS FADE back to
GABRIEL, who flushes and hums to the music as he changes and
walks, dressed for work, to his office, another part of the
stage.)

 


#

 


Scene 2

 


Setting: Law office.

 


At Rise: GABRIEL moves quickly into
his office, trailed by his secretary, JENNY (25).

 


 


JENNY: Mr. Handlemeyer said it’s
urgent.

 


GABRIEL: Fuck it.

 


JENNY: I think it has to do with the
Creacy case.

 


GABRIEL: I don’t have time for this
bullshit. He should be happy. We settled out of court, got the most
money for the fewest hours. (turns) Remember that: always
look for the most return on investment.

 


JENNY: I don’t think Creacy’s
happy.

 


GABRIEL: Clients can be so greedy. He
got six thousand. What’s he want for being hit in a crosswalk? His
legs’ll heal.

 


JENNY: I’m not sure.

 


GABRIEL: Why aren’t you sure? I
thought you wanted me to teach you about the law.

 


JENNY: I’m sorry, I mean— Mr.
Handlemeyer said—

 


GABRIEL: (itching himself) So
I’ll give Creacy another call. The secret’s to make our client feel
that six thousand’s a lot. It is, isn’t it? A good year’s salary
for a lot of people. Then I’ll call Handlemeyer.

 


JENNY: I’m sorry, but Mr. Handlemeyer
came here and said you’re to do nothing except—

 


GABRIEL: I don’t need this crap. Do
you work for him or me?

 


JENNY: I’m just relating
what—

 


GABRIEL: Fuck it, you’re right, good
for you. Get Handlemeyer on the wire for me.

 


(She dials his
phone.)

 


JENNY: Mr. Hornstein for Mr.
Handlemeyer... Yes.

 


(She hands the phone to
GABRIEL.)

 


GABRIEL: (on phone) Bill! Jenny
said to call you... Yes... Pardon me, but that’s inaccurate
information. So he has back pain, doesn’t everyone? A jury’ll think
he’s greedy. Believe me, this guy comes across like Lugosi after
the stake’s been driven through his heart. He’s a dead fish. No
personality. Jury’ll hate him... So what if he’s right? It’s nickel
and dime stuff and no publicity. Will we get anything extra out of
it?... Glad you see it my way. Yes. (He hangs up, pleased with
himself, and turns to JENNY.) I should be running this fucking
place. What else for today?

 


JENNY: You’re in court at one over the
malpractice thing. (to Gabriel’s confusion) Our client, Dr.
Burns, had accidentally left his tongs inside his
patient?

 


(GABRIEL scratches like
crazy; JENNY watches.)

 


GABRIEL: People look to doctors like
they’re perfect. Fuck doctors. They’re no better than those monkey
people in Africa with shrunken heads. Fact is, the monkey people
probably do better.

 


JENNY: You okay?

 


GABRIEL: I prepared for
Burns.

 


JENNY: You look sick.

 


GABRIEL: I called Handlemeyer already.
Stop it! (JENNY looks startled; GABRIEL sees.) I’m,
ah... Margaret didn’t make me any breakfast. You think you can go
to the cafe, pick me up some eggs—three eggs scrambled loose—some
bacon, six pieces, make it loose, too, and a glass of milk, side of
cream?

 


JENNY: Sure. Loose. Cream. And Mrs.
Brock is waiting to see you.

 


GABRIEL: I just remembered—take this
dictation first. (She rushes to get a pad and pencil.) It’s
to Temple Beth Shalom. “Dear Rabbi Weinstein. Thank you for your
kind letter. I defended Tom Jacobs not because he was Jewish but
because he was innocent. Jews in Seattle still seem an oxymoron to
me. While I’m happy to know there are, in fact, enough Jews to make
a synagogue, I’m afraid I won’t be able to join. I may be Jewish by
birth, but as far as I can tell, God does not exist. If he did, I
wouldn’t have had such a bastard father—parentheses Jewish end
parentheses—or so many people doing such rotten things who then
become my clients.” Sincerely, et cetera. And add a P.S. “P.S. My
wife is a shiksa.”

 


JENNY: Shiksa?

 


GABRIEL: Means she’s not Jewish. Means
our son’s not Jewish.

 


JENNY: How do you spell—

 


GABRIEL: Forget it. Just— Ah! (He
reaches for a spot on his back while he quickly sits down.) I
gotta pee first, can you— (larger pain) Ah!

 


JENNY: You okay?

 


GABRIEL: (quietly)
No.

 


JENNY: What’s wrong?

 


GABRIEL: Ever have an itch so bad, it
feels like a knife?

 


JENNY: No. (gingerly feeling his
forehead) You have a fever, too. What’s wrong?

 


GABRIEL: I don’t know.

 


JENNY: What can I do?

 


GABRIEL: Maybe you should—Ah! (a
sharp pain stops him from talking a moment) ... Please drive me
to a doctor.

 


(LIGHTS OUT.)

 


#

 


Scene 3

 


Setting: Hospital room.

 


At Rise: In a hospital gown and
looking much better, GABRIEL is assisted into bed by a NURSE who
never looks at him. JENNY enters.

 


 


JENNY: I called your wife.

 


GABRIEL: Just what I need.

 


JENNY: She was worried.

 


GABRIEL: She’s a worrier. She probably
knows how many people slipped on banana peels in this hospital or
choked on cough drops. She could well be Jewish.

 


JENNY: She’s coming down right
away.

 


GABRIEL: Great.

 


JENNY: You didn’t want me to call
her?

 


GABRIEL: Secretaries are to assist,
Jenny.

 


JENNY: I was anticipating.

 


GABRIEL: Try consulting... Why don’t
just go find yourself a beau and make babies? Why’re you wasting
your life with me?

 


JENNY: You sound like my
dad.

 


GABRIEL: Oh?

 


JENNY: My dad doesn’t think girls
should be educated. He laughed when I suggested college. I’m kind
of happy I made it this far. Working in a law office.

 


GABRIEL: I had a rotten fish for a
father, too. Never home, actually. Busy in the garment district.
New York.

 


JENNY: Yes, sir.

 


GABRIEL: He sold clothes. Wholesale.
Got me a job as a messenger after I got my high school diploma. I
had to whisk racks of clothes across the streets. Ever run a rack
of clothes across the street?

 


JENNY: No, sir.

 


GABRIEL: That’s what he wanted for me,
the business. And when I protested, I got a whack on the head.
Still, I made it up to cutter and then production manager, all by
twenty-six.

 


JENNY: So how did you—

 


GABRIEL: Korea came, thank God, and I
escaped. Became a lawyer on the G.I. Bill after the war. Oldest kid
in my class.

 


JENNY: That’s nice.

 


GABRIEL: Being old’s nice?

 


JENNY: The G.I. Bill. There’s no G.I.
Bill for me—or most women.

 


GABRIEL: Guess not.

 


JENNY: But you said you’d show me
stuff about the law.

 


GABRIEL: Yeah. Sure. (reaches to
his back in pain) Ahhh!

 


JENNY: Nurse! (JENNY looks
around.) Nurse? Where’s that nurse? She hardly even noticed us.
I’ll, ah—

 


GABRIEL: Go right to the top. Get me,
ah! A doctor!

 


(Just then DR. SHUSTER, a
32-year-old resident, walks in holding a clipboard, reading it,
barely noticing Gabriel.)

 


DR. SHUSTER: Good morning. Turn on
your side, please.

 


GABRIEL: You. You’re one of the
doctors who was in and out in the other room.

 


DR. SHUSTER: Yes. Please turn on your
side.

 


(Rather than turn, GABRIEL
grabs the man’s arm.)

 


GABRIEL: Tell me what the hell I’ve
got. The pain’s from my kidneys they said.

 


DR. SHUSTER: I’m not allowed to say.
And I’ve a lot of patients to see, Mr.— (checks clipboard)
Mr. Hornstein.

 


GABRIEL: Just tell me what— (in
pain—notices JENNY’s worried look) This is my secretary,
Jenny.

 


DR. SHUSTER: (nods to JENNY)
Good to meet you. (to GABRIEL) The pain should be subsiding
shortly. In cases like this—

 


GABRIEL: What kind of case?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I can’t say. We don’t
have all your tests in.

 


GABRIEL: Look at me, god damn
it.

 


DR. SHUSTER: The nurse will give you a
name of a nephrologist—a kidney specialist—we recommend. He’ll
explain it. Or we can send the results to your regular
doctor.

 


GABRIEL: The nurses and now you hardly
look at me. Why?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I’m sure everyone is
just—

 


GABRIEL: No! No bullshit. What kind of
case am I?

 


DR. SHUSTER: We have our procedures,
sir. I’m not the one to tell you.

 


GABRIEL: Jenny, take down his name.
(JENNY grabs a pad and pen from her purse. GABRIEL reads
the doctor’s badge on his shirt.) Dr. Shuster, is that right?
And what is wrong with my kidneys? (DR. SHUSTER shakes his
head. GABRIEL turns to JENNY.) Make a note: he refused
to give me information after I clearly asked him several
times.

 


DR. SHUSTER: (nervous) And, ah—
What is it you do for a living, Mr. Hornstein?

 


JENNY: He’s a lawyer.

 


DR. SHUSTER: I’m just a resident, not
even your primary physician. I’m not supposed to—

 


GABRIEL: What is it about my
kidneys?

 


DR. SHUSTER: They’re small and
scarred. Have you felt itchy at all lately? Have to urinate often?
(GABRIEL nods.) I suspect it’s been happening for some
time.

 


GABRIEL: Is that bad?

 


DR. SHUSTER: Yes, it can be
bad.

 


GABRIEL: How bad?

 


DR. SHUSTER: Very bad. Really, I’m not
the one—

 


GABRIEL: Bad enough to keep me in the
hospital for a few days?

 


DR. SHUSTER: Yes.

 


GABRIEL: Damn. I’ve got too much work
to do.

 


DR. SHUSTER: I’m not sure work may be
your top priority anymore.

 


GABRIEL: What’re you
saying?

 


DR. SHUSTER: That you have shrunken
kidneys.

 


GABRIEL: No, I mean what’s that mean?
No doubletalk.

 


DR. SHUSTER: (looks to JENNY) I
need to ask you to excuse us.

 


GABRIEL: She’s just my— Ah!

 


JENNY: Gladly. (to GABRIEL)
I’ll be in the waiting room. I’ll meet your wife.

 


(JENNY
exits.)

 


GABRIEL: (to doctor) What kind
of case?

 


DR. SHUSTER: (looks at him)
I’ve studied your X-Rays, and some preliminary blood work has come
in. Cases like this can be extremely bad.

 


GABRIEL: Extended stay?

 


DR. SHUSTER: Worse.

 


GABRIEL: Worse? You mean I might need
to be in a nursing facility?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I’m not supposed to be
the one to tell you this.

 


GABRIEL: What, damn
it?

 


DR. SHUSTER: Things like this don’t
tend to heal... It could be terminal.

 


(GABRIEL takes in the
information, turns his head, trying to grasp it.)

 


GABRIEL: You’re just a resident. I’m
feeling much better.

 


DR. SHUSTER: The saline solution
helps. Let me ask you a couple of questions: have either of your
parents passed away?

 


GABRIEL: Why?... Both are
dead.

 


DR. SHUSTER: From what?

 


GABRIEL: My dad from obstinacy.
(off the doctor’s look) Major stroke,
technically.

 


DR. SHUSTER: And your
mother?

 


GABRIEL: Kidney failure.

 


DR. SHUSTER: How old was
she?

 


GABRIEL: She was forty-two. What the
hell’re you—

 


DR. SHUSTER: Maybe what you have is
inherited. Do you have any siblings?

 


GABRIEL: No, but I want to have this
fixed. I have a very good medical plan. It can pay for the
expensive stuff.

 


DR. SHUSTER: There is probably nothing
we can do.

 


GABRIEL: You have other tests, right?
Sometimes the first tests are wrong, they can be—

 


DR. SHUSTER: Haven’t you noticed
you’re yellowish? Sallow?

 


GABRIEL: I was out in the sun a bit, I
just thought, you know.

 


DR. SHUSTER: The two kidneys in a
normal body filter waste products from the blood. When the kidneys
fail, toxins build up. Those poisons compromise other organs and,
well...

 


GABRIEL: I fail, too? I refuse to
believe I have such a thing.

 


DR. SHUSTER: You have advanced kidney
disease. Your kidneys are scarred beyond repair.

 


GABRIEL: Isn’t it reversible? I know
what doctors can and cannot do, so maybe—

 


DR. SHUSTER: Please,
please—

 


GABRIEL: Do something!

 


DR. SHUSTER: Your kidneys are
crashing. You now have a condition called End Stage Renal
Disease.

 


GABRIEL: End stage? What happened to
the early and middle stages? I skip right to the end?

 


DR. SHUSTER: In terms of controlling
what’s happening, there’s nothing I can—

 


GABRIEL: The end stage?... Do I get to
see Johnson reelected?

 


DR. SHUSTER: Next year? No.

 


GABRIEL: Kennedy, Oswald, now
me.

 


DR. SHUSTER: Maybe we’ll all go. As my
neighbor’s son said: why should he do his homework when the
Russians are going to blow us up?

 


GABRIEL: How much longer do I
have?

 


DR. SHUSTER: All the tests aren’t in,
and there’s certainly the possibility that—

 


GABRIEL: Just tell me.

 


DR. SHUSTER: A couple of months. Maybe
less. Or more, I mean—

 


GABRIEL: Great. Fucking
great.

 


(DR. SHUSTER looks at GABRIEL
who’s lost in his thoughts.)

 


DR. SHUSTER: Are you sole provider?
Does your wife work?

 


GABRIEL: I’m a lawyer. You think
lawyers’ wives work?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I’m sure not all lawyers’
wives—

 


GABRIEL: Lawyers’ wives are no
different than doctors’ wives. Am I right?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I don’t think we can
compare.

 


GABRIEL: You married?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I’m only thirty-two. And
what with studying and interning and—

 


GABRIEL: Not much younger than me. I
may look old, but I’m only forty-five. I’m too young to die, don’t
you see?

 


DR. SHUSTER: What I’m trying to get
to—

 


GABRIEL: That I’m fucking dying and
get my affairs in order.

 


DR. SHUSTER: No, that maybe
there’s.... Nevermind.

 


GABRIEL: What?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I was just thinking
aloud.

 


GABRIEL: What were you going to
say?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I have to check out one
thing first.

 


GABRIEL: Tell me.

 


DR. SHUSTER: When I was at the
Twenty-First Century Exposition last year— Did you go
there?

 


GABRIEL: The World’s Fair? The Space
Needle thing? Who had time?

 


DR. SHUSTER: Yes. Anyway, there was a
special future-of-miracle-medicine exhibition. I overheard
something about a special program going on over at Swedish Hospital
now. It’s small, experimental. I think they’re calling it the
Seattle Artificial Kidney Center.

 


(In the raised “committee section”
of the set, the FIVE-MEMBER COMMITTEE enters silently to
stand before their five chairs. The people shake hands, pleased to
see each other. One man, a priest, hands out folders. They sit and
quietly read their folders.)

 


GABRIEL: Artificial? There are
artificial kidneys?

 


DR. SHUSTER: Not really. Your blood
goes through a machine—something called a dialysis machine—and the
machine cleans your blood.

 


GABRIEL: Get me one.

 


DR. SHUSTER: It’s not that simple.
There’re only a couple of machines in the entire world—here in
Seattle—and only a few people can use them. The procedure’s
experimental, and the doctors have specific needs for their
tests.

 


GABRIEL: I want to be one of the
users.

 


DR. SHUSTER: I’ll give a call when I
have a free moment later on and—

 


GABRIEL: Do it now.

 


DR. SHUSTER: I can’t, Mr. Hornstein. I
have a potential aneurysm lying in surgery, waiting. And I may have
to assist on a stab wound. I’ve slept two hours in the last 24 and
I’ve—

 


GABRIEL: If you don’t make that call,
I’ll find another doctor who—

 


DR. SHUSTER: I didn’t say I wouldn’t
make the call. I said—

 


GABRIEL: I’m dying! Do you know how
that feels? One quick call is all I’m asking.

 


DR. SHUSTER: I know that, it’s
just—

 


GABRIEL: What are we talking about?
Money? (grabs his wallet; he peels out several $20 dollar
bills) If it’s money you want—for your doctors’ ball or
whatever—just tell me and I’ll accommodate. I know how the world
works. Tell me the figure and—

 


DR. SHUSTER: This isn’t about money.
Put that away.

 


(Over in the committee section,
THE COMMITTEE sits as they look to their folders.

 


GABRIEL stuffs the doctor’s pocket
with some bills.)

 


GABRIEL: Just make the call now. Will
you just— Please?

 


DR. SHUSTER: (looks at money in his
pocket, tosses it on the bed) (moves toward the door)
I’ll make the damn call.

 


(LIGHTS OUT.)

 


#

 


Scene 4

 


Setting: Hospital room.

 


At Rise: GABRIEL paces in his hospital
gown next to his bed. Margaret sits in the only chair. The
committee remains in the background reading.

 


 


MARGARET: I cancelled Randy’s and my
vacation. We’ll be here for you. (She looks crushed by the
thought. GABRIEL keeps pacing.) Did you hear
me?

 


GABRIEL: What?

 


MARGARET: I’ve cancelled the vacation.
I’m not going to my father’s.

 


GABRIEL: Right. Your vacation. I
wasn’t going anyway.

 


MARGARET: That was the point. (to
his self-absorbed pacing) Randy asked if you’re having a
baby.

 


GABRIEL: Huh?

 


MARGARET: The only person Randy’s
known to go the hospital is our neighbor, when she had her baby,
so...

 


GABRIEL: You’re telling me a
nine-year-old boy doesn’t know where babies come from?

 


MARGARET: That’s your job... Aren’t
you supposed to be in bed?

 


GABRIEL: Like this bed’ll cure me. I
can’t think in bed... Randy doesn’t even know only women have
babies?

 


MARGARET: You’re in the hospital. I
told him you’re getting tests, but after three days, I’m sure he’s
trying to make sense of it. (laughs) He said he’s kind of
hoping for a brother.

 


GABRIEL: Yeah? Well, so were we. Your
God didn’t bless us.

 


MARGARET: He’s your God,
too.

 


GABRIEL: Right. Like I’m thankful.
(pause) Religion. We had enough problems from your parents
when we married.

 


MARGARET: I thought it was worth it.
At the time.

 


GABRIEL: Yeah.... Are you making sure
Randy does his homework? They must have had health classes by this
age and— (pointing his finger) You could outline the general
principles just as well as I.

 


MARGARET: Stop pointing that finger.
When I see that finger going, I want to chop it off.

 


(GABRIEL, ready to explode,
marches to his clothes on hangers and starts getting
dressed.)

 


MARGARET: (continuing) What’re
you doing?

 


GABRIEL: They can’t do anything for me
here—and I want to see my fucking son.

 


MARGARET: Stop it already. Your son’s
fine.

 


GABRIEL: (still dressing) It’s
ludicrous they won’t let him in here. Like he’s going to catch
kidney disease if I cough.

 


MARGARET: Please. Get in bed. We’ll
get another doctor, he’ll do different tests. What if—

 


GABRIEL: IF? It’s a definite,
Margaret. You heard the results. You saw the X-ray. I don’t want to
spend my last days in this lousy room. I want to take advantage of
this temporary respite. I’m feeling better.

 


MARGARET: You’re not going to die.
It’s that attitude of yours that’s not helping anything
and—

 


GABRIEL: You are blind. Why can’t you
get the truth in your head?

 


MARGARET: Because there’s a little
thing called prayer.

 


GABRIEL: Oh, Margaret...

 


MARGARET: Sometimes people can pray so
hard, their wishes are heard.

 


GABRIEL: By whom? You think some God
is sticking his nose into a half a billion people’s crazy thoughts
when he could be creating whole new planets with entirely new
diseases? (He leans into her, pointing to his collar buttons,
which he wants her to button. She does.) So why haven’t we
heard from the committee?

 


(THE COMMITTEE opens their
folders.)

 


MARGARET: Just stay here for one more
day? Please?

 


GABRIEL: You’re afraid I’ll croak at
home? And what’ll you do with the body?

 


MARGARET: Gabriel!

 


GABRIEL: You’ve put up with a lot from
me, I know—a long-suffering wife. I’ve made you that
way.

 


MARGARET: Long-suffering? Christ, how
you love your adjectives.

 


GABRIEL: No, no, please listen. Since
I can’t be at my funeral, let me just say I’ve appreciated you
being around for me. I don’t know what’s in my family line where
our wives have to be the stoic, enduring type, but there you
are.



 


MARGARET: It’s nonsense like this I’ve
had to endure.

 


GABRIEL: I just want to be
home.

 


MARGARET: It’s not like you’ve been
there a lot.

 


GABRIEL: (laughs) You’re right.
Maybe I should die at the office.

 


(His shoes are tied—he’s
ready to go. He motions for her to follow him.)

 


MARGARET: Gabe, I— I’m not sure how to
say this.

 


GABRIEL: What?

 


MARGARET: I mean, partly what you’ve
said is true. About me. I mean there are times I think, “I went to
college for this?” And a person can get to thinking—thinking really
deeply that—

 


GABRIEL: Think of it this way. You’ll
get to open that bookstore of yours. You’ve always wanted to
and—

 


MARGARET: I most certainly have not
wanted—

 


GABRIEL: Yes you have. You may have
used it as a threat, but it was really your way of telling me what
you gave up for Randy and me. You got your degree in business,
after all, but I wanted you home with Randy.

 


MARGARET: That was my own choice. But
what’s your choice? Faith and prayer can make a difference. What
I’m trying to say is—

 


(DR. SHUSTER enters, surprised to
see GABRIEL in his street clothes.)

 


DR. SHUSTER: Ah.

 


GABRIEL: Dr. Shuster, this is my wife,
Margaret.

 


DR. SHUSTER: (He nods,
distracted.) Nice to meet you.

 


GABRIEL: (to SHUSTER) Go ahead
and shake hands. She won’t bite.

 


DR. SHUSTER: (shaking hands)
I’m sorry. It is nice to meet you.

 


MARGARET: Nice to meet you.

 


GABRIEL: Well? Not good
news?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I told you it was a long
shot. The committee doesn’t explain their actions, just that they
declined our request. There’s nothing more we can do.

 


(Over in the Committee section of
the stage, in unison, the COMMITTEE MEMBERS close their
folders.)

 


GABRIEL: Declined?

 


MARGARET: Declined?

 


GABRIEL: Like I didn’t get a bank
loan?

 


MARGARET: Can’t we appeal?

 


DR. SHUSTER: No. I’m sorry.

 


GABRIEL: So I must die?

 


DR. SHUSTER: There’re just so few
spots.

 


GABRIEL: Who am I in competition with?
Nobel laureates? I’m a well-respected lawyer who creates a hell of
a good service. What kind of people do they want to keep
around?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I don’t know.

 


GABRIEL: You don’t know anyone who’s
been accepted?

 


DR. SHUSTER: The only person I know of
happens to be a machinist.

 


GABRIEL: Ah! How much more critically
we need machinists. Never know when we’ll need, what, a new
key made?

 


DR. SHUSTER: They have certain needs
for their experiment. Over a hundred thousand people in America die
each year from kidney disease. There are hundreds in the Seattle
area alone. I’m sorry you didn’t get a spot.

 


GABRIEL: Maybe your recommendation
wasn’t strong enough, maybe—

 


DR. SHUSTER: You read the
recommendation before I sent it.

 


MARGARET: Gabe, it’s not his
fault.

 


GABRIEL: Thanks for the support.
(to SHUSTER) How many doctors are on this life-and-death
committee?

 


DR. SHUSTER: I’m sorry for the bad
news. I really am.

 


GABRIEL: How many doctors on the
committee?

 


DR. SHUSTER: The committee’s made up
of ordinary citizens— the first of its kind anywhere. While they
can get advice from doctors, the committee has the final word. They
decide who gets dialysis.

 


GABRIEL: Probably some damn lawyer
screwed one of them over, and now I have to pay with my
life.

 


MARGARET: (to SHUSTER) Can’t
you at least talk to the committee?

 


DR. SHUSTER: No. I can’t. Now if
you’ll excuse me—

 


GABRIEL: Can you find out who
specifically is on this committee?

 


DR. SHUSTER: No one knows who they
are. The members’ names are secret. I have no way to meet them. I’m
sorry, but I must be going.

 


GABRIEL: So who’s in
charge?

 


DR. SHUSTER: Mr. Hornstein!

 


GABRIEL: I could break your
career. One good lawsuit, some innuendo and—

 


DR. SHUSTER: I’m not on the committee.
I’m sorry I couldn’t get you a spot, but that’s the risk I took of
even mentioning it in the first place. I’m sorry you’re dying.
There’s nothing more I can do.

 


(GABRIEL and MARGARET are
stunned into silence.)

 


GABRIEL: That’s some manner you
have.

 


DR. SHUSTER: Yours isn’t any
better.

 


GABRIEL: Why couldn’t I’ve had Dr.
Kildare?

 


DR. SHUSTER: Yeah. And why couldn’t I
have had one of his kindly, understanding patients?

 


(DR. SHUSTER exits without
looking back. MARGARET moves to GABRIEL who is
frozen, staring at the door. She touches him—but he does not
react.)

 


The LIGHTS FADE over them
as LIGHTS RISE over the COMMITTEE.)

 


#

 


Scene 5

 


Setting: Committee conference
room.

 


At Rise: FATHER WILLIAM (48), a priest
in collared attire, speaks at a table that includes: ALICE (27), a
graduate student; LAZLO (35), an entrepreneur with a small chain of
sporting shops; FRANCINE (42), a housewife; and BAXTER (52), a
union labor leader. FRANCINE, quite nervous, looks mostly at her
hands. (NOTE: There’s a water cooler, which the characters
can go to as they later argue.)

 


 


FATHER WILLIAM: I know how hard this
has been on you—on all of us.

 


(MARGARET, still in the
previous scene, goes to GABRIEL, who still stands in
disbelief. She nudges him, and they exit.)

 


BAXTER: We still haven’t chosen an
official chairman for this committee. Are you assuming chairmanship
just because you’re—

 


FATHER WILLIAM: I am not. Let’s put
that aside for a moment.

 


LAZLO: We’ve done well without a
chairman anyway.

 


BAXTER: The doctors wanted us to
choose.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Please. I realize we
don’t always agree, and— (sighs) —things can be spirited,
but Francine has offered me her resignation.

 


ALICE: (to FRANCINE,
touching her) No, Francine, you can’t quit.
Please.

 


BAXTER: Why’d she go to
you?

 


FRANCINE: I— I’m not as good at it as
all you are.

 


LAZLO: Good? We just express how we
feel.

 


FRANCINE: And besides I’ve been having
nightmares, and my husband says—

 


ALICE: You don’t think I haven’t had a
few?

 


LAZLO: I had a doozie just the other
night. Number Five was after me with an ax.

 


BAXTER: Francine. You’re an important
voice. We need you.

 


FRANCINE: I wish it were so. My
husband didn’t want me to take this.

 


ALICE: Is that right? Doesn’t it feel
good to have your own voice?

 


BAXTER: Alice. What’s with you and
men?

 


LAZLO: Nothing a dinner and champagne
couldn’t fix.

 


(He winks to BAXTER. ALICE
reacts.)

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Francine, this is
everything I told you. Of course it’s hard. It’s meant to be hard.
Dr. Haviland selected us because he knew us and—

 


FRANCINE: But—

 


FATHER WILLIAM: —And he believes in
us. Even though I told you I’d keep the God stuff to a minimum, I
do feel we’ve been chosen by God, too, to help in very difficult
and special work. We all get stronger by it.

 


FRANCINE: I feel like I’m getting
weaker.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: You’re not.

 


FRANCINE: At our last meeting, Number
Eighteen and Number Nineteen were so equal. Both had kids, both had
important jobs. But then we found out Number Eighteen once had a
drinking problem. We’re killing him because of his past. I can’t
sleep now, I just— can’t sleep.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: We’re not killing
anyone. If we called this off, all would die. We’re not looking for
just anyone for this experiment, but for exceptional people.
We’re not promising them anything, either. There could be terrible
side effects.

 


LAZLO: Dr, Haviland and others keep
telling us about the psychological things these patients might go
through.

 


BAXTER: We have to choose the best of
the best. And who knows about Number Eighteen’s liver from the
drinking? It could be compromised.

 


FRANCINE: Except I’ve— I mean, do we
all have clean pasts?

 


LAZLO: What’re you driving
at?

 


FRANCINE: Maybe you do. I— That’s why
I have to resign.

 


ALICE: Francine? What is
it?

 


FRANCINE: I once had a drinking
problem, too. I wouldn’t say I was alcoholic but... I’m not proud
of it. How can I choose people if I might not even qualify
myself—God forbid if I got such a disease?

 


LAZLO: We’re not here to question
ourselves—are we, Father? Dr. Haviland had his own reasons for
choosing us, right?

 


BAXTER: You’re asking the Father like
he’s the chairman? We haven’t decided he’s the chairman.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: (ignoring
BAXTER) All the doctors wanted us for balance. We’re saving a
chosen few. Feel good about that, Francine.

 


FRANCINE: It’s just so hard when their
private details come out.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: This is again why we
must settle on parameters. We need to create specific guidelines so
we’re not distracted or disturbed by the personal.

 


BAXTER: Father—with no disrespect—but
I want to be chairman, too. And finding parameters is taking too
long. I say we just go on our feelings as we’ve been doing. We all
mean and do right.

 


ALICE: But is that fair, Mr. Baxter?
Your gut feelings will be for all blue-collar men, for your
union.

 


BAXTER: With no disrespect, young
lady, but workers’re always getting a raw deal, so I think it’s
only fair someone is—

 


ALICE: I don’t think it’s fair you’re
a union president.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Now let’s not get into
what people do for a living, Alice.

 


ALICE: Easy for you to say.

 


BAXTER: Before Francine does anything,
let’s vote for chairman already.

 


ALICE: What if it’s a
chairwoman?

 


LAZLO: Alice, only two people wanted
it, and they’re men. You want it?

 


ALICE: I have college. No.

 


LAZLO: Besides, the word is
chairmun. People really say it as “mun,”
see what I mean? Aren’t you just—

 


ALICE: I made my point. Let’s just
vote.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: That’s fine with
me.

 


BAXTER: All in favor of me raise your
hand.

 


(BAXTER is the only one who
does. BAXTER eyes LAZLO who shrugs. He eyes
FRANCINE, who does not meet his eyes.)

 


ALICE: All those in favor of Father
William raise your hand. (Everyone else does.) That carries
it.

 


(FATHER WILLIAM smiles
triumphantly. BAXTER can’t accept it.)

 


BAXTER: Francine? Lazlo? You
said—

 


LAZLO: Hey, he’s got a line to God.
What’ve you got?

 


ALICE: So you’ll stay with us,
Francine, and help us to come up with parameters?

 


FRANCINE: I wasn’t planning to, but—
(Everyone responds with “yes” or more.) All right. I’ll
stay.

 


ALICE: Good. We women have to stick
together.

 


FRANCINE: Which reminds me. What’s a
gal got to prove?

 


ALICE: What do you mean?

 


FRANCINE: (to group) What kind
of person does a girl have to be for us to accept her into these
parameters we’re creating? We’ve only chosen men so far for the
machine.

 


BAXTER: You’re listening to Alice too
much.

 


ALICE: What’s that supposed to
mean?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: As chairmun, I need to insist on an agenda. We can get into
this subject later, but first, according to my list—

 


BAXTER: You made a list? You knew you
were going to be chairman and—

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Order. We need
order.

 


LAZLO: Excuse me, Father, but as one
who voted for you, I think Francine made a point we shouldn’t skip
over.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Okay.

 


ALICE: Thank you, Lazlo.

 


LAZLO: (making eyes to ALICE)
No problem. (to FRANCINE) None of us said no ladies. What
made you think that?

 


FRANCINE: I had my first child at
seventeen. Girls can have babies as teenagers, yet if twenty-one is
our starting age, or even eighteen— I mean, a girl can be married
at sixteen. The age limit for girls should be lower because they
make the babies. Right?

 


LAZLO: As far as I know.

 


ALICE: Francine, are you saying that a
woman’s role is simply to make babies?

 


FRANCINE: I’ve had kids and been a
good housewife. There’s nothing wrong with that, is
there?

 


BAXTER: Certainly not.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Of course not. Now if
we could push forward—

 


LAZLO: But can a woman have babies if
she’s on this machine?

 


BAXTER: Good question, Lazlo. We’ll
have to ask the doctors.

 


ALICE: Hold it. What if the doctors
say “no,” that women patients can’t have babies? Does that mean we
rule out all women because they won’t have
any function in society?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: I don’t think any of
us would say that.

 


BAXTER: Of course not.

 


FRANCINE: A woman could have children
already. Being a mother’s important. If a woman has three young
children, for instance, she has a very vital role.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Vital.

 


BAXTER: Yes.

 


ALICE: But what if a woman hasn’t had
any kids yet? Does that mean she’ll have no purpose?

 


LAZLO: Why do you keep pushing the
point? Everyone is important, of course, but we just have to find
the absolutely most important who— Am I right, here?

 


ALICE: What if she’s a divorcee with
kids?

 


BAXTER: I don’t think that’d work. How
can she hold down a job, raise kids and be on this machine for— how
many hours a week?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Up to forty-five hours
a week.

 


ALICE: So you’d say it’d be better
that she die in this case?

 


BAXTER: This is exactly the reason I
say we shouldn’t have parameters. Now if you selected
me—

 


FATHER WILLIAM: It’s better that we
hash this out now than have long arguments on every single person.
Look at how long it’s taken to rule on the people we have. If we
don’t have some parameters, we’ll have to meet every single day,
all day.

 


BAXTER: Good point... Okay, so the
single mom dies.

 


ALICE: And what makes you know
everything?

 


BAXTER: We said it. Let’s move
on.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: If we’re going to get
another few machines next year, then we’ll have our hands full.
Parameters will allow us to make decisions more easily.

 


LAZLO: Good. Now that we’ve ruled out
communists, and the doctors’ve ruled out children, maybe we should
consider—

 


ALICE: I don’t see why kids are
equated with communists.

 


BAXTER: They’re not
“equated.”

 


(They are interrupted by a
KNOCK on the door. The door opens. GABRIEL enters with a
cane.)

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Who are
you?

 


GABRIEL: Is this the life-and-death
committee?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: We are the Admissions
and Policies Committee, yes.

 


(GABRIEL enters, into the
light.)

 


GABRIEL: I’m Gabriel
Hornstein.

 


BAXTER: Is that supposed to mean
something? (to others) Did the doctors say we’re supposed to
talk to a Mr. Hornstein?

 


ALICE: (to GABRIEL) I think you
have the wrong room.

 


GABRIEL: No. You discussed me and then
dismissed me.

 


LAZLO: Who’s this guy?

 


GABRIEL: I just thought you’d like to
see who you’ve condemned to death.

 


(Everyone in the group looks at
each other—what to do?)

 


BAXTER: This is an outrage.

 


ALICE: How did you find us?

 


GABRIEL: I’m resourceful.

 


LAZLO: What is it you do for a living,
sir?

 


GABRIEL: I’m an attorney.

 


LAZLO: (to others) Number
Fourteen! (to GABRIEL) Forty-five-years old with a
nine-year-old son, right?

 


GABRIEL: Yes.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: How’d you get in here?
They assured us that—

 


GABRIEL: Don’t go blaming anyone. I
just said I had a delivery. Here it is: me.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Mr. Hornstein, we had
nothing against you. Our choices are extremely limited and done
with the utmost care. We’d like to take everyone— (to
others) Am I not right? (to GABRIEL) But we can’t,
so—

 


GABRIEL: You took a machinist
over me?

 


ALICE: The machinist was
earlier.

 


BAXTER: Machinists require very
specialized skills and—

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Stop it. (BAXTER
glares at the priest.) Please. Mr. Hornstein does not need
to know any more than we have difficult decisions to
make.

 


FRANCINE: Besides, the machinist is a
father of three and his wife’s a devoted housewife who couldn’t
possibly afford to raise a family without much hardship.

 


LAZLO: (to GABRIEL) He also had
no life insurance.

 


GABRIEL: Oh, and I have? Are you
saying that part of the requirement for a candidate to live is to
be dumb enough not to have life insurance?

 


(FATHER WILLIAM throws his hands up
in the air.)

 


BAXTER: Maybe he couldn’t
afford it. Not everyone is a lawyer.

 


(Shaking with anger, GABRIEL
takes pen and a paper from his coat pocket and starts
writing.)

 


LAZLO: What’re you doing?

 


GABRIEL: I want to get my quotes right
for my lawsuit.

 


LAZLO: (to others) Didn’t I
tell you all? Huh? Lawyers are snakes.

 


GABRIEL: (writing) Do you have
a particular snake in mind, Mr— Mr.?

 


ALICE: Lazlo. His name is
Lazlo.

 


LAZLO: Thank you Miss Alice Tompkins
who is a college student at the University of Wash—

 


ALICE: Not just a college student, a
graduate student, Lazlo. That’s two degrees above high
school, if you—

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Stop it everyone. Do
not forget our mission. (to
GABRIEL) Now if you want, you can talk with the doctors who run the
program to discuss the process a little, but we cannot change our
decision. We had nothing against you.

 


LAZLO: He’s a lawyer. We’re
screwed.

 


BAXTER: That’s just what he wants you
to think, so stuff it. I’ve dealt with plenty of lawyers. I hire
them. I eat them.

 


GABRIEL: I was judged without
representation, for one. I had no chance to plead my case
and—

 


FATHER WILLIAM: This is not a court of
law. You have done no wrong.

 


GABRIEL: Among your group here does
anyone represent or even understand someone with kidney failure?
Just how balanced is this little committee?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Mr. Hornstein, I must
insist you leave. You have broken propriety and—

 


GABRIEL: I’m sorry that death isn’t
more mannered. Or gentle. Or clean. Or that I can’t say thank you
for considering me, maybe next time I’ll do better. I’m saying I’ve
worked hard all my life, fought in Korea, worked in the garment
district cutting and fitting the damn clothes long before law
school, and—

 


BAXTER: You did?

 


GABRIEL: Now I’m on two boards, won an
award for community service, have a wife and a child and— What the
hell are you looking for in a person? (everyone is
silent) Huh? (everyone is silent) Someone talk to me.
(pointing to LAZLO) You. I’ve seen you before, Lazlo is
it?

 


LAZLO: Lazlo Sporting
Goods.

 


GABRIEL: That’s it. I bought my son
Randy a baseball mitt, ball and bat at your store. Remember—I
returned the bat? You were trying to tell me it was my fault it
cracked?

 


LAZLO: I remember. The Jew
lawyer.

 


GABRIEL: So my being Jewish is
important to you? Very interesting. (writing
notes)

 


FATHER WILLIAM: (waving LAZLO
to not speak) Your religion had no bearing on
anything.

 


LAZLO: (worried) We also had to
say no to many others—such as an aeronautical engineer.

 


GABRIEL: Who’d you choose?

 


ALICE: A man who has his own gas
station and repair shop and five kids. His wife’s legs are
paralyzed.

 


GABRIEL: So he got all your sympathy.
(He writes some more notes.) I’m sure the press would like
to hear about all this, too. A very unusual program
here.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Mr. Hornstein. Please,
please. We’re not even being paid for this. We were assured
anonymity.

 


FRANCINE: I can’t take this kind of
pressure. The doctors didn’t say we’d have to meet any—

 


BAXTER: Mr. Hornstein, please. What
you’re doing is not right.

 


GABRIEL: And what you did to me
is?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Maybe I can take you
to the doctors now—the doctors who set this program up. Would you
like that? I’m sure they don’t want lawsuits or press coverage,
either. So shall we go down there?

 


GABRIEL: Yes, let’s do
that.

 


(GABRIEL beams. LIGHTS DIM
over the Committee Room as LIGHTS RISE over the front
part of the stage. The COMMITTEE exits and GABRIEL
steps to the front where MARGARET awaits.)

 


#

 


Scene 6

 


Setting: Meeting room.

 


At Rise: FATHER WILLIAM moves from the
committee area to the stage where GABRIEL and MARGARET already sit.
The committee quietly reads in the background.

 


 


FATHER WILLIAM: Thank you for coming
back today.

 


MARGARET: We were made quite hopeful
by your call.

 


GABRIEL: I assume you have good news.
Will the doctors be in?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: They’re in surgery.
I’m sorry, they were afraid something like this might happen. They
put confidence in me to explain everything.

 


GABRIEL: So you’re the yes
man?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: (considers)
Yes... We have met with the hospital and university administration
as well as with legal counsel—

 


GABRIEL: You realized you were in a
certain position.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: As one of the lawyers
pointed out, the legal system is such that we could easily draw a
lawsuit out until you went away, Mr. Hornstein. And I understand
that wouldn’t take very long.

 


GABRIEL: You asked me here with my
wife for a reason.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Yes. We have some
possibly good news.

 


MARGARET: You’ll take him?

 


GABRIEL: I told you,
Margaret.

 


MARGARET: Is this true?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: We’ll grant you the
procedure with two conditions.

 


MARGARET: Anything.

 


GABRIEL: Conditions?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: First, that the
lawsuit is not only dropped, but you make it clear there was no
legal basis in the first place to—

 


GABRIEL: So you don’t want other
lawyers doing the same thing? The second condition?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: The counsel thought
you had a particularly good point in that no one on the committee
is really in the shoes of a patient. As you said, “Who represents
someone with kidney failure?” We’re inviting you to be on the
committee.

 


(MARGARET beams. GABRIEL
considers.)

 


GABRIEL: And if I refuse?

 


MARGARET: Gabriel! (to FATHER
WILLIAM) Of course he accepts. Don’t you, dear?

 


GABRIEL: (to MARGARET) Will you
stay out of my business?

 


MARGARET: Oh, your business. I see.
I’m just wallpaper.

 


GABRIEL: If you let me talk, you’ll
see I have a purpose. (With her glare, he turns to FATHER
WILLIAM.) If the committee is composed of five now, and I’m six, I
can see the potential problem of deadlock after
deadlock.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: We’ll be getting a
seventh.

 


GABRIEL: Anyone in mind?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: The doctors who
oversee this program I’m sure will—

 


GABRIEL: Because I recommend you get a
doctor on the committee. If I’m going to be the patient, I think it
only logical there’s a doctor, too. Someone outside this hospital.
Besides, if you represent the spiritual, then we should have
someone secular who can balance the committee.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: I’m not representing
any such thing. Can’t priests be ordinary citizens, too?

 


GABRIEL: Can lawyers?

 


MARGARET: Gabe! I swear, Father, he’s
just— Let me just say I’ve had to put up with a lot over the years.
Maybe too much. Please be patient with him.

 


GABRIEL: (to MARGARET): I’m not
your son. Be a good wife and be quiet please. (to FATHER
WILLIAM) As I was saying, I can’t help but think we’ll all have
medical questions throughout and perhaps a doctor—

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Do you have anyone in
mind?

 


GABRIEL: As a matter of fact, I
do.

 


(LIGHTS OUT.)

 


#

 


Scene 7

 


Setting: Committee conference
room.

 


At Rise: The full committee meets.
GABRIEL enters, carrying a briefcase and sits in a free chair as
DR. SHUSTER, standing, paces and speaks animatedly of
disease.

 


 


DR. SHUSTER: Disease is really a gross
exaggeration of aging. As we age, every organ gets less nourishment
than it needs to do the job. Since we’re talking kidneys, kidneys
deteriorate about one percent a year as adults. In your body right
now, Mr. Baxter, your kidneys aren’t working as well as they once
were.

 


BAXTER: Great.

 


DR. SHUSTER: (not noticing
everyone’s squeamishness) As impurities build in someone with
kidney disease, life becomes miserable: incessant nausea, retching,
vomiting and fatigue. Coma sets in. Then irregular heartbeat.
Victims of kidney failure are suddenly dead in a flash of cardiac
instability.

 


LAZLO: Where’d we find Mr. Happy
here?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Yes, well... Mr.
Hornstein, since you now know how it feels to be on the machine,
can you tell us anything we should know?

 


GABRIEL: (pulls up shirt
sleeve) Thank you. And I apologize for my introduction to you
last week. When you can see your life suddenly going, you get
desperate.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: We
understand.

 


LAZLO: No we don’t.

 


GABRIEL: Whatever. I’ve got this
plastic thing sutured into my forearm. This little U-shaped tube?
They call it a shunt. One side goes into an artery, the other side,
a vein.

 


ALICE: Does it hurt?

 


GABRIEL: No.

 


LAZLO: What if you caught it on
something?

 


BAXTER: Like what?

 


LAZLO: A hanger?

 


GABRIEL: Three days a week, I go into
the room on the other side of this wall and a gal pulls out the “U”
and connects tubes to each side, here and here. Next thing I know,
one of the tubes shoots out red—my blood—and it goes into the
machine to be cleaned. I don’t feel a thing. I’m on it for eleven
hours at a time.

 


FRANCINE: Your wife’s alone all that
time?

 


GABRIEL: My wife? What’s my wife got
to do with this?

 


FRANCINE: I’m sorry, I mean— I’m sure
she must be relieved, but eleven hours she must worry, right? I
mean, alone with your son?

 


(A LIGHT comes up over MARGARET
who folds her son’s baseball jersey. GABRIEL stares at
her—the image in his mind. She disappears as he turns
sharply.)

 


GABRIEL: She does fine. She’s my wife. It’s her job.

 


ALICE: Full time, I bet.

 


GABRIEL: What’s that supposed to
mean?

 


FATHER WILLIAM: We know that the
procedure must be hard on you and your family.

 


GABRIEL: Better than dying.

 


ALICE: What do you do while it’s
happening?

 


GABRIEL: I get a lot of work done. I
sleep every couple of hours. I’m on it every other day—a lot of
time—so I’d prefer it if we could make this meeting as fast as
possible.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: We’re choosing
people’s lives here, Gabriel. We don’t want to rush past anyone,
particularly since your presence, Gabriel, has made us hyper-aware
of the human beings behind our choices. I suppose it’s a good
reminder.

 


FRANCINE: How so? I think it makes it
harder.

 


GABRIEL: Let’s move onto today’s
candidates.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Actually, we don’t
have any openings right now, now that you’ve taken the last spot.
But we need to choose one of two people to add to our
pool.

 


GABRIEL: What’s that mean, “Now that
I’ve taken the last spot”?

 


BAXTER: Just a fact.

 


GABRIEL: Did I hear resentment in that
fact?

 


LAZLO: He didn’t mean that just
because you used a lawyer’s trick—

 


GABRIEL: A trick? Maybe it’s lucky all
this happened. With you two on the committee, no wonder—

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Ah ah ah. Enough. We
don’t want to get off to a wrong start.

 


BAXTER: You don’t think his trying to
sue us was perhaps a wrong start?

 


GABRIEL: I didn’t ask to be on this
committee.

 


FRANCINE: Let’s just start, can’t we?
I’ve got to be home when school lets out.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: As you can see from
your mimeoed pages, which I hope you all received in the mail,
Number Twenty is a first violinist with the Seattle Orchestra
and—

 


FRANCINE: It says here he’s a
Negro.

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Yes.

 


FRANCINE: I mean... I’m sure number
Twenty’s a fine individual, but we never talked about whether...
you know.

 


LAZLO: She’s right.

 


ALICE: I say we show Mississippi how
we’re different. You heard about the James Meredith thing last
year. Took federal troops to let Meredith go to classes
at—

 


LAZLO: This isn’t the South. That’s
not our battle.

 


DR. SHUSTER: What’s that
mean?

 


LAZLO: What? You think I’m prejudiced?
I’m not. I cheered for Rafer Johnson the whole way.

 


ALICE: Rafer? Who?

 


LAZLO: Simply the greatest decathlon
man there ever was. Rome Olympics a couple of years ago? West Coast
guy. How can we be prejudiced if we have Rafer Johnson?

 


BAXTER: Lazlo’s right. This isn’t the
South. In fact, I’m break-ing my back to get more Negroes in the
union.

 


DR. SHUSTER: So you’re saying it’s not
an issue?

 


(LAZLO looks to
FRANCINE.)

 


LAZLO: Well... I’m just thinking
ahead. If we take a Negro, for instance, his blood would go through
the machine, yes?

 


DR. SHUSTER: So?

 


LAZLO: I bet a little blood gets left
behind. Then you get a white guy in there, and his blood goes in
and it mixes with the little bit of the other guy’s. Now that white
guy might not have bargained for that and—

 


ALICE: That’s racist.

 


DR. SHUSTER: And each time the machine
is sterilized.

 


BAXTER: You’re not seeing the reality
of people. I can just imagine the news picking up on this and
suddenly we’re in the spotlight. I’d be happy to let Number Twenty
on the machine, but we should just be aware that if we’re mixing
races—

 


DR. SHUSTER: That is a racist
statement.

 


LAZLO: You say it like it’s a bad
thing. Are you denying there are races? Even that Martin Luther
King guy marching is admitting to races. He’s telling the Negroes
they have to be proud of their race. We should be proud of ours,
too.

 


DR. SHUSTER: What kind of committee is
this?

 


ALICE: This makes me sick.

 


BAXTER: We’re all entitled to our
opinions. There’s plenty that you say, young lady, that makes us
just as sick. You’re not even working. How can you—

 


(Everyone get riled and
says things.)

 


FATHER WILLIAM: Please, please. Let’s
pause a moment. Let’s not denigrate anyone. If we can at least
respect differences—

 


ALICE: Respect Mr. Lazlo’s explanation
that—

 


FATHER WILLIAM: We’re all different.
Yes? Mr. Hornstein, would you back me up on this?

 


GABRIEL: That we’re different? You’re
all most definitely different from me. For one, you don’t know how
to focus on the task at hand. I think I can help you,
though.

 


(LIGHTS start to dim and FADE
UP over MARGARET. GABRIEL walks from the one scene to the
other.)

 


#

 


Scene 8

 


Setting: Bedroom.

 


At Rise: MARGARET folds the laundry as
GABRIEL enters.

 


 


GABRIEL: If this committee were a
corporation, they’d be bankrupt.

 


MARGARET: Not everyone is as narrowly
focused as you.

 


GABRIEL: That’s what I was telling
them. (double take) Or are you being derogatory?

 


MARGARET: Never. Some people have
different sensitivities is all.

 


GABRIEL: I’m sensing I’m not getting
support from you.

 


MARGARET: What do you mean? You think
I have any life other than yours?

 


GABRIEL: Guilt? Sarcasm? Hmm. You’ve
become quite the Jewish mother. Puts my mother to shame.

 


MARGARET: You shame her well enough on
your own.

 


GABRIEL: What is this? Shoot Gabriel
down day? I’m on a machine so you all can live. Isn’t that right?
It lets me still support you.

 


(She stares at him. She
lifts the folded clothes and walks past him.)

 


MARGARET: You’re right. I
apologize.

 


(She exits. GABRIEL calls
after her, wondering.)

 


GABRIEL: You know, this committee
thing isn’t easy either. They all get caught up in the stupidest...
I think they just need a little jolt.

 


(He grabs his briefcase as the
LIGHTS fade in the bedroom, and he walks back to the committee
room, where the LIGHTS return.)

 


#

 


Scene 9
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