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BETTERLAND
A Play in Two Acts

by
Davi d Lohrey

Cast of Characters

M SS VANDERHOFF: Handsonme wonan with a
commandi ng presence. 59
years of age. Looks ol der.

MR. STI LES: Early to md-thirties.
School district human
resources director. A
pr of essi onal bureaucrat.
Ear nest, | acking
i magi nati on.

ALI Cl A: A Latina adol escent, 17
alert, playful, sassy.
Vul ner abl e.

LAURI E: Intelligent, but incurious.
Knows how to get what she
wants. Strives to pl ease.

BI LLY: 18. d ass clown, too sl ow
for wit. Possesses cunni ng,
some charm Seeks to hide
his fears, his desires.

LAFAYETTE: An African-American nal e,
18 years old, slim
conpact, with an intense,
sharp intelligence.
Cbservant .

SCENE: The play takes place in a school district office.
As M SS VANDERHOFF rem ni sces, the action noves to the
cl assroom of an inner-city high school in east Los

Angel es, where the students are primarily foreign born.
No effort should be nmade to create a realistic urban

cl assroom | ook; rather the essence should be captured by
t he presence of such essentials as a bl ackboard,
teacher’s desk, and the all-inportant PA speaker.
Students nay or nmay not be seated at traditional desks,
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whi ch coul d be placed on wheels to allow for maxi mum
mobility. 1In the staging every effort nust be nmade to
create the congested, chaotic environnment of today’s
schools. Despite the fact that the school population is
represented by only four students, an opportunity is
presented both before and after the comencenent of
instruction to recreate the interplay of “passing
periods.” |Instead of traditional blackouts, scene
changes m ght take place in full view of the audience, as
appropriate nusi c acconpani es.

TIME: The action takes place over a period of one school
senester. It is the present.
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Scene 1

Setting: A nodern classroom only everything is
askew. The bl ackboard dangl es as
t hough it were about to fall. The
American flag is in shreds. The
student desks appear as thrones,
several feet above the stage floor;
their tablet tops tipped at angles.
The entire scene is lit in eerie colors
and heavy shadows. Loud, disruptive
cries and shrieks pierce the stage, the
echoes of student banter fromthe
corridors.

At Rise: MSS VANDERHOFF is dressed well if
without flair. Three students in
t abl eaux, perched in their throne-Ilike
desks. They hold giant pencils, sip
from huge soda cups or water bottles.
Their appearance is distorted,
coar sened, and exagger at ed.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Students! Billy, you too! The title “Wnen in Love”
refers to what? |s Lawence inplying that the wonen are
in love wth thensel ves...

ALI Cl A
Oh, gross!

M SS VANDERHOFF
or with their nen, their husbands? Wy gross, Alicia?

(A cell phone begins to ring, at first nmuffled,
then |l ouder as BILLY takes it fromhis bag and
answers:)

BILLY
(Speaking into his cell phone:)
Hey, man, where are you at?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Billy.

BI LLY
(I'nto phone:)
Yeah. Naw, nman, that’s cool. | got class.
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M SS VANDERHOFF

Billy?
BI LLY
(To VANDERHOFF)
What up?
M SS VANDERHOFF
You'll to put that amay. |’mtrying to teach.

BI LLY
(To VANDERHOFF)
You can teach.
(I'nto phone)
Yeah, |'"'mhere. Just alittle static.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Il take that. Let’s go.
(She hol ds out her hand)

BI LLY
(To VANDERHOFF)
Were we going? Naw, it’s not m ne.
(I'nto phone:)
Let’s hook up later. Cool, nan.
(He puts the phone into his pocket.)

M SS VANDERHOFF

Billy.
(She hol ds out her hand.)
BILLY
Naw, man. It ain’t mne. Here, |ook:
(He pulls it out again and denonstrates.)
| turned it off. It’s off.
M SS VANDERHOFF
Very well, then. Now where was 17?

LAURI E
You were asking about the wonen and...

ALI Cl A
You said they' re | esbians or sonething.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
| said no such thing.

BI LLY
Muf f divers.
ALI CI A
Shut up, wll you!
BI LLY
Say please. | wanna hear you beg.

M SS VANDERHOFF
That’ s enough. That is enough. | don’t want to hear any
nore of this.

BILLY
You say we gotta participate.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Well, you ve participated enough for one day.

BI LLY
Can | go?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
You are going to “go” if you don’t settle down.

(Billy s phone rings)

M SS VANDERHOFF( cont’ d)
(She puts her hand out)
I’11 take that. Right now.

BI LLY
WIIl you give it back? It’s not m ne.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Hand it over and we’'ll talk. Oherwise it goes to
security, who will not give it back.

(BILLY passes the phone to her.)
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M SS VANDERHOFF
That’ s one kind of struggle. D. H Lawence wote about
struggle. The struggle to survive. The struggle to
break free. The struggle to |ove. Wy are his
characters in so nmuch pai n?

(The dism ssal bell rings.)

Well, then, class, I'd like to pick up on this thene
t onor r ow.

(The cl assroom di sappears. Just as suddenly
BILLY steps forward.)

BI LLY
| cane to get my phone.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| really shouldn’'t give it back to you

BI LLY
You prom sed.

M SS VANDERHOFF
You are not to have these things on canmpus. You know
t hat .

BI LLY
| told you it’s not m ne.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Then whose is it?
(Sil ence)
Send your friend to pick it up. 1’1l keep it for him

(BILLY snatches it from her hand, and heads for
the door. M SS VANDERHOFF bl ocks his way.)

M SS VANDERHCFF( cont’ d)
Billy, you are naking a serious m stake.

BI LLY
Move your fat ass.
(He attenpts to pass. M SS VANDERHOFF grabs his
backpack strap, and when BILLY struggles to
escape, she slaps himin the face.)
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(Suddenly the lights come up bright. BILLY
di sappears. W are in office at the school
di strict headquarters. It is a space with
novabl e walls. | npersonal and tenporary.)

M SS VANDERHOFF
And this is what Billy told you? This ridiculous story

is, as you would have it, his side of the story. Isn't

that what you said? Billy' s version, as you call it?
MR STI LES

Yes. In a nutshell.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Soit’'s a matter of his word agai nst m ne?

MR STILES
|’ve just related Billy's version of the events, yes.
Now I'd Iike to hear yours. How |ong have you been with
the district?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Thirty-seven years. |1’d always hoped to retire after
forty, perhaps even nmake it to fifty, although | don’t
honestly see that now.

MR STI LES
Wy wait? The district permts early retirenment.

M SS VANDERHOFF
My not her taught for forty years. |1’ve never had the
desire to overtake her, but | had hoped to cone close to
mat chi ng her. Everything has becone arbitrary. How can
one make pl ans?

MR STILES
W would all like to see you continue with the district,
M ss Vander hof f .

M SS VANDERHOFF
But | understand -- well, |’ve heard -- that | amto be
transferred.

MR STILES
Not hi ng has been deci ded.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
But 1’ ve taught at the same school ny entire life.
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MR STILES
|’ m sure you woul d adjust to your new setting.

M SS VANDERHOFF
There’s no stability.

MR STI LES
Change is a good thing. And you would be doing ne a
personal favor. W have hundreds of openings.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
| shouldn’t wonder. It’s no pleasure being a
school teacher in this day and age, and word, |’ m afraid,
has gotten out.

MR STILES
You have had an inpressive career. If it weren't for
this unfortunate inci...

M SS VANDERHOFF

| never think of teaching as a career. After all, | was
at the top of ny profession fromthe first day | entered
my classroom There's no |ladder in teaching. | always
say: “You cannot go up. You can only go out.” |’ve nore

or less lived in schools since childhood. Does ny
experience count for nothing? This “story” Billy's
concoct ed...

MR STILES
Wiat | related to you is a summary of the police report.

M SS VANDERHOFF
So, | amto understand you actually believe Billy? That
| haul ed of f and sl apped the boy for nothing? You find
this credible?

MR STILES
| just need to ask you a few nore questions. And then
you can take nme through the incident itself, to the best
of your recollection.

M SS VANDERHOFF

| have a very good nenory. |’ve always prided nyself on
ny nmenory.

MR, STI LES
|’ msure you do. |If we do things right, you'll be able

to return to the cl assroom
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M SS VANDERHOFF
“I'f we do things right...” Wat do you nmean by that?

MR STILES
M ss Vander hoff, you nmust be aware of the position an
incident of this kind places the school district.

Chil dren who have been.... Well, | should say, the
parents--it’s always the parents.... They are ruled by
their enotions. [It’s not only noney they are after.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
|’ m having trouble followi ng your nmeaning, M. Stiles.

MR STI LES
Wul d you be averse to taking an early retirement? That
is, if negotiations noved in that direction.

M SS VANDERHOFF
A forced retirenent, after all these years? | thought we
were only tal king about a transfer.

MR STI LES
Qobvi ously, we would prefer to keep you right where you
are. But, just so that you are aware...

M SS VANDERHOFF
Absol utely not. No. Over this nonsense? No, of course,
| won’t. Wy should I? | expect the School Board to
back ne up.

MR STI LES
If they can, |'msure they wll.

M SS VANDERHOFF
They have sinply got to rein in these kids. Sonetines |
don’t know whether | work in a school or a penal
institution. M colleague, Ms. WIlson, had a raw egg

thrown at her | ast week. It hit her in the back of her
head. Now that’'s not a school. Teachers are afraid.
MR. STI LES

The | egislature has turned its back....

M SS VANDERHOFF
They have no busi ness..

MR STI LES
And t he parents.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
They have repl aced happi ness for know edge as the goal of
education. You cannot begin to grasp what has happened
until you see that everything is organi zed to defeat
| earning. Once you have seen this, it all falls into

place. 1It’s all about housing, tenporary guardi anship,
appeasenent. The authorities calculate that ignorance is
a small price to be paid. They are killing you, but you

nmust pretend to be advanci ng.

MR STI LES
| can tell you right now. if you talk like that at the
heari ng, you are going to get yourself into trouble.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Nobody wants to face the truth. It’s all CY. A, CY. A,
as if you can teach children while trying to cover your...

MR STI LES

.And you’ ve left yours considerably exposed. Let’s be
frank: my job is to investigate this matter, and to
report ny findings to the legal affairs departnment. | am
not a lawer. | can function on your behalf, as an
advocate of sorts, but | nust believe that your actions
were notivated by your desire to serve the educational
needs of the children.

(Reading fromthe file)
“She was once a dedicated teacher.”

M SS VANDERHOFF
VWhat was that? You were quoting sonething...
(A loud bell sounds; lights up as students
reenter.)

MR STI LES
Fromthe remarks in your personnel file. They are highly
conplimentary.

(As three students swirl about class, the din of
hundreds of students changi ng cl asses can be
heard: | ocker doors being slanmed shut, exotic
cries, insane |aughter. The students’
nmovenents, gestures, and behavi or create the

at nrosphere of an entire class. A second bel
rings. They take their seats. The classroom
has been restored to normal. It is January)
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M SS VANDERHOFF
| want to say Carnen. Carnen?

ALI Cl A
Carnen’ s checked out, M ss V.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Why don't you start us off, then? Do you have your book?

ALI ClI A
“By the winner of the Nobel prize...”

M SS VANDERHOFF
No, no, no, dear. Read the heavy, black, bold capital
letters. That's the title. W went over this yesterday.

Weren't you here? GCh! | see. Well, let nme read first
then. Don’t look at me. | want to see all faces in the
text. And be ready to repeat. “One Day In The Life of
| van Deni sovich.” Repeat. Alicia.

ALI CI A

One Day in the Leaf of Ivan Denisovich...

M SS VANDERHOFF
No, no. Life. One Day in The Liiife...” Repeat,
Alicia.

ALI Cl A
One Day in The Leaf...

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Liiife. L-I-F-E. Life. Likelie. Lie. Don't lie.
Life: repeat everyone.

ALL
LI FE.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Excellent. Leeee - Liiii. Leaf - life. | have a |eaf.
| don't have a life. “One Day In The Life of Ilvan
Deni sovich.” Repeat.

STUDENTS
“One Day In The Life of Ivan Denisovich.”

M SS VANDERHOFF
(SHE speaks to STILES:)
Yes, that’s right, by Al exander Sol zhenitsyn.
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(The bell rings a third tine)

PRI NCI PAL’ S VO CE
(Over the | oudspeaker; an intrusive, |oud
i nterruption)
Pl ease excuse the interruption.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(To the Heavens:)
Do we have a choi ce?

PRI NCl PAL’ S VA CE
Teachers: please disregard that |ast bell. Today we are
on a normal schedule. Students are to remain in their
classroons. Students: if you have been rel eased, go back
to class inmediately. Students found out of class wll
be assigned detention. Thank you for your cooperation.

M SS VANDERHOFRF

(Again to STILES. He nay nove anong the

students, but nust always remain “invisible” to

t hem
The Principal had me send honme perm ssion slips, because
t he Sol zhenitsyn, while expressing an altogether
whol esonme and, in nmy opinion, uplifting theme, is
nevertheless filled with the sort of wvul gar expressions
one woul d expect to hear in a prison. Only one parent
obj ected, so | banish their daughter to the library to
read Judy Bl une.

(Slight pause)
Wl Ilful ignorance is on the rise in this country.

(Now SHE addresses the students:)
Now, children..

ALI Cl A
Chi |l dren?

M SS VANDERHOFF
...why do you suppose the author has chosen to wite
about a single day in the life of our hero? Anyone? No
one? Does everyone understand the question? Billy? Wy
has the author chosen to dwell on the nundane details of
the prisoners’ lives?

BI LLY
To make it longer? Yeah, to nmake the story |onger.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
Laurie? Wiy only one day and not the entirety of
Shukhov’ s sentence?

LAURI E
Well, he wants to show what it’s like to be him | nean,
it’s only one day, but it could be any old day, | guess.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Al'l right. | think you are on the right track. And how,
t hen, does the story begin? At what tine of day? This
is rather obvious, is it not? Billy?

BILLY
| don’t know. | didn't get that far.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Didn't get that far? I1t's in the very first paragraph
Wbul d anyone care to read that passage to Billy?
(M SS VANDERHOFF recogni zes LAURI E)

LAURI E
“I't was freezing cold, with a fog that caught your
breath. Two | arge searchlights were crisscrossing over
t he conpound fromthe watchtowers at the far corners.”
“The lights on the perineter...”

M SS VANDERHOFF

Is that the first paragraph? | don’t think so.

(Fi ndi ng the passage)
No. | wanted to hear the passage right at the start
whi ch establishes the tine of day. But, thank you al
t he sane.

( SHE reads)
“The ringing noise cane faintly on and off through the
wi ndowpanes covered with ice nore than an inch thick, and
died away fast.” Do you see where we are now, Laurie?
Alicia? How about you, Billy? Are you with nme?

BI LLY
| got it.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Then why don’t you pick up where | left off?
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BI LLY
(Reads poorly, munbling to hide his uncertainty)
“Shukhov al ways got up at reveille, but today he didn't.
He' d been feeling |ousy since the night before - with
aches and pains and the shivers...

ALI Cl A
| can’t hear.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Ssshhhh!  Just follow along. Go ahead, Billy.

BI LLY
“...and he just couldn’'t manage to keep warmthat night.
In his sleep he’d felt very sick and then again a little
better. Al the tinme he dreaded the norning.”

M SS VANDERHOFF

Al right, let’s stop for a nonent. Now, we ought to be
able to understand this, Shukhov’'s state of mnd. Howis
he feeling and why?

(No response)
Can we | ook again at the text? Billy? Alicia? Now,
quit fooling around over there. “All the time he dreaded
the morning.” Wiy is that? Wy did he dread the
nmor ni ng? Why was he not eager to greet the day? Surely,
you can relate to this? Anyone? | can, dreading the
norning, hating to get up in the norning, but there is an
interesting twist here. Did anyone catch it? Laurie?
Do you dread the norning?

LAURI E
No.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Wiy is that?

LAURI E
|’ ma norning person.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Are you? | dread getting out of bed because it is so
confortabl e, but Shukhov...ls his bed cozy?

LAURI E
No, he's sick, and he's cold, but it’'s even worse
outside. And he hates work.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
Does he? W' Il touch on that later. Laurie, what page
did you get to?

(There is loud knocking at the door)

M SS VANDERHOFF  (cont’d)
Just a nonent, cl ass.
(SHE opens the cl assroom door)

LAFAYETTE
(Standi ng in door)
Thi s Room 1087

M SS VANDERHOFF
(To LAFAYETTE:)
|’mafraid there’s been sone mstake. This is a Senior
el ective, and your papers indicate that you are a Junior.

LAFAYETTE
The lady in the office said to cone to Room 108.

M SS VANDERHOFF
W’ Il see to that later. Cass, your attention, please.
This is Lafayette Braxton, who is comng to us from Munt
Her mon Senior High. Wn't you take a seat?

(SHE sets a book before LAFAYETTE, sotto voce:)
| don’t want you to feel left out. W’ ve just begun, so
you don’t have nuch catching up to do. Wy don’'t you get
started?

(LAFAYETTE pushes t he book asi de)

M SS VANDERHOFF (cont’ d)
Very well then
(To STILES:)
You can’'t nmake themlearn. And |I’ve given up trying.
(To class:)
Ready? Laurie, what page did you get to?

LAURI E
Page six, M ss Van.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Excel l ent, dear. And your glossary, Alicia? Wuld you
share with the class the new words you | earned today?
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ALI CI A
The first one was “Reveille.”
(Pronounces as “Revile”)

M SS VANDERHOFF
“Revile?” | don't recall seeing that in the text. Spel
it, won't you?

ALI CI A
R-E-V-E-I-L-L-E.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Oh, no, that's not “revile,” sweetheart, that's
“reveille.” Reveille. Repeat everyone.

ALI Cl A and LAURI E
Revei l | e.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Yes, reveille. It appeared in the passage Billy just
read, didn't it, Billy?

BI LLY
| guess.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Yes, and what does “reveille” nean? Laurie, were you and
Alicia able to find it in the dictionary?

LAURI E
To keep wat ch. ..

ALI CI A
O to stay awake?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Well, not exactly, but its etynology is related to that,
the act of keeping vigil, or vigilance. WlI done,
| adi es. However, we are |ooking for the French, not the
Latin meani ng.
(M SS VANDERHOFF pl ays reveille on her fist as a
bugl e)

BI LLY
Daaaaam.
(The STUDENTS fall into gales of |aughter)
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M SS VANDERHOFF
Thank you, cl ass.

BI LLY
That’'s sone bl ow, man.
(BILLY begins to imtate MSS VANDERHOFF)
That’'s sone shit.

M SS VANDERHOFF
That’ s quite enough, Billy. Thank you.

(Strutting around, BILLY blows wildly into
ALICI A S ear)

ALI Cl A
OnM  You fucking asshol e!

M SS VANDERHOFRF
STOP THAT! Right this mnute. WLL YOU STOP?
(BILLY gi ves anot her blast, and bursts out
| aughi nQg)

M SS VANDERHOFF  (cont’d)
What? | have to beg?
(BILLY finally stops)

M SS VANDERHOFF  (cont’d)
Whay nust you always ruin a good thing? Wwy? |1'd like to
know. | really would. 1°d really Iike to know
(The dism ssal bell sounds)

M SS VANDERHOFF  (cont’d)
Students, don't forget: that’s two sentences for each
vocabul ary word. And | want your vocabul ary journals
tomorrow at the begi nning of class.
(The STUDENTS nmake for the door)

M SS VANDERHOFF (cont’ d)
Billy! Lafayette! Boys, 1'd like to see your schedul es.
You both have M. Sullivan, don’t you? 1’Il wite you
passes. W need to have a little talk.

BI LLY
| ain"t got nothing to say.

M SS VANDERHOFF



Few peopl e do, but | appreciate your candor, Billy. 1’11
be doi ng nost of the talking.
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LAFAYETTE
| ain"t got nothing to do with this fool

M SS VANDERHOFF
| know you are not involved, Lafayette, but I would |ike
you to hear what | have to say. You' re new here, and..

LAFAYETTE
.Shit.

M SS VANDERHOFF
it wouldn’t hurt for you to hear...

LAFAYETTE
Naw, man, | gotta jam
(LAFAYETTE exits)

M SS VANDERHOFF
Laf ayette!
(BILLY starts to foll ow LAFAYETTE out)

M SS VANDERHOFF (cont’ d)
Don’t you dare!
(BILLY stops)

M SS VANDERHOFF (cont’ d)
You wal k out now and you' |l only be proving that you ve
got as little sense as he does.

BI LLY
You' re putting me down.

M SS VANDERHOFF
What do you expect? A kiss?

BI LLY
| wouldn’t kiss you...

M SS VANDERHOFF
You think I can allow you to conme in here day after day
acting the fool? Do you want nme to turn things over to
you?
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Bl LLY
No.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Last week sonmeone broke into your |ocker. Do you think
it was ne? Wuld | steal your bicycle?

BI LLY
| never said that.

M SS VANDERHOFF
VWho t hen?

BI LLY
What are you tal ki ng about ?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
It’s you, Billy — you and your friends. You re the ones
throwing mlk cartons, witing all over the desks.
Aren’t you the ones who plug up the toilets and set off
the fire alarns?

BI LLY
| never touched the fire alarm

M SS VANDERHOFF
You foul your own nest. Surely you renmenber froml ast
senester what happened to the little boys who got
stranded w thout adult supervision on a tropical island.

BI LLY
That stupi d-ass book? That’s got nothing to do with ne.

M SS VANDERHOFF
|’mgoing to do ny job, young man, and if you are
pl anning to stay here in this classroomwth nme, you had
better get about your business, because | am sinply not
goi ng to have this behavior.

BI LLY
Can | go now?
(BILLY exits)
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M SS VANDERHOFF
(To STILES:)
It’s bad enough having to fight that thing..
(Pointing to the PA)
...W thout having to contend with Billy's antics.

STI LES
You’ ve just got to find a way to show how much you care.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
You seemto forget that at 3 o’'clock | get to go hone.
They may say, “I’moutta here,” but where have they got
to go? Wthin forty-five mnutes, |’mback in
Betterland. No nore foul -nout hed youths, no nore of
this..., no nore of them No one asks me how old | am
or why ny bosomis so big. | return to civilization.

STI LES
You' re saying the kids aren’t civilized?

M SS VANDERHOFF
|’msaying it’s all about training, not caring — that’s
sentinental rubbish. The best teachers are tough. They
don’t ask you, they make you. Fear is no snal
i ngredi ent of determ nation.

STI LES
You can't get me to believe you don’t |ove the kids.

END OF SCENE
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Scene 2

Setting: M SS VANDERHOFF' s cl assroom A new
day, about a nonth later. February.

At Rise: M SS VANDERHOFF is | eadi ng cl ass.
Al'l students are present.

M SS VANDERHOFF
M d-term exans.

(Students emt npans and groans)

M SS VANDERHOFF (cont’ d)
This senmester |1’ve decided to assign the personal essay.
| ”m convinced your witing will inprove, if you wite
about things close to your heart. But | want you to
remenber our reading assignnents. Let Sol zhenitsyn be
your inspiration. Remenber: you nust wite out your first
draft. And I will want to see that, but you are expected
to commt your piece to nenory. This is, after all, a
recitation

BI LLY
W gotta?

M SS VANDERHOFF
| beg your pardon?

BI LLY
Menorize. W gotta nenorize the whol e thing?

M SS VANDERHOFF
The whol e thing, although the length is entirely up to
you. You are to decide what and how nmuch you care to
tell us about yourself.

BI LLY
What if we don’t got nothing to say?

M SS VANDERHOFF
That never stopped anyone el se before.

LAFAYETTE
What you want us to wite about?
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M SS VANDERHOFF
Anything you like, as long as it relates to your own
life. You may consider using narrative irony, which we
di scussed |l ast week in relation to Ivan Denisovich's
spiritual awakening while living under inhuman
condi ti ons.

BI LLY
| " m gonna tal k about using a condom

M SS VANDERHOFF
Drawn from personal experience, Billy, not your
f ant asi es.

BILLY
Aaaaaaahhhhhh. Hey, this is |like show and tell, huhn?
Watch, 1'Il bring in some jinmes and pass them around.
(Takes a condomfromhis wallet and tosses it)
ALI CI A
That’' || be interesting. | didn’t know they make them so
smal |
BI LLY

Who you tal king about? You tal king about nme?
(Junmpi ng up, hands on fly, ready to denonstrate)
Who's got a ruler?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Pl ease sit, Billy. W’ve already had the Pl edge of
Al | egi ance.
(Everybody | aughs; BILLY sits)

M SS VANDERHOFF (cont’ d)
Ch, that reminds nme. Your recitations may be on any
i ncident or rem niscence you like, so long, Billy, as it
is appropriate to a school setting - believe it or not,
this is a school. But, class, tell ne sonething vital,
something you will never forget - and this can, of
course, relate, say, to sport, perhaps a tournanment you
entered, a ganme you lost, a partner you fell in |ove
wi t h.

BI LLY
Aaaaaahhhhh.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
Do you see? | would like you to think about what 1’ ve
said, and begin working on your first drafts. Let’s have
i ntroductions for Mnday.

BI LLY
Man, you never |let up. Can’t you give us a break?

M SS VANDERHOFF
You' Il have your break at the end of term

BI LLY
That’s not fair.

M SS VANDERHOFF
What’s not fair?

BI LLY
No one gives honework over the weekend.

LAURI E
Yes, they do. You just don't do it.

BI LLY
Shut up, bitch.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Billy, out! Now that’s enough of that.

BI LLY
| want ny weekends |ike the other kids.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Is that what this is all about?

BI LLY
Hel | yeah.

M SS VANDERHOFF
And it’s not fair?

BI LLY
Hel | no. Huhn, Alicia?

ALI Cl A
VWhat ever.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
Al right, no homework for the weekend. Fair enough?

BI LLY
Yeah.
(Suddenl y suspi ci ous)
Naw. You'll just give us nore work |ater on.
M SS VANDERHOFF
Make up your mnd. You want fair, you' |l have fair.

LAURI E
My parents want nme to have honeworKk.

BI LLY
Then you can have it.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Laurie gets homework, while everyone el se has to stay
home with nothing to do?

BI LLY
Don’t worry about it.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(SHE m ght include STILES in this.)
| once thought curiosity the natural charm of the young.

BI LLY
VWhat's that nean?

M SS VANDERHOFF
| had hoped to see you devel op self-notivation. 1Is
studying really such an ordeal ?

LAFAYETTE
(Mocki ngly)
If you re going to be sonebody, you gotta study.

M SS VANDERHOFF
®ooo, | like that, Lafayette. Sarcasm you know, is a
sign of intelligence.
(Brief pause)
My third grade teacher used to say, “if you want fair,
join the 4-H Cub. Then, you can go to the fair every
year.”
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BI LLY
How ol d are you, M ss Vanderhoff?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Way nmust you know that, Billy?

BI LLY
Never m nd.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
| don't especially mnd telling you, no: |I'’m59 years
old. But |I don't see what that’s got to do with our
assi gnment .

BI LLY
When’ s your birthday?

ALI Cl A
Yeah, Mss V, what sign were you born under?

M SS VANDERHOFF
(The followng is both to STILES and to the
cl ass)
| do not believe in astrol ogy.

ALI Cl A
Why not ?

M SS VANDERHOFF
You kids today tend to be very superstitious. O course,
you've had little science and are amazingly ignorant, so
that’ s your excuse, but it’s your parents who pronote
this.

BI LLY
Hey, now, now don’t be dissing our parents.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
|’ m not tal king about your parents, Billy. |’ m speaking
of the kind of people who read nmagazi nes at grocery store
counters. Wnen who dream of being ki dnapped and
sexual |y abused by aliens, or fantasize shanel essly about
going off with Elvis Presley in a canper trailer truck

(The kids get a kick out of this, and M SS
VANDERHOFF war ns up)
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M SS VANDERHOFF (cont’ d)
The 4-H club. Do you know, | did join after all, and
when | was thirteen | got a little pet goat, which ny
not her hel ped ne to raise. But one night after supper ny

father sent me out to kill ny goat because it had gotten
a terrible case of wornms and had stopped eating. Daddy
said, “You love it, so you kill it.” And, | did. So you
bewar e.

LAFAYETTE

(Suddenly awkwar dly accusi ng)
Least you had a daddy.

M SS VANDERHOFF
How right you are. Nostalgia has no place here.
(A brief pause)
So it’'s decided? A's for those who hand in their
homework, F's for those who do not. Now, |’ve brought
you sone conpositions to use as nodel s.

ALI CI A
You nean to copy?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Not to copy.

BI LLY
Whose are they?

M SS VANDERHOFF
They’ re fromthe Vanderhoff archives.

LAFAYETTE
They witten on parchnent?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Wt, too? Lafayette, you re just full of surprises.
(Hands t he papers to LAURI E)
Wul d you, Laurie?
(To class:)
Renmenber: we are interested in sharing one day, one
significant day, in our lives. |In fact, | encourage you
to use Sol zhenitsyn’s title. Sinply replace |Ivan
Deni sovich with your own nanmes. Now, | think everyone
here understands the assignnment. Read these essays out
| oud for everyone to hear, then we can tal k about them
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LAFAYETTE
(To ALICI A))

Hey, what’s with the shorts? Aren’'t you col d?
ALI CI A

No.
BI LLY

Yeah, | can see your veins.
ALI Cl A

You can not.
BI LLY

That’ s gross.
LAFAYETTE

Hey, darling, you sure you' re warm enough?
ALI Cl A

Shut up. | can wear shorts if | want to.
LAURI E

Mss V, the Principal said girls can’t wear shorts.

You' re supposed to send her to the auditorium

LAFAYETTE
Hey, Spell check, why don’t you shut up?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Laf ayette, that’s enough out of you.

LAFAYETTE
Man, | hate that.
(To LAURI E:)
Wiy you gotta snitch?

LAURI E
l|’mjust telling you the rules.

ALI CI A

| -2-25

| wal ked right in front of the Principal, and he didn't

say not hi ng.
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M SS VANDERHOFRF
It’s just another one of our many unenforced rules. But
t hank you, Laurie, for pointing it out. Now, let’s get
back on task, shall we?

LAFAYETTE
Grl: your legs ook like they're nmade outta bl ue cheese.
ALI Cl A M SS VANDERHOFRF
Shut up. Laf ayette, will you
pl ease. . .!
LAFAYETTE

Can | have a bite?

ALI Cl A
Tell himto | eave ne al one.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Al right, now, that’s enough.

LAFAYETTE
| just said it too cold to be wearing shorts.

ALI Cl A
Then why don’t you go back to the jungle?

M SS VANDERHOFF
ALI CI Al LAFAYETTE! NOT I N MY CLASSROOM W LL YOU TALK
LI KE THAT! Now apol ogi ze. Both of you.

ALl Cl A
Not to him

M SS VANDERHOFF
Oh, yes. Oh, yes, you will. And to ne, and to the rest
of the class.

ALI CI A
Sorry.
(M SS VANDERHOFF | ooks at LAFAYETTE;, there is
a long silence)

M SS VANDERHOFF
|’ m wai ting.
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LAFAYETTE
What for? | didn’t do nothing to you

(M SS VANDERHOFF stares at LAFAYETTE)

LAFAYETTE (cont’d)
What you | ooking at?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Perhaps | didn't make nyself clear. | said | want to
hear an apol ogy.

LAFAYETTE
Al right, then.

M SS VANDERHOFF
I s that your apol ogy?

LAFAYETTE
Yeah.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Splendid. Now, | want you to evaluate the essays, just
as | woul d.

LAURI E
You nean grade thenf

M SS VANDERHOFRF
|’ mgoing to give you a scoring sheet, an eval uation
rubric which explains howto assign points. W’I|l add up
the points, and identify the best witing sanples. How s
t hat sound?
(MR STILES steps forward)

STI LES
You work well with the kids. And they respond. Wat’s
m ssi ng?

ALl Cl A
Can we start?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Now, you know ny policy: | won’'t bother you..



BETTERLAND | -2-28

ALL
“...1f you don’t bother ne.”
(The students work on in silence)

M SS VANDERHOFF

(To MR STILES:)
Peopl e often say what a joy it nust be to work with
children. It can be. It can be, but the |Iove affair of
the American people with children is clearly proof of our
decline. | endure them wth the hope that one day they
will growinto people of substance. This is possible.
Unlikely, but there is always that hope, especially when
the children have cone to you prepared to be educat ed.

STI LES
You’ ve had a rough year. And, you're right, students
have changed.

M SS VANDERHOFF
They have not. | never said that. | don’t believe it.
We have changed. The adults, not the kids. It’s al
about appeasenent, giving in. Were' s the | eadership?

ALI Cl A
Let’ s take turns.

MR STILES
O course, they’ ve changed. Look what they have to face:
br oken hones, the violence. WlIl, | don’t have to tel

you.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Don't tell ne.
(Students read from handouts, as indicated by
guot ati on marks)

BI LLY
“My friend Dewey’'s great grandnother is 97 years ol d.
know her only as Granny.” BEEEP

ALI CI A
“I met this guy back in ‘93 at WIson H gh School .”

BI LLY
Aaaahhh. Tranp.
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LAURI E
“Well, 1 think nmoney can do all sorts of things, but |ove
can, too.”
BI LLY
(To LAFAYETTE:)
Your turn.
LAFAYETTE
|’mthe judge, man. |’mscoring this shit.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Laf ayette, everybody reads. You can be the judge when
you work on the rubrics.

LAFAYETTE
(Expecting her to refuse)
Vell, are you going to give ne a pencil?

M SS VANDERHOFF
O course.
(SHE hands him a pencil)
|’ mworried about the students who don’'t want a pencil.
(LAFAYETTE doesn’t seemto know what to nake of
this)

M SS VANDERHOFF (cont’ d)
Thi nk about it.

LAFAYETTE
(Readi ng now fromthe sanpl e essay)
“He was a kid that used to hang around the sane street

that | used to. | net himover at his brother’s. They
weren’t gang nenbers. They were just average kids. The
kid, well, ny friend - he was a cool guy. W used to

share the sanme | ocker.”

MR STILES
Aren’t the kids supposed to bring their own supplies?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
You’ ve never taught, have you?

LAFAYETTE
(To LAUR E:)
What are you | ooking at?
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LAURI E
“But | think it matters what kind of |ove you are tal king
about .”

ALI CI A
“God, I'lIl never forget that first day | signed in for ny
classes. It was crowded, tel ephones ringing, people

yelling. As soon as | got ny schedule I got lost trying
to find ny first period class.”

BI LLY
“Granny has short white hair, and her skin is very |ight.
She is about 5 feet, 2 inches and thin. She wears
gl asses and has a hearing aid. She can still walk with
the hel p of her wal ker. She al ways wears a ni ght gown.”
And no under wear .

ALI CI A
You are gross.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(To LAURIE:)
Laurie, aren’t you next?

LAURI E
“Money nekes a | ot of people happy. But if noney can buy
you love, it is not real love. |It’'s fake love that is in
| ove with your nmoney and not with you.” Mss V, | don't

think that fits the assignnent.

ALI Cl A
You just don’t |ike romance.

LAURI E
That’ s not true.

ALI Cl A

|’ ve never seen you with a boyfriend.

BI LLY
Maybe she doesn’t |ike boys.

LAFAYETTE
Shut up, nman.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
What am | hearing? | don't |ike what |’ m hearing.
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LAFAYETTE
“I't was a Saturday evening in April.”

M SS VANDERHOFF
Wen we did our jobs, there was no viol ence.

MR STI LES
What do they fight about?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Don’t you know anything about kids? Al right, 'l tell
you. Justi ce.

(ALI CI A begi ns appl yi ng eye makeup)

LAFAYETTE
“He came out through an alley and he was ki cking back in
the street with nmy friend Robert and some other friends,
when sonme guys cane out fromthe alley. They started
shooting. Robert got shot in the hand, and ny friend
M chael got shot in the stomach, but he was still alive
when he got to the hospital. But he didn't make it.”

M SS VANDERHOFF
Children believe init. They demand it. But we’ve given

up puni shnent. The kids yell, “teacher, teacher,” and we
stand around shruggi ng our shoulders. Nothing is ever
settled. W don't take sides. |It’s every nman for
hi nmsel f.

MR STI LES

You' re tal king about corporal punishnent?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Not necessarily.

MR STILES
Because with the | awers now, that’'s out of the question.
Things are not that sinple. And we didn’t have gangs...

M SS VANDERHOFF
The gangs prom se what schools once provided: authority,
hi erarchy, discipline, punishnent. |It’s always the weak
who join first. The cry-babies. Being on their own is
scarier than getting shot at.
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MR. STI LES
| never heard that before. Look: | know what a hard
assi gnnment you’ ve had.

M SS VANDERHOFF
And how woul d you know t hat ?

MR STILES
There on the front lines. W know what you're up
agai nst .

M SS VANDERHOFF
We?

MR STI LES
Adm nistration. Dr. More’'s just returned from
Washi ngt on.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
And what was this year’s topic? “Adol escent Hornones and
Wiy Qur Hands Are Tied.”

MR STI LES
Actual ly. ..

M SS VANDERHOFF
O was the Superintendent picking up another fake degree.

MR STILES
Real ly? Dr. Moore is a highly educated..

M SS VANDERHOFF

...l appreciate your effort to draw me out. | really do,
but what’s the point? You have a shortage of teachers,
but what am1? A child abuser? | demand homework. Am |
nmean? | will not permt the boys to slouch. O to wear
hats in the classroom

(Suddenly addressing ALICIA)
Put that away now, sweetheart. You'll ruin your
conpl exi on.

(ALICI A puts her conpact into her bag. Now to

STI LES:)
And no eating! They carry popsicles in their pockets to
eat in class. Potato chips, cans of soda, garlic
pi ckles: they think they're at the county fair. There
are no rules. It’'s a daily battle. And who do you think
is the bad guy? No, no: this is - what? - humliating.
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ALI Cl A
“Then he asked ne the big question.”

LAFAYETTE
Do you want to fuck ne?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Laf ayette, that’s enough of that. Now you are begi nning
to ruffle ny feathers.

LAFAYETTE
VWhat’d | do?

M SS VANDERHOFF
You just used an obscenity.

LAFAYETTE
That’ s not an obscenity. That’'s a philosophy. That’'s ny
phi | osophy.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| woul d change ny phil osophy, young man, before soneone
call s your house.

LAFAYETTE
That’ s a conspiracy.

BI LLY
You really got feathers?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
|’d like to get back to our |esson.

BI LLY
Were are they?

M SS VANDERHOFF
You are being rude, Billy.

BI LLY
Coul dn’t you show themto us? | want to see if they are
gray, too.

M SS VANDERHOFF
That’s it. 1’ve asked you nicely. Now get out. Go to
the Dean’s office.

(BILLY noves with insolent sloth)
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M SS VANDERHOFF  (cont’ d)
WLL YOU GO PLEASE?
(BILLY slams the door as he exits)

LAFAYETTE
Mss V, you oughtn’t to yell like that. You gonna give
yoursel f a heart attack.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(Ever so sweet)
Shall we continue? | believe it’s your turn, Alicia.

MR STI LES
Sonme of us take things too seriously.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Do we?

MR. STILES
| synpathize with you, | really do, but why are you
angry, and why so personal? Do you bl ane the
Superintendent for what’s happening in our society? Can
he change divorce rates? |s he responsible for teenage
pregnancy?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
It’s as if a surgeon had found a burnt-out light bulb in
t he operating room and conpl ained to the hospital
adm nistrator, who tells himto do the best he can
wi thout. You know, “Be flexible! Do your cutting in the
dark.”

ALI Cl A
“During lunch he | ooked for ne and he found ne. He
asked, ‘Could I sit with you?” And | said sure. Then we
tal ked and talked. | said, ‘Do you renenber the question
you asked me?’”

M SS VANDERHOFF
W are expected to teach kids on their own terns, and
| ook how many are willing to do it.

ALI CI A
He said, ‘of course.” “Well, I do want to be your
girlfriend.” He hugged nme and junped all over the place.
So fromthat nonent on, we went out together. | nean, |
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(SHE savors the nonent)

| | ove that.
LAFAYETTE
You done?
(To LAURIE:)
How | ong you got ?
LAURI E
M ne’s finished.
LAFAYETTE

(To M SS VANDERHOFF: )
Five's perfect, right?
(Then to ALICIA))
kay, mssy, you got yourself a four.

ALI CI A
Wy ?
LAFAYETTE
Let’ s nove on
ALI Cl A
It's all about one day. 1It’s a one day |love affair.
LAFAYETTE
Look at this here rubric. What does it say?
ALI CI A
\Wher e?
LAFAYETTE
Five. You wanna give it a five, right? 1t say:
“Significant Event.” There ain’t nothing significant

about no little I ove peck in the hallway.

ALI Cl A
It was significant to her.
LAFAYETTE
She ain’t the judge.
ALI Cl A

VWhat ever.
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LAFAYETTE
Naw. You gonna tell nme that significant |oving? You
call that little hand holding shit, |ove?

ALI Cl A
It’s a romance. She wote about how she feels. Maybe it
was her first tine.

LAURI E
| don't think it is about |ove. | think it’s about
happi ness.

LAFAYETTE

(Spoken in real wonder)
Happi ness? What’'s that?

LAURI E
The whole thing tells about how surprised she is that
anyone would pay attention to her. She’'s lonely. She
coul d even be sad, |ike maybe her friends al ways dunped
her whenever they got asked out by a boy. And then in
cl ass when that guy whispers to her and wants to know her
name, | mean she was just too shocked to answer. |’'m
sure that happened to her before, but she was shy, and
when she didn’t say nothing, the boys called her
conceited. But then when he pursues her, and he’'s
gentle, and he treats her right, she is overcone with

j oy.

LAFAYETTE
It’s a fairy tale.
ALI CI A
No. | think it’s real, even if it never happened..
LAFAYETTE
What you nean, “it real, but it never happened”?
ALI Cl A
To one of us. |If you'd let ne finish. Even if it never
happened to one of us, it could still be real. Isn't
t hat possi bl e?
LAFAYETTE
How shoul d | know?
ALI Cl A

But if it did, 1"mjust saying, it would be special.
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LAFAYETTE
(Unable to come up with an argunent)
Yeah.

ALI Cl A
(SHE | ooks straight into LAFAYETTE S eyes)
| think it’d be significant.
LAFAYETTE
(Not sure what HE' S agreeing to)
Yeah.

ALI Cl A
So it gets a five.

(Their eyes remain | ocked)

END OF SCENE

| -2-37
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Scene 3

Setting: M SS VANDERHOFF' s cl assroom A few
days | ater.

At R se: M SS VANDERHCFF is | eading cl ass.
Al'l students are present.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Well done. Now, first of all, what in the world is he
doing with his food? Al this “nibbling,” and “turning,”
and “rolling”....Wwy not wolf it all down the way you
kids do? | thought he was hungry? Alicia?

ALI Cl A
| don’t know.

M SS VANDERHOFF

Laurie?
(LAURI E shrugs her shoul ders)
M SS VANDERHOFF  (cont’ d)
Yes, Billy?
BI LLY
He’'s a sorry dude, that’'s all | got to say.

M SS VANDERHOFF
He is a sorry dude, as you put it so eloquently, Billy,
but in what ways specifically does he denonstrate his
m sfortunes? How does this scene illustrate your
observati on?

BI LLY
He’'s getting all excited about sone soggy-ass crunbs.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Go on.

BI LLY
When ny cereal gets soggy, | throwit out.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
And t hen what do you do?
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BI LLY
Get nme some nore.

M SS VANDERHOFF
And if there was no nore? What then, Billy? Wat would
you do?

BI LLY
Swipe ny little brother’s, what else?

M SS VANDERHOFF

There’ s always nore where that canme from isn't there?
That, that reality of abundance limts our inagination,
don’t you think, Billy? 1It’s nearly inpossible for us to
grasp how those tiny norsels, soggy as they are, perform
the mracle of introducing this pitiful man to the
divine, transport this little man’s danmaged psyche into a
state of ecstasy. Can one know | ove w t hout hunger?

(M SS VANDERHOFF remains still, as though

transported into her own little world)

Bl LLY
What ?

ALI Cl A
M ss Van.

BI LLY

She’ s spaced.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(Snappi ng out of it)
And how does Shukhov feel about his assignnment?

ALI Cl A
Well, it could be worse, and he’'s inside at | east.

LAURI E
He'd like to be near that fire.

Bl LLY
He had to sit over there in the corner.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Wiy was that?
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BI LLY
Yeah, ‘cause those other guys are hogging it all for
t hei rsel ves.

M SS VANDERHOFF
They are hogging it all for thenselves. Wat “it,”
Billy? What do you mean by “hogging it”? No, no, this
is not atest. | just want to know what you neant. Are
they actually hogging the fire? Wuld they like to carry
it off sonmewhere, steal it - the fire?

ALICI A
They are huddling around the fire.

LAURI E
They didn’t want to make room They don’'t want to share.

M SS VANDERHOFF

After all, there’s only so rmuch, right? If they let
Shukhov in, then each one of them would be that nuch
colder. 1Isn’t that right? They don’t have enough to go
ar ound.

BI LLY

Right! Every man for hisself.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Beautifully put, Billy. Every man for hinself.

ALI Cl A
| don’t think so.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Go ahead, Alicia.

ALI CI A
|f they were together, they’'d be warner. Wen you stand
around together, kinda touching but not really, it’d be
war mer than standing by yourself. Everybody knows that.
And, anyway, even if each one of themtook away sone of
the fire, it'd probably go out, and then they'd just
freeze.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
“And then they' d freeze.” That's a hard reading of the
situation, Alicia. A bleak vision. |Is it yours, or the
author’s, or both? Anyone? Do we agree? Wuld the
authorities allow the nmen to perish?

BI LLY
Dog eat dog. You bet.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Textual evidence. Can you find a passage to support your
position, Billy?

BI LLY
(HE flips through his book)
Wat ch!

M SS VANDERHOFF
The authorities are heartless. Do we all agree? Are
there no instances of mercy, of conpassion, even
of...well, let’s leave it at that. Wile you, Billy, are
| ooki ng for proof of Shukhov’'s inhabiting a dog-eat-dog
world, is there anyone who can find an alternative
vi si on?

BILLY
Wait! | got it.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Let’s hear it.

BI LLY
“*Just | ook at how they nop..."”

M SS VANDERHOFF
Page?

BI LLY
Seven.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Good. Who' s speaki ng?

BI LLY
Uh, the guard?

M SS VANDERHOFF
| think he is called the Warder. Go on.
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BI LLY
““Just | ook at how they nop.... The bastards can’t do
anyt hing and don’t want to either. They're not worth the
bread we give ‘em They ought to get shit instead.’”
(Brief silence)

LAFAYETTE
That’ s col d.
(H's intensity captures everyone' s attention)
He saying them prisoners gotta eat shit?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Yes, that’s exactly what he says.

LAFAYETTE
That’s col d.

BI LLY
That real, or what?

M SS VANDERHOFF
It’s about as real as you can get.

LAFAYETTE

| wouldn’t do no tinme up in there.
BI LLY

Man! 1’d knock that sucker out.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Wul d you, Billy? Regardless of the consequences?

BI LLY
Hel | yeah.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Even knowi ng that certain death would follow?

BI LLY
What do you nean?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Remenber: Shukhov’'s been threatened with three days in
solitary. ..

LAFAYETTE
That the tank, huh?
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M SS VANDERHOFF
...confinenent. Yes. And that was just for over-
sl eepi ng.

LAFAYETTE
They put you up in there for breaking the rule. You
can’t talk or nothing, or they come in there and kick

your butt. | been up in there.
BI LLY

In JD?
LAFAYETTE

Uh- huh. They put your ass in the hole. That’s what they
call it up in there.

M SS VANDERHOFF
JD?

BI LLY
Juvie. Huh, Lafayette?

M SS VANDERHOFF
How | ong were you...

LAFAYETTE
I n canp?

M SS VANDERHOFF
In canp? Yes, in canp.

LAFAYETTE
About ei ghteen nont hs.

ALI Cl A
Weren't you frightened?

BI LLY
Only if he dropped the soap.

LAFAYETTE
Shut up.

M SS VANDERHOFF
VWhat's that?
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BILLY
(Wanting to explain)
See. ..
(Changes his m nd)
Naw.
LAFAYETTE
It’s all right up in there. Got your honeys, see, and
it’s all right.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Did you eat? The food nust have been awful .

LAFAYETTE
Naw. See, it ain't like that, you know W had us a
steak on Sunday.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Putting a young boy like you in jail?
(SHE goes to LAFAYETTE)
So you had school . ..there?

LAFAYETTE
Yeeah. Kinda, but it’s not like it is here. They don't
play that. You be talking and shit and, man, they nake
you get down on the floor, and you got to stay down there
“til they're ready to let you up. You see what |I'm
saying? Sonetinme |’ve seen the whole class down there
i ncluding the teacher, ‘cause they don’'t make you do
not hing they can’t do theirsel ves.

BI LLY
Hey, man, what’d you do anyway? You snoki ng weed?

LAFAYETTE
Naw. On account of ny honey. Wed, shit.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| don't follow that. What did you do?

LAFAYETTE
Jacked one of them Canero Super Sport.

BI LLY
He got Lo-j acked!
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LAFAYETTE
Baml They were all over us in less than fifteen m nutes.
(BILLY screans with | aughter.)

M SS VANDERHOFF
You stole a car? Wy?

LAFAYETTE
And the police...he pulls out his gun and sticks it right
to my head. “GET OUITA THAT CAR, NNGGERI O |’ LL BLOW
YOUR FUCKI N HEAD OFF.”
(Very qui et now)
They shoul dn’t do people like that.

M SS VANDERHOFF
But you did actually steal the car?

LAFAYETTE
Yeah. | mean, naw. Huh?

M SS VANDERHOFF
What were you doing? Did you know what you were doi ng?

LAFAYETTE
See: he couldn’'t do no nore tine.

M SS VANDERHOFF
VWho? Who couldn’'t?

LAFAYETTE
My honey.

M SS VANDERHOFF
So it was he who stole the car? Were were you?

LAFAYETTE
He was on probation, so he gave ne the keys.

M SS VANDERHOFF
You took the keys? And they arrested you? You took the
bl ame for your friend? Wy didn't you tell the police?
| suppose one can admre your |loyalty, Lafayette, but...
Didn't you say anything? Wy didn't you tell the police?
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BI LLY
(Li ght -hearted; a joke)
‘Cause he’'s stupid.
(LAFAYETTE springs up, grabbing BILLY by the
neck.)

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Boys! Lafayette! Let go right this mnute. You are
choking him Lafayette, that is not necessary. Let ne
take care of Billy. Conme on: take your hands off him
They' Il arrest you! Let go of him Lafayette, please
now.
(LAFAYETTE turns BILLY | oose)

M SS VANDERHOFF  (cont’ d)
There! Billy, are you all right?

BI LLY
(HE struggles to catch his breath, and to regain
hi s conposure)
| guess.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Go sit down, Lafayette.

Bl LLY
Punk.

LAFAYETTE
11 kick your ass.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| thought | told you to sit down.

LAFAYETTE
| don’t take that off no one.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Don’t you?

LAFAYETTE
(To BILLY:)
Man, you are |lucky ‘cause..

M SS VANDERHOFF
| cannot and do not condone viol ence, Lafayette. |I'm
going to have to send you out.
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LAFAYETTE
Naw, don’t.
M SS VANDERHOFF
Don't? 1’1l have you dragged out.
LAFAYETTE

| can’t. | can’t get in no trouble, the Judge said, or
111

have to go back to canp.

M SS VANDERHOFF
You shoul d have thought of that. Adios.

LAFAYETTE
He' Il put me back in there. |’MTELLING YOU, | CAN T.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Lower your voi ce.

LAFAYETTE
| can’t go back. | can't. | DON T WANNA GO BACK TO THAT
SHI T- HCLE.

M SS VANDERHOFF
AND | DON T CARE TO LI STEN TO THAT MOUTH.
(Motions LAURIE AND ALI Cl A out)
Thank you, | adi es.

LAFAYETTE
Pl ease. Don’t.
BI LLY
| oughta press charges. That idiot tried to kill ne.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Yes, Billy, step over there, please.
(To LAFAYETTE:)
1’1l see you in the main office.

LAFAYETTE
111 kill nyself.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Don’t be ridicul ous.
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LAFAYETTE
(WIld eyed)
They’ I'l kick ne out!

M SS VANDERHOFF
Hol d...on...there.

LAFAYETTE
They' Il arrest ne. They' Il send nme back.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Be still.

LAFAYETTE
(Pl eadi ng)
Don't let them Please. Please, |ady.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Billy, would you excuse us, please?

Bl LLY
That’ s cool

LAFAYETTE
l"msorry. |'msorry.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Al right.

LAFAYETTE
Pl ease, | ady.

M SS VANDERHOFF

| won't. | won’t let themsend you back. You' re safe
now. You're safe here.

END OF SCENE
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Scene 4

Setting: Later that nonth. Changes have
been nade to the bulletin boards.
Student work is on display, as well
as a few prom nent posters.

At R se: M SS VANDERHOFF st ands before the
cl ass.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Then, why don’t you start us off?

ALI Cl A
“The grounds for ny arrest were passages extracted by the
censor fromny correspondence with a school friend during
1944-45, mainly certain disrespectful remarks about
Stalin, although we referred to himby a pseudonym”

M SS VANDERHOFF
W’'re all right? Everybody understands the word
pseudonynf

LAURI E
Li ke a fake nane?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
You are a living dictionary. So they wote about Stalin,
but were careful not to use his actual nane.

LAURI E
Because they didn’'t want to get caught.

BILLY
Right. R ght.

M SS VANDERHOFF
So we can safely say that he knew the law. Now, are we
at all in doubt as to his guilt? Wre his actions
illegal?

BILLY
Everything' s legal until you get caught.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| like that. W said that?
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BI LLY
My br ot her.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Al right. So we becone subject to the dom nation of
legality. And what of norality? Can we judge Sovi et
law? Can we say that it is wong, norally, humanly? Can
we say it distorts |ife? Anyone? Lafayette? You're
bei ng rather quiet today. Do you have your work?

(LAFAYETTE hol ds up hi s paper)

M SS VANDERHOFF
You must have an opinion. Wat do you think? |Is he
guilty or innocent?

LAFAYETTE
| don’t know.

M SS VANDERHOFF
|’ m sure you nust think sonething.

LAFAYETTE
(Pl easant)
Naw.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Did you get enough sleep last night?

LAFAYETTE
Yeah.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Have you been |i stening?

LAFAYETTE
Yeah.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Vel | ?
(Sil ence)
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M SS VANDERHOFF  (cont’d)
Laf ayette, can’t you see |I'mtrying to get you to
participate? W’re having a discussion, it’'s part of
class, and | expect you to do your share. Part of your
grade is based on participation.

LAFAYETTE
| know.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Well then?

LAFAYETTE
Way you picking on ne? Naw. You're nessing with our
heads.

M SS VANDERHOFF
What in the world are you tal king about now?

LAFAYETTE
What’s it for? M opinion don't matter none. Finish
school, and get you a job and all, who gonna care about

what you think? First day, they go: “Shut up. Wo asked
you?”

BI LLY
Ri ght .

LAFAYETTE
But now teacher be at you: “Let’s share, boys and girls.
Who first?”

M SS VANDERHOFF
Al'l right, Lafayette.

LAFAYETTE
You supposed to “read between the lines.” How you gonna
read between the lines of 9 to 5? You see what |'m
sayi ng? You always tal king about critical thinking.
What you gonna criticize? Your boss? Watch him
criticize your ass out of a paycheck.

ALI Cl A
That’s true.
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LAFAYETTE
And it ain’t no racismneither. Everybody goes into the
meat grinder. M. Sullivan -- he all right -- but he be
telling about your civil rights, how you gonna call the
police if you don't get some job, like the Lone Ranger

and Tonto gonna ride in and scalp his discrimnating ass.

M SS VANDERHOFF
What exactly is your point, Lafayette? Are you proposing
that we give up trying to get you to think?

LAFAYETTE
|’ m saying, run your nouth, you in deep shit. That goes
for the street, in here, the joint - and that’'s for sure
- and nost everywhere. You oughta give us A's for
keepin’ our traps shut. AmI|l wong? You got to think in
school, but try it out there, you' re through.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
| never thought of that. |’ve been trying to get you to
use your imagi nations.

LAFAYETTE
| magi nati on? Like you gonna arrive to work whenever you
feel like it. You better imagine your ass on the street.

They don’t play. Be nessing around with that Big Mc
reci pe, you know, adding sonme nmustard and shit, | eaving
out the secret sauce, AOd Ronald Il conme out and stonp
your inmaginative ass.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Thank you, Lafayette.

LAFAYETTE
| " m serious. | " m serious.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| think we get the picture.

LAFAYETTE
You all be telling stuff, but it don’t nake no sense.
(Femal e teacher’s voice)
“Share your feelings. | want to hear your honest
opinion. Let’s use our inmaginations!” You start talking
i ke that, they gonna figure you sonmeone’s bitch, and
your nanme’s Jill.
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BI LLY
He's right! 1t’s all bullshit!

M SS VANDERHOFF
Billy! Let’s keep our voices down. And that
| anguage. . . bot h of you.
(Brief pause)
But you have a point, Lafayette.

LAFAYETTE
Forget it.

M SS VANDERHOFF

Maybe you’'re right. W probably haven’t done a very good
j ob of preparing you for this world. But | can say in ny
own defense that nobody really planned for you to have to
| ead such lives. | know | didn’t.

(brief pause; broadly, to include STILES:)
How does one educate a child for a spot on the treadm || ?
How does one teach stamna? | don’t know how to teach
you to work endlessly -- mndlessly -- for sonething as
i ntangi bl e as sonething called a better life.

BI LLY
My dad says life is a shit sandw ch.

(Everyone cracks up, including MSS VANDERHOFF)

M SS VANDERHOFF
Isn’t that |ovely imgery? Thank you, Billy.

BI LLY
You' re wel cone.

LAFAYETTE
What do you want ne to be?

M SS VANDERHOFF

An orchid.

MR. STI LES
An orchi d?

LAFAYETTE
A what ?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
An orchid. | said | want you to be an orchid.
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MR STILES
| don’t understand what you nean
LAFAYETTE
They don’t grow nothing |like that around here. |[|’'d have

to nove to Hawaii or Tahiti, or sonme such place.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| don’t think that’s true. |’ve seen themcultivated in
practically barren ground. You' d be surprised. | once
had a teacher friend who found a way to raise orchids in
her pasture.

MR, STI LES
This is your philosophy of education?

BI LLY
She cone to school snelling Iike cow shit?

M SS VANDERHOFF
|’ve forgotten. |It’'s been a long tinme, Billy, many years
ago.

MR STILES
No reputabl e departnment of education teaches that.

BI LLY
So how do you renenber how to raise orchids?

M SS VANDERHOFF
|’ mnot sure that | do.
(Di sm ssal bell sounds; STUDENTS pack up to
| eave)

M SS VANDERHOFF (con’t)
Al right, you nuts, go hone.

LAURI E
VWhat about honewor k.

M SS VANDERHOFF
No homewor k.

Bl LLY
None?

ALI Cl A
That’s a first.
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BI LLY
VWhat's the catch?

M SS VANDERHOFF
W'l call it an experinment. One nust remain on the
cutting edge.

BI LLY
Let’s go before she changes her m nd.
( STUDENTS scatter)

M SS VANDERHOFF

Be good.
(M SS VANDERHOFF t akes a nonent to collect her
t hought s)
LAFAYETTE
(Reentering the room He approaches M SS
VANDERHOFF)

Can | get one of them books?

M SS VANDERHOFF
What ?

LAFAYETTE
| wanted to see that book.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| don’t understand what you nean by see it?

LAFAYETTE
| want to take it with me. Take it my house.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
| won’t say no, Lafayette, but you know | prefer to keep
t he books here. That way you can’t say you forgot it at
home, or left it in your |ocker.
(Seei ng his disappointnent)
What exactly did you have in mnd?

LAFAYETTE
My auntie, | told her about it.

M SS VANDERHOFF
About the Sol zhenitsyn?
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LAFAYETTE
Yeah, about the story. She wants to read it.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(SHE lights up as if presented with a bouquet of
fresh dai sies)
That’ s wonder ful .

LAFAYETTE
She asked ne to get her a copy, but | forgot.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Oh, I"mso gl ad.

LAFAYETTE
She sent me back to get it.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
She didn’t? You know, | really do want you to keep your
copy here. But | happen to have a few extra copies.
(Openi ng a cabi net)
Here -- why don’t you take this, and give it to your
aunt. She can keep it for as long as she |ikes.

LAFAYETTE
Al right.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Oh, and Lafayette, |’ve been neaning to ask. There's a
position available in the English departnent for a
student service worker. | thought you m ght be
i nterested.

LAFAYETTE
(Quick and intense)
Don’t be doing ne any favors.
(Surprised at hinself; now nore calny)

| don't |ike people trying to help ne. | can take care
of nyself.

M SS VANDERHOFF
No, no. [It’s nothing |like that. It’'s for ne. | need
the help. | need soneone reliable. Soneone smart. You

woul d be doing ne a favor. You woul d be hel pi ng ne.

END OF ACT ONE
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ACT ||
Scene 1
Setting: M SS VANDERHOFF' s cl assroom

Several days |ater.

At Ri se: St udents have been reading from*“One
Day In The Life O lvan Denisovich.”

LAURI E
The new hi story teacher says Shakespeare didn't really
exi st, and soneone else wote “Roneo and Juliet.” He

says there is no Shakespeare, and you should be teaching
about the real Shakespeare.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Maybe he should stick to his own subject which, fromthe
sound of it, consists of teaching you the cultural
geography of the Bermuda Triangl e.

LAURI E
Yeah, but if he's right and Shakespeare really didn't
exist, who was it who wote those plays?

M SS VANDERHOFF
W' re going to get into to all that soon enough, Laurie.
W' Il discuss it at greater |ength next semester. Al
righty? W nustn’'t get side-tracked. W have a
presentation fromAlicia today...
(ALI CI A nods in agreenent)
Good. We're looking forward to that.

LAURI E
But, Mss V, when is M. Sullivan com ng back? He never
gave us back our papers.

BILLY
He’'s history! Hey, that’s pretty funny, huhn? The
hi story teacher is history.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Billy, do you m nd?

BI LLY
Hey, he smacked that kid. Teachers can't hit the
st udent s.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
Are you a student?
(Loud static fromthe PA can be heard)
Har k!

OFFI CE MANAGER S VA CE

(Over the | oudspeaker)
Pl ease excuse the interruption. Wuld the driver of a
bl ue Honda, |icense nunber CBSE-367 please report to the
Main O fice? The driver of a blue Honda in the north
parking lot, you are in the Principal’s parking space.
Pl ease cone to the Main Ofice imediately, or your car
will be towed.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Don't all run out at once!
(Slight pause; M SS VANDERHOFF surverys the

room

Where were we? Wio was readi ng?
(LAFAYETTE rai ses his hand)

M SS VANDERHOFF
Yes, of course! You read so well. You nust have had a
solid foundation.
(Silence, as LAFAYETTE hangs his head)

M SS VANDERHOFF  (cont’ d)
Well, if you don't want to say...

LAFAYETTE
My manma.

(BILLY offers a cynical chuckle)

M SS VANDERHOFF
Good for her.

LAFAYETTE
She used to read to us, you know, when we were Kkids.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
How nice. D d you have a favorite?

LAFAYETTE
Yeeabh.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
VWhat was it?

LAFAYETTE
This children’ s book, “Wen W Wre Young,” sonething
like that.

M SS VANDERHOFF

(Reci tes)
“Where am | going? | don't quite know./Down to the
stream where the king-cups grow-/Up on the hill where
t he pine-trees bl ow-/Anywhere, anywhere. | don’t know.”

LAFAYETTE
Yeeah. Who wote that?

M SS VANDERHOFF
“When W Were Very Young.” A. A Mlne. He' s always
been a favorite of mne, too. A very different world
from what we have on our minds today. Now, are there any
comrents? Questions?

LAURI E
VWhat’s that kasha stuff?

M SS VANDERHOFF
It’s a kind of Russian oatneal, a cereal, but the grains
are rmuch rougher than what we’'re used to having.
suspect it’s rather like nush. But, interesting and

exotic as that may be, 1'd like to draw your attention to
two other words in that passage, which | |ike because
they are so descriptive. The first is hunks, as in
“great hunks of neat,” and the other is “swilled.” There

is an entire world captured in these words. Now | have
some wor ksheets for you..

(Begi ns handi ng out papers)
And...if you would...Laurie, would you pass these?

LAURI E
| guess so.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(To LAUR E:)
G ve one of these to each..
(To cl ass:)
l"msorry, but | didn't have tine to collate them so
you' Il just have to put themin order as you get them
You'll see they' re nunbered, all right?
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BI LLY
Hey, | got two of nunber si Xx.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Let’s not make a big production.

ALI Cl A
Do you got a stapler?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Yes.
(Hands the stapler to ALICIA)
Pass it around, wll you?

ALI Cl A
It’s out, Mss V. See? No nore staples.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Phooey. Um Lafayette? Wuld you go...?
(Thinks better of it)

BI LLY
Oh, oh! Let ne!
(Rises fromhis seat)
You al ways send him

M SS VANDERHOFF
Do 1? That’s all right, then. 1’1l run down to the
office. 1 think | can trust you. See if you can do the
first ten words.
(SHE | eaves)

ALI Cl A
How many papers are there?

BI LLY
Beats ne.

LAURI E
Ten.

ALI Cl A

Ten? |’ve got nine. \Were’'s nunber eight?
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BI LLY
In Mss Vs cunt.
LAFAYETTE
(To LAURIE:)
Hey, doll, let nme see your paper.
LAURI E
No.
LAFAYETTE

Come on, now. Thought we're a tean? Just asked for one
| ousy word.

LAURI E
You' re supposed to be doi ng your own worKk.
(Wth great hesitation, SHE turns to LAFAYETTE)
Al'l right, one word. Wat is it?

LAFAYETTE
You know how to spell tits? | knowit got two “T s.
There’s one here..
(Pointing at LAURIE)
...and one there, but what cones in between?
(ALICI A struggles to contain herself)

BILLY
(Laughi ng uproari ousl y)
“You know how to spell tits?”
(HE noves next to LAFAYETTE, patting himon the

shoul der)
LAFAYETTE
Hey, don’t be doing that.
BILLY
| " m cool .
LAFAYETTE
Don’t be com ng up on ne, nan.
BILLY
It don’t nean not hi ng.

(Pause)
Hey, |’ve been wondering. Wiy’ d you take that rap? |Is
it true they seal your records and shit, so it’s the sane
as you did nothi ng?
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LAFAYETTE
You just do, you know what |’ msaying? |’'d been spotting
wheel s for M. Raynond since | was twelve. Police cone
around, you don’t know nothing. There be sone strange
fruit up in themprojects, man, sone strange fruit.

ALI Cl A
You weren’'t afraid, | mean, in canmp and all?
LAFAYETTE

They be trying to turn you into sonething. They want
your booty, nman, and once they take your nmanhood, it’s
gone. But you get yourself sonme respect, it’s all right.
You got your honeys.

BI LLY
But sonme of those guys let thensel ves get choo-chooed,
z’it true, man?

LAFAYETTE
Yeah.

Bl LLY
Dam.

LAFAYETTE
Yeabh.

Bl LLY

What’s up with that shit? And you gotta be up in there
with a bunch of perverts?

LAFAYETTE
That’s just it, they aint. But they sure as shit wanna
turn your ass into one.

Bl LLY
Never .

LAFAYETTE
You got to punk them before they punk you. And quick as
a not herfucker. You can’'t be thinking none. You take
your tinme, and pretty soon they gonna conme to expect what
they took the first time by force. And no one, | nean,
no one’s gonna lift a finger to save your ass.

BI LLY
What about the guards?
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LAFAYETTE
You hear what |’ m sayi ng?

BI LLY
What did you do in there? You bored or what?

LAFAYETTE
Cards and shit. The tube. They show sone bad flicks,
man.

Bl LLY
Por no?

LAFAYETTE
Naw, man. None of that. One old guy, he works up in the
cafeteria, he let us watch this old shit ‘bout Superfly
and all them

BI LLY
Oh, yeah?

LAFAYETTE
Nobody nmesses with him He’s bad. These white punks be
trying to catch his ass, see. But, man: kaboom He
killed every last one of them Kaboom Not one
st andi ng.
(M SS VANDERHOFF reenters)

LAFAYETTE (cont’d)
Every time he got one of them white dudes, man, |’ m
telling you, it was |like mayhemup in there. W were
| aughi ng our asses off.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(Cool as a cucunber))
That’ s not very nice.

LAFAYETTE
Look what you all be doing to us. All them]lynchings,
church burnings and shit.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| never did that. But | always |augh ny ass off when
see it in the novies.
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LAFAYETTE
(Class is silent; suddenly LAFAYETTE bursts out
| aughi ng)
Al right, Mss V, all right now. You crazy.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| believe | am

LAFAYETTE
Conme on, now. Don't be like that, now Don’'t |eave ne
hangi ng.
(LAFAYETTE gi ves her five)

M SS VANDERHOFF
| hate this.
(SHE reci procat es)
So ridicul ous.

LAFAYETTE
Al right, Mss V. Mss V.
(Having a little fun)
But how do | know you ain’t no KKK? One of them hoods
and sone goofy sheet. Booooo.

MR STILES
Way woul d you | eave your class like that? A teacher with
your experience, you nust have known - you surely
realized that you risked...

M SS VANDERHOFF
Yes, yes | suppose | did. O course, | did, but the kids
respond well to being given responsibility. | felt |
could trust them

MR STI LES
But you had a duty to enforce the rules.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Rules? M. Stiles, you said you' ve never taught, but
surely -- a nman your age -- you haven't been out of
school too long to have forgotten. There are no rules.

MR. STI LES
| went to Catholic school.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
Everything here is organi zed around enjoynent, but there
is no joy. W don't even have a curriculum M ss Levy
prefers wormen aut hors, so our students no | onger read
Wirdsworth. Qur African-Anerican doesn’'t |ike the
classics, so we dropped Honmer. \Wich is perfectly al
right wwth me, but what nmakes anyone think | ever

enj oyed teaching the Greeks. | taught them because
that’s what the children required. That's what we called
a curriculum | never |iked Hem ngway. | thought him an
enotional thug, but | taught him |1’ve enforced the

rules for 37 years.

MR STI LES
Well, then, what happened?

M SS VANDERHOFF
M. Stiles, thirty seven years of teaching taught nme very
l[ittle about trust. But, you see, | wanted sonething
new.
(C assroom scene resunes)
Now, let’s nove on to Alicia. You want to go to the
front, dear?

(ALICI A goes to the front and M SS VANDERHOFF
gi ves her center stage)

ALI CI A

(Recites from nenory)
“The worst day of ny life was when | had got pregnant.
wanted to die. | didn't know what to do. | was
confused. | cried all the tinme. | nean, what were ny
parents going to say? M boyfriend wanted to keep it.
We both wanted to keep it, and so we talked it over and
we decided to, but wthout ny parents know ng about it.
| would of just went to live with himin Arizona, ‘cause
my uncle lives up there. So it wouldn’t of been a
probl em but just then ny best girlfriend got mad at ne.
She wanted to get in a fight ‘cause she heard runors
was tal king stuff about her, even though I wasn’'t. And
she didn’t want to believe ne.

One rainy night I was at hone and, well, it had

st opped raining, and ny boyfriend paged ne to cone over,
and he told ne he would pick nme up wal king, ‘cause he
didn’t have his car. So he went to pick me up with his
sister and, well, we were passing ny girlfriend s house
and she was outside with a couple of girls and guys, and
she came out and pushed nme. Then ny boyfriend s sister
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ALICIA (cont’d)
pushed her and they started to fight, but ny boyfriend
stopped them Then we just |left, but before that she
told me, ‘1’'Il get you. You better watch yourself.’ And
a week passed and she seen ne wal king by nyself and she
was wWith another friend and they pushed nme and tripped ne
and | had a mscarriage. But, oh well. It’Il all cone
back on her. That was the worst day of ny life.”

M SS VANDERHOFF

s that it?

(Al nost to hersel f)
You don't really have a conclusion, do you? Al right,
Alicia, thank you. You may sit.

(M SS VANDERHOFF solicits appl ause)
Very well, ladies and gentlenen. Let’s take a nonment to
score.

BI LLY
Aren’t you going to give us all A s?

M SS VANDERHOFF
| don’t think so.

LAURI E
Last tinme you gave nme a “B.” And if it hadn’t been for
you, |’ d have been on the Honor Roll. | could ve had
straight “A's.”

BI LLY
Yeah, M ss V.

ALI Cl A

Coul dn’t you give us a break? Wy not?

M SS VANDERHOFF
In the first place, | don’t know anyone here who needs a
break. Secondly, to do that would nmean that | had | ost
respect for you but, nore inportantly, for nyself. Now,

be sure to fill in your forns, so you will have sonethi ng
to refer to when you cone to rank the finalists.
Laf ayette, then. | believe you re next. Please step to
the front.

LAFAYETTE

(Steps to the front of the class)
|’ ve been thinking about this Sol zhenitsyn and I went to
the library to get sone books on himand |’ ve been



BETTERLAND [1-1-67

LAFAYETTE (cont’d)
readi ng about himand then | got this book, The Gl ag,
and I"mnot finished with it yet, but | read the first
two volunes and | started the third, which is the |ast.
But for nowl'Il stick mainly to “One Day in the Life of
| van Deni sovich,” ‘cause that’s the book everyone’s read
and knows real good.

Bl LLY
Ti me out.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Hol d your questions, now.

BI LLY
Yeah, but he's not even...

LAURI E
You said it’s supposed to be autobi ographical.

BI LLY
It’s gotta be about oursel ves.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Yes, that’s right.

LAFAYETTE
Whay you saying that, man?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Let’s not get into that. Judges, you'll just have to
score according to our guidelines. Use your own
judgenent. Let’'s continue. Lafayette.

LAFAYETTE
| wanna tal k about the Gulag and about Sol zhenitsyn,
‘cause | understand himand | got sonething to say, and
it is autobiographical wthout being about nyself.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| al ways encourage students to get out of thensel ves.

LAFAYETTE
See, that’s the whole point. That’'s what the author’s
saying. In the, you know, in...Ivan Denisovich, now

he...he’s out there, man, he’'s out in that ice and snow
and they' re feeding himfishheads and eyebal I s and shit
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LAFAYETTE (cont’d)
floating in water and everyone’s starving to death -
they’'re starving to death - and they’'re freezing their
asses off, but the whole thing, | nean, the story... the
entire story, its nmessage is that it’s wonderful to be
alive. That’'s the heart of that book. And that’'s why he
tells it like he does, in one day, one entire day from
waki ng up to getting back into that bed with that neasly
cover. But the whole thing, the reason it takes place
over a single day is that we can see that he nmade it, he
survives. And he’s not bitter, he's not even angry, you
know, he's grateful, grateful to be alive and he’s ful
of feeling. He's got this mserable life, and there’s
death all around - but that’s true everywhere, right? -

but does he hate? No. Not even the guards. Is he
willing tolie or to cheat for a better life? No. 1In
fact, he learns to cherish everything, |ike those |ousy

norsel s of bread. He appreciates life. And he suffers,
but he suffers behind the m sfortunes of others. He's
not gl ad when soneone else gets it in the neck. He's
linked up with the whole thing. He knows everyone in the
canp like the back of his hand. Like it’s hone. Now, it
could be pretty bad, too, sure. And it gets scary, wth
all themkillings and shootings, and sonme people are sick
and dyi ng and nobody cares, but Sol zhenitsyn, he gets off
onit. Yeah. He s exhilarated by the horror. No. Not
because he’s sone kind of nut, nothing like that, he’s
not crazy. He's high ‘cause the experience forces himto
be a better person. He discovers God, he becones
generous and kind. He learns to nurture his soul, which
he’ d al ways negl ected before he was arrested. It’s |ike
t he whol e thing sets himstrai ght and teaches him
sonet hi ng he never knew before, and he’s such a deep

t hi nker, he’s blown away by the experience of |earning
the nmeaning of life. That’'s what the book’ s about. The
nmeaning of life. And that’s why | chose himas the

subj ect of my personal essay. |I’'minterested in that as
a subject and I want to explain what’s up with
Sol zhenitsyn. ‘Cause | am lvan Denisovich, and so are

you. And | can’t see why you got a problemw th that.

M SS VANDERHOFF
You can’t see why |’ve got a problemw th that?

LAURI E
M ss Vander hof f ?
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M SS VANDERHOFF
Yes, Lauri e.

LAURI E
You said if we go off topic, it’s an automatic zero.
It’s the same as no topic. No points.

ALI Cl A
It sounded personal to ne.

BI LLY
Personal essay can’t be about no one fanous.

LAFAYETTE
It is personal, fool

M SS VANDERHOFF
That’ s enough, Lafayette.

BI LLY
What cha gonna do?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Sit dowmn, Billy. Look, I can’t have you guys goi ng at
it. Lafayette, do nme a favor, and stand outside for a
mnute. 1’1l talk to the class, then I'll talk to you.

LAFAYETTE
Me, go outside? Wat about hinf

M SS VANDERHOFRF
It’s not a punishnent. Just stand outside where | can
see you. W'l talk in a mnute.
(LAFAYETTE exits to the corridor, out of sight)

M SS VANDERHOFF  (cont’d)
Al right, class, mark your rubrics according to ny
i nstructions.

LAURI E
What do we give himfor being off-topic?

Bl LLY
| vote to fail him
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M SS VANDERHOFF
This is not an election. | will do the grading. Right
now your listening skills are what’s nost inportant.
Pl ease follow the directions, and conpl ete the worksheet.
(Di sm ssal bell sounds)
When you’ ve finished, you may |l eave. Billy, Laurie,
don’t forget to hand in your final drafts.

LAURI E
Does it have to be word-processed for an “A"?

M SS VANDERHOFF
No. It only has to be brilliant. And no special fonts!

BI LLY
(I's first to finish)
Catch you |l ater.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Your draft?

BILLY
| left it at hone. I’'Il bring it tonorrow.
(BILLY exits)

M SS VANDERHOFF
You may cone in, Lafayette. |1'd like to have a word with
you.
(LAFAYETTE steps in)

ALI Cl A
(Hands in her paper; turns to LAFAYETTE:)
Bye.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Good bye, dear. See you tonorrow.

LAURI E
Here you go.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Thank you, honey.

LAFAYETTE
Then, if it’s all right, | gotta jam

M SS VANDERHOFRF
| didn’t answer your question.
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LAFAYETTE
VWhat's that?

M SS VANDERHOFF
You asked if | had a problemw th your topic. Don’t you
want to hear ny answer?

LAFAYETTE
Naw, forget it.

M SS VANDERHOFF
What you said today woul d be inpossible to forget.

LAFAYETTE
| can tell you didn't like it. Nobody did.

M SS VANDERHOFF
You' re able to understand Sol zheni tsyn, but you
conpl etely msunderstand ne. | don’'t have a problemwth
your topic, Lafayette.

LAFAYETTE
You don’'t?

M SS VANDERHOFF
It’s true your recitation has little to do with the
assigned topic, but | can recognize quality when | hear
it.

LAFAYETTE
You don’t mnd that | didn't do the assignnment?
nean. . .

M SS VANDERHOFRF
What you gave us was better than the assignnent. It was
excellent. You have, as the poet said, deviated into
sense.

LAFAYETTE
Wiy’ d you go and send ne out?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Sonme peopl e believe teaching is about power. Most
students do. | often have to do things to maintain that
il lusion.
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LAFAYETTE
What’ s that supposed to nean?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Your classmates wanted to see you hum liated, not

prai sed. And what | planned to say, | wanted to say in
private. Everyone’'s obsessed with being treated the
same. | can see that you’ ve been taught to conceal your

intelligence. And your teachers are expected to disguise
their appreciation of it.

LAFAYETTE
They pass you along just for comng to class.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
School s no | onger function as sanctuaries. There is no
di scernnment, neither passion for discovery, nor |ove.
Real students feel vulnerable. 1t’'s easy to m sconstrue
the special relationship between a real student and a
t eacher.

LAFAYETTE
At first, | didn't think you |Iiked ne.

M SS VANDERHOFF
There wasn’t nuch to like. You were keeping yourself
buried deep in the ground, |ike a bulb. But today you
br oke the surface.
(Pause)
Thank you.

LAFAYETTE
Wiy are you thanking nme?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
|’ ve been wondering, Lafayette... You said that you see
yourself as a prisoner like Ivan Denisovich. Do you
identify your teachers with the guards?

LAFAYETTE
Yeah. Sone of them Mostly.

M SS VANDERHOFF
What about ne?

LAFAYETTE
Yeah, the Warden. No, |’ m playing.



BETTERLAND [1-1-73

M SS VANDERHOFF
" mgoing to make a reading list for you. | think you'l
i ke Russian literature.
(SHE sings as she packs her bag)

LAFAYETTE
Sol zheni tsyn says that the religious prisoners, like the
nuns and the Baptists, were able to survive ‘cause they
sang a lot. And even though it was agai nst regulations,
the guards let themdo it.

M SS VANDERHOFF
1’11 remenber that. |1'mfairly certain, though, that
singing is still allowed here.

END OF SCENE
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Scene 2

Setting: M SS VANDERHCOFF' s cl assroom  Days
later. Mddle of the school day.

At R se: LAFAYETTE is in the classroom by
hi msel f, | ooking for MSS
VANDERHOFF' s grade book. BILLY
enters.

BI LLY
(Enters, carrying books, etc.)
Hey, where’s everybody at?
(Sil ence)
You here alone? Were's Mss V?
(HE wal ks ar ound)
M ss V | eave the door open?

LAFAYETTE
She sent ne to get sonmething. She’s in the Counselor’s
Ofice.

BI LLY
( Suspi ci ous)
| can see that.
LAFAYETTE
Maybe she left it in her car.
BI LLY
Been here | ong?
LAFAYETTE

Naw.
(Continues his search)
| " m supposed to get right back to the neeting.

BILLY
What kind of neeting?

LAFAYETTE
Mss Vs trying to help ne with nmy credits. They're
trying to say | can’t graduate.

BI LLY
We having cl ass, or what?
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LAFAYETTE
| don’t know. Meeting just started.
(G@ving up his search)
| guess it’s in her car.

BILLY
Want sone hel p?

LAFAYETTE
Yeah, sure. You know her little grade book, that extra
t hing, not her roll book?

BI LLY
Her little book? Yeah.
LAFAYETTE
You keep looking for it, and I'Il go out to her car.

(HE practically runs out)

BI LLY
(HE sits at MSS V' s desk, bangi ng paper
wei ght .)
“Attention! Your attention! | want to hear intell ectual

di scourse. No socializing. This is a school after all.”
(HE goes to the chal k board and begins to
sket ch)

LAFAYETTE
( Ret ur ni nQ)
VWhat are you doing? Mss V might cone in.

BI LLY
| don’'t give a mad fuck.

LAFAYETTE
She deserves sone respect. Everyone deserves sone
respect .

BI LLY
She ain’t nothing.

LAFAYETTE
So?

BI LLY

So, what’s going on? The way you been acti ng.
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LAFAYETTE
VWho?

Bl LLY
You and A’ Vital Titties, man. M ss Vanderhorse. Wo
el se? Wiy you sucking up to her?

LAFAYETTE
Man, | don’t suck up.
BI LLY
What’ d you get on the md-ternf
LAFAYETTE
What’s that got to do with it?
BI LLY
O course, “A." The only “A”
LAFAYETTE
How do you know?
BI LLY

Are you crazy? She’s announced it to all her classes,
like it’s some fucking world record, which it practically
iS.

LAFAYETTE
Oh, yeah? Wiy are you in ny business anyway?

BILLY
As | ong as soneone gets an “A,” we can’'t say her tests
are too hard. You nmake our grades go down, ‘cause she
doesn’t grade on a curve.

LAFAYETTE
That’s ny fault? Anyway, it was open-book. Al you had
to do is read.

BI LLY
| can’t figure you out. They say she’s a racist.

LAFAYETTE
Shit. Everyone’s racist.
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BI LLY

She sure |ikes you.
LAFAYETTE

M ss Van’s a teacher. She doesn't |ike anyone.
BI LLY

1’11 tell you who else Iikes you.
LAFAYETTE

| f you care so nuch, why don’t you do your work?
BI LLY

Forget that. Maybe | can hook you up
LAFAYETTE

What are you tal ki ng about ?
BI LLY

Her | ast boyfriend was this black dude named Deon.
LAFAYETTE

Never heard of him W are you tal king about?
BI LLY

Alicia.
LAFAYETTE

Oh yeah?
BI LLY

She dunped him‘cause he was nessing around.
LAFAYETTE

| thought you used to go out wth her.
BI LLY

| got cock-bl ocked, man. [|’ve known her since

el enentary. Anyways, man, you gotta go for broke.

guys have a reputation.

LAFAYETTE
What reputation?

Bl ack
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BI LLY
And I'Il tell you sonething else, girls like guys with a
sense of hunor. They want soneone that could conversate
with them |’mjust saying, |I'd do sonmething. Alicia
t hi nks you're fine.

LAFAYETTE
She said that?

BI LLY

Just go up to her. Chicks don’'t |ike school-boys. You
gotta do sonet hi ng.

LAFAYETTE
She’ s fi ne.
BI LLY
Hel | yeah.
LAFAYETTE
She actually say sonet hi ng?
BI LLY
The way you act, sone people think, |I’mnot saying ne,

but, uh, you re not aggressive enough. Maybe Alicia
t hi nks you’ re not man enough, or sonet hing.

LAFAYETTE

Who said that?
BI LLY

Naw, nobody. |’mjust saying you gotta nake your nove.
LAFAYETTE

Alicia. Damm.

END OF SCENE
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Scene 3
Setting: M SS VANDERHOFF' s cl assroom  6am
At Rise: LAFAYETTE is sitting in the

cl assroom by hinsel f.

ALI CI A
(Enters, wearing running clothes. SHE s been
wor ki ng out)
Aren’t you sorta young to be the teacher?

LAFAYETTE
Depends on what you want to learn. What did you say your
name was?

ALI Cl A
Alicia Lechuga.
LAFAYETTE
| didn’t catch how you say it. It Alicia, |ike “see ya,”
or it Alicia, as in “delicious”?
ALI Cl A
(Getting up to go)
See ya.
LAFAYETTE
Naw. It cool.
ALI Cl A
What’ s your problenf
LAFAYETTE
Not hi ng.
(Pause)
VWhat are you doi ng here anyways?
ALI Cl A
Me? |’ve got practice in 40 mnutes. Wat about you?
LAFAYETTE
My auntie’s boyfriend said, “now or never,” so.. Shit,

this place is deserted.
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ALI CI A
(Cat chi ng LAFAYETTE s gl are)
They don’t open the gym‘til 7. Wy you gotta | ook at ne
like that?

LAFAYETTE
Oh, yeah? How am | | ooking?

ALI CI A
You better stop.

LAFAYETTE
| seen you.

ALI Cl A
Seen what ?

LAFAYETTE
You know.

ALI CI A
No, | don’'t.

LAFAYETTE
Al right, then.

ALI Cl A
| don’t.

LAFAYETTE
Be like that.

ALI CI A
G ve ne a break.

LAFAYETTE
| seen you out there on the field.

ALI Cl A
Oh, really?

LAFAYETTE
Uh- huhn

ALI CI A

You sure that wasn’'t Leticia?
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LAFAYETTE
Leticia? Shit.

ALICI A
They say you going with her.

LAFAYETTE
| gone with her. Don’t nean |’ m going.

ALI Cl A
When’s M ss Vander hoff com ng back?

LAFAYETTE
She’s on her way to sone parent conference. So, what’s
up?

ALI Cl A
O her girls are saying stuff.
LAFAYETTE
They al ways be running their nouths. Wat you hear?
ALI Cl A
You're fine and all, but...
LAFAYETTE
Shit.
ALI Cl A
Sonme of them afraid of you
LAFAYETTE
Then? They dreamthey got sonething to be afraid of.
ALI Cl A
Do |I...got reason to be afraid?
LAFAYETTE
Yeah.
ALI Cl A

Yeah?
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LAFAYETTE

Naw.
(Sil ence)

I"m uh...

ALI CI A
What ?

LAFAYETTE
Not hi ng.

ALI CI A

What've | got to be afraid of?

LAFAYETTE
You oughta know.
(Goes up to her)

ALI CI A
You won’t hurt ne.
LAFAYETTE
Unl ess you ask ne to.
ALI Cl A
You nean, | gotta ask?
LAFAYETTE
Naw.
(HE enbraces her and THEY ki ss)
ALI CI A
Ow. What are you doi ng?
LAFAYETTE
Naw. | just want a little feel.

(HE gently bounces her breast)
Ting-a-ting-a-ting-a-ting.

ALI Cl A
(Pul'l'ing away)
| don’t like that.

I'l-3-82
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LAFAYETTE
Naw, wait. Wat do you |ike?

ALI Cl A
Touch ne serious.

LAFAYETTE

|” m al ways seri ous.
(THEY enbrace)

ALI Cl A
How do | taste?

LAFAYETTE
Good.

ALI Cl A
Not |i ke blue cheese?

LAFAYETTE
Naw. Yeah.

ALI Cl A
| do?

LAFAYETTE

Yeah, you do. Sorta |like Paul Newran's dressing.
(There is a noise outside; ALICIA pulls away)

LAFAYETTE (cont’d)
You want to go?
(Makes a grand gesture)
Way didn’t you say so?

ALI Cl A
| didn’t say that. Only it’s not very private.

LAFAYETTE
Maybe if | did sonmething to the lights.
(ALI CI A and LAFAYETTE ki ss in the dark)
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ALI CI A

Hey, why don’t you take off your shirt? Aren’t you hot?
LAFAYETTE

Sure. You take off yours, too. Just |eave on your bra.
ALI Cl A

What if | don’t want to...?
LAFAYETTE

That’ s cool
ALI CI A

You don't let me finish. Wat if | don't want to | eave
on ny bra?

LAFAYETTE
Al right. You re unbelievable.
(THEY continue to fondl e and ki ss each ot her)

LAFAYETTE (cont’d)
Wait up. Let nme get nmy pants off, too. You don’t m nd,
right?

ALI Cl A
(Pushi ng away)
Laf ayette, don’'t.

LAFAYETTE

What you sayi ng?
ALI Cl A

Just don’t. Ckay?
LAFAYETTE

(Not deterred)

Your shorts’'re tight. | gotta get that zipper.
ALI Cl A

| don’t want you to...
LAFAYETTE

Now, baby, don’t be l|ike that.
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ALI CI A
Laf ayette.

LAFAYETTE
Put your hand in here.

ALI CI A
St op.

LAFAYETTE
Don't be shy now Go on. | won't disappoint you.
her e.

ALI CI A
No.

LAFAYETTE
No, what ?

ALI CI A
| don’t wanna.

LAFAYETTE
You expect nme to believe that?

ALI CI A
| wanna go. Leme go. Let go.

LAFAYETTE
Billy says you aching.

ALI CI A
Well, I"'mnot. | don't like that. Now, |et go.

(LAFAYETTE rel eases her)

ALICIA  (cont’d)
You' re...

LAFAYETTE
What ? |’ m not hi ng.

ALI Cl A
You got that right.

Looka
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LAFAYETTE
Don't cry.

ALI ClI A
Move.
(SHE pushes him

LAFAYETTE
Don’t be doing that.
(HE grabs her hands)

ALI CI A
Let go, you fucker.
LAFAYETTE
Don’t be pushing on ne.
ALI CI A
You rmake me sick.
LAFAYETTE
Wiy you gotta say that?
ALI CI A
Let nme out.
(SHE sl aps at himseveral tines; HE grabs her
and pins her against the wall. Suddenly | oud

tal king can be heard fromthe corridor)

ALICTA (cont’d)
What are you going to do to ne?

LAFAYETTE
(HE qui ckly jabs her nipple with a finger)
D ng-dong. Anyone hone?

ALI CI A

You' re dead.
(SHE exits; LAFAYETTE renmins.)

END OF SCENE
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Scene 4
Setting: M SS VANDERHOFF' s cl assroom Later
t hat norni ng.
At Ri se: M SS VANDERHOFF sits at her desk
LAURI E
(Entering)
Mss V? | brought my essay, | nean ny recitation. Can

give it now?

(Reciting from nmenory)
Il start. “MY PERSONAL ESSAY: Wen | was ten years
old, | asked ny nother to let me join the tennis club at
Qur Sisters of Guadel oupe Church. | knew that | wanted
to play tennis fromny early childhood. |In fact, |
bought an outfit even before |I |earned how to hold the
racket. On Saturday nornings, | began going to the
courts with ny little brother. After warm ng up, the
teaminstructor taught us how to play. He showed us how
to run and swing the racket, and how to serve the ball.
But after several nmonths | still couldn’t hit the ball,
or when | did, it rolled under the net or bounced away to
t he side.

Eventually | grew discouraged. and finally | told the
coach | wanted to quit. M. Reynolds asked nme into his
office. He sat down and smled at me. Even now | can
remenber his kind expression. He told nme to be patient.
He said that | nust continue to practice, and that if |
did, I was sure to inprove. | listened to his wrds and
returned honme that day with a heavy heart.”

LAURI E (cont’ d)

“The foll ow ng Saturday | ALI Cl A

went back to Church, and | (Stornms in. To MSS V:)
continued to play there Your little darling

for the rest of the school Laf ayette tried to rape
year. And that sunmer | me, but you’ ve got your
practiced every day with head so far up your ass
diligence. Finally, our you don’t know not hi ng.
team was chosen to play at

t he chanpi onshi p. And at M SS VANDERHOFRF

that ganme, | won a trophy. What was that? What did
That day, the coach’s she say?

wor ds cane back to ne..
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BI LLY
(Shouting fromthe door:)
MSS V! THEY GOT LAFAYETTE DOWN I N THE PRI NCl PAL’ S
OFFICE. SECURITY'S GOT HIM I N CUFFS.
(HE flies back out)

M SS VANDERHOFF
Wait, Billy! Billy!
(M SS VANDERHCOFF fol | ows hi m out)

LAURI E
(SHE hesitates for a nonent, then continues her
recitation)
““Don’t ever give up. You will succeed, if you try hard.
But you must play with all our heart.’”
(SHE remains still, anxiously waiting.
Suddenly, M SS VANDERHOFF reenters)

LAURIE (cont’d)
(Exci tedly)
What' d you think? | know | rushed a little, but it was
pretty good, wasn't it?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Didn't you hear what Billy said? They ve arrested
Laf ayette.

LAURI E
Did you hear the ending? | could do it again.
foll owed the assignnent, and | stayed up all [ast night
practicing. | didn't nmake a single mstake. WII you
give ne an “A’? | really want an “A.”

M SS VANDERHOFF

Ch, be quiet. You're chattering like an idiot. |Is that
all you can think of? Really! | hate that.
(LAURI E begins to cry)
|’msorry | said that, dear. Please forgive nme. |’'m
upset. |I’mnot nyself.
LAURI E

(LAURI E gat hers up her bel ongi ngs)
Yes, you are.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Pl ease, dear.
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LAURI E
And stop calling ne that. |'mnot your dear.
(LAURI E runs out of the room

BI LLY
(Reenters. To M SS VANDERHCFF:)
Hey, what’d you do to Laurie? You re too nean sonetines,
you know what |’ m sayi ng?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Hello, Billy. 1s there sonething?

BI LLY
So what happened? Lafayette’s in sone shit, huh?

M SS VANDERHOFF

| can’t talk, Billy. | really can’t. Was there anything
el se?
BI LLY
Yeah, | wanna know why you told ny nother |’ m not
passi ng.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Because I'mrequired by law to report the progress of ny
students.

BI LLY
Then why am | passing ny other classes then? Huhn, tel
me that.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Because you fulfilled the class requirenments, | presune.

Bl LLY
Vel | ?

M SS VANDERHOFF
But you haven’t nmet ny expectations, although I give you
a lot of credit for trying.

BILLY
| know what you’re doing, you re trying to make ne fail

M SS VANDERHOFF
| woul dn’t know how to nmake you do anyt hi ng.
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BI LLY
| do ny work.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Billy, it would be wong for me to | et you pass when you
are reading so far below grade level. | just can't do
it.

BI LLY
Naw, man, you're talking shit.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Pl ease, | expect a little nore respect.

BI LLY
What about me? You act real cool sonetinmes, but you
don’t care. Besides that, you never liked ne. Naw,
that’'s true. Ask anybody.
(Gets up to | eave)

M SS VANDERHOFF
Sit down. You're upset.

BI LLY
You al ways be on ne and shit.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Oh, for God' s sake, now who put that into your head?

BILLY
| don't gotta listen to you

M SS VANDERHOFF
Billy, what’s cone over you? You can take the class over
again in the sumer.

BI LLY
VWhat if | don’t wanna? Forget summrer school. | don’t
wanna go to no sunmer school. Naw, forget that.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Look at the way you're acting. Conme on now. Take a
seat. Wiat’'s gotten into you? W can talk.
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BILLY
Huhn? Naw. | know you. | know what you’'re doing. But
| amgoing to graduate. You'll see. You just wait. You

can’t stop me. There’s nothing to talk about. Just
ginmme a “D,” so | can pass.

M SS VANDERHOFF
I s that what you want, just a “D'?

BI LLY
Huhn? Yeah. But you don’t care. You only care about
Laf ayette. But they’'re going to expel his ass, huhn?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Billy, do you have to talk like that? | thought you
i ked Laf ayette.

BI LLY
Naw, he’'s stupid. | told himAlicia had the hots for
him but everyone knows she’s...whatever.

M SS VANDERHOFF
What ? Knows what? Tell ne.

BILLY
| don’t gotta tell you nothing.

M SS VANDERHOFF
What did | tell you about using a double negative?

BI LLY
| don’t gotta tell you shit. Better?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
(M SS VANDERHOFF stares at BILLY, soaking it al
i n)
So you encouraged hinf?

BI LLY
Hey, don’t try to pin...

M SS VANDERHOFRF
You set hi m up.



BETTERLAND [ 1-4-92

BI LLY
| didn’t think he was stupid enough to do nothing. Being
such a school -boy and all. How was | supposed to know?

M SS VANDERHOFF
You can have your “D.”

Bl LLY
VWha....?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Unl ess you' d prefer a “C'? Wuld you prefer a
gentleman’s “C'?

Bl LLY
A“C? Yeah, but...

M SS VANDERHOFF
But you're not a gentleman. | understand. No, you're
right. Wy settle for a “C,” when you could have a “A"?

BI LLY
Huhn? \Whatever. | just wanna pass.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| didn’t think you were prepared, but you are. You |l do
fine. You deserve an “A”

BI LLY
You're shitting me.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Don’t you deserve an “A’? You' ve served your tine.

BI LLY
You' re tripping.

M SS VANDERHOFF
How | ong has it been? How |ong have you been with us?

Bl LLY
VWher e?

M SS VANDERHOFF
And your rights! Mstn't forget you have rights.
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BI LLY
VWhat are you tal ki ng about ?

M SS VANDERHOFF
You have rights, but does that make it right? 1’1l take
an essay on that. Cone on, now. Five hundred words.

BI LLY
| turned in ny final.

M SS VANDERHOFF
W’ ve got to get you to where you'll be better off.
Isn’t that what it’'s all about? To better ourselves? To
live better? 1’'d only be holding you back. W woul dn’t
want that on our conscience, would we? Better pass you
on. Anything to get rid of you

BI LLY
Hey, it’s not ny fault Alicia didn't want to get fucked.
But maybe you do.

(M SS VANDERHOFF sl aps hi m across the face.
BI LLY, stunned, goes to the door and exits.)

STUDENT BODY PRESI DENT
(Very loud over the PA)
Bul | dogs, guess who?
(M SS VANDERHOFF, standing al one, goes to her
desk and begi ns packi ng up, when the PA starts
up again:)

STUDENT BODY PRESI DENT (cont’ d)
That’s right. This is your one and only Student Body
President. Have you been to the student store yet to buy
your caps and gowns? Better hurry, guys. Today |’'m
proud to announce the results of our Senior C ass
el ection: 62% of the graduating seniors voted for
M|l ennial Dogs, as this year’s cl ass nane.
Congratul ations. Let’s see that we all live up to the
chall enge. Now here is our Principal, M. Cool hinself,
with a few words:
(M SS VANDERHOFF acci dental ly knocks an obj ect
of f her desk, pauses, then clears off everything
el se. SHE then picks up the nmetal pole, and
goes to close w ndows)
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THE PRI NCI PAL

Thank you. Boys and girls, | just wanted to reiterate
t he i mportance of you Seniors getting over to the student
store to make your deposit on your caps and gowns, and to
be sure to purchase tickets for this year’s magnificent
trip to Six Flags. Renmenber now, $125 gets you the cap
and gown and your pass to a truly nenorabl e evening.

(M SS VANDERHOFF eyes t he PA speaker on the

wal |, and takes a swing at it.)
Don’t m ss out on what prom ses to be the highlight of
your senior year. Let’s show everyone that the Bull dogs
are real fighters.

(M SS VANDERHOFF t akes anot her swi ng and
connects. SHE now noves in on the target and
begins striking the speaker again and again
until it falls off the wall. Lights out.)

STILES VA CE
(Amplified, as though through the PA:))
M ss Vanderhoff. M ss Vanderhoff, are you all right?

(Li ghts up)

MR STI LES
M ss Vanderhoff. M ss Vanderhoff, are you all right?

M SS VANDERHOFF
(Cries out)
| wanted to save him | could have saved him

MR STILES
Who? Who did you want to save?

M SS VANDERHOFF
He was a real student.

MR STILES
Billy?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Billy is no student.

MR STILES
Billy nost certainly is a student. A student you were
| egal Iy bound to protect.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
He i s uneducabl e.

MR. STI LES
Not according to state law. Nor to district policy. It’s
in our vision statenent: ALL STUDENTS CAN LEARN

M SS VANDERHOFF
And where in that statenment does it say ALL STUDENTS MUST
STUDY? It’s a two way street. Despite ny size, M.
Stiles, | amnot a dancing bear.

MR STI LES
Can we bring this back. W were talking about Billy.
You were telling me what happened that day in your room
And you' ve admitted hitting him You struck him across
t he face

M SS VANDERHOFF
Yes.

MR. STI LES
So you confirmhis statement. And he never touched you,
is that right?
(Sil ence)
M ss Vanderhoff, this is very inportant. Did the boy hit
you?

M SS VANDERHOFF
No.

MR STILES
And t hen what happened?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Nothing. As I’ve said. He left the room

MR STI LES
What did he say? He nust have said sonething.

M SS VANDERHOFF
After.?

MR. STI LES
After you struck him Yes. D d he say anything? D d
you? Were there threats? D d you threaten hin?
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M SS VANDERHOFF
No. Never .

MR STILES
He says you threatened to fail himif he told anyone. |If
he reported the incident, you woul d see that he never
gr aduat ed.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Did1?

MR STILES
Did you?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
There was no threat. It is exactly as | have reported.
| told himhe would not graduate and then | hit him

MR STI LES
Were there any further words?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Yes. Yes, there were.

(BILLY reappears, holding his hand to his cheek)

BI LLY
| never had a teacher who disrespected ne like that. You
crazy bitch. You don’t have the right. Not even ny
not her!

M SS VANDERHOFF
You think too much about how you ought to be treated.

BI LLY
| oughta knock you out.
(HE exits)
MR STI LES

At | east sonebody used restraint. Besides being against
the state law, not to nmention district policy, what you
did was wong. No child deserves physical abuse. You do
know t hat .

M SS VANDERHOFF
That boy’s honor is not nore inportant than his
educati on.
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MR STI LES
That boy does indeed deserve our respect.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Billy is alout. And | amnot one bit sorry for what |
di d.

MR STILES
You know, M ss Vanderhoff, you are going to find yourself
totally alone, expressing these ideas, which | can safely
say few people share. W are tal king about children.

M SS VANDERHOFF
My generation doesn’t like children. 1’ve devoted nyself
to teaching, because | believe they have a lot to |earn.
You never stop tal king about your concern for the young,
but what have you got to teach? “If we're nice to them
they' Il be nice to us?”

MR STILES
You’ ve got sone strange ideas. But did you ever stop to
think...?

M SS VANDERHOFF
. ..about what?

MR STILES
... about the consequences.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
The consequences? | |ive the consequences. | don’t have
to stop to think of them

MR STI LES
And so does Lafayette.

M SS VANDERHOFF
VWhat are you tal king about, M. Stiles?

MR STILES
Listen, I'"'mnot -- | don’t know how to say -- blam ng
you. Not exactly, but.... Just what....Wy was
Laf ayette in your room al one?

(Sil ence)
You took a chance. Look what happened.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
“Look what happened.” They treated himlike an aninal.
But what really occurred?

MR STILES
According to you?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Not hi ng.

MR, STI LES
According to you. That’'s not what was reported.

M SS VANDERHOFF
She got her feelings hurt.

MR STILES
That’ s what you say.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
What adol escent girl hasn’t? So nowit’s a crinme?

MR. STI LES
Where are you getting your information? Wat did Alicia
say? What did she tell you?

M SS VANDERHOFF
| never spoke with her.

MR STILES
You never spoke? Wy?

M SS VANDERHOFF
She storned out of the room She was hysterical. She
ran to the girls’ Dean. He called security.

MR STILES
So what you' ve related is Lafayette’ s version?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Everyone took Alicia’ s side.

MR. STILES
| m surprised that you didn't.
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M SS VANDERHOFRF
Laf ayette deserved nmy |oyalty.

MR STI LES
Absol utely not.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Not that it did himany good.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Your | oyalty belongs to your profession. Once you give
that up, you have no business being in a classroom

M SS VANDERHOFF
Exactly.

MR STI LES
Your actions have been nothing | ess than reckless. You
never answered my question. How did Lafayette cone to be
in your roonf

M SS VANDERHOFF
| lent himny keys.

MR STI LES
Your keys? \WWat keys?

M SS VANDERHOFF
The keys on ny key ring. M keys. The keys to the room
to nmy desk, to ny file cabinet, the keys to ny house, the
keys to ny car.

MR STI LES
Wiy in God’'s nane would you do that?

M SS VANDERHOFF
| trusted him |Is that such a terrible thing?

MR. STI LES
|I’d say it was your job to protect your students, if not
fromeach other, then fromthensel ves.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
| once believed that. | had been preoccupied for years
with howny life...with how our lives - the lives of the
teachers - are limted and di m nished by threat, how we
have been made to suffer, how our freedom and our
conforts are affected by the students we fear. Lafayette
made ne see for the first time how fear can damage the
person feared. The watchful glance, quickening steps,
t he whi spers. How one is made to feel when all one can
see in another person’s eyes is restraint, or wthdrawal,
or panic. How could | expect Lafayette to |learn from
soneone who is afraid? | believed in him | wanted him
to trust me. Fear can be a formof brutality, M.
Stiles.

MR STILES
But you cannot leave it up to the children.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
No, you're right. Very seldom Lafayette was an
exception.

MR STI LES
| think that boy had you wapped around his little
finger.

M SS VANDERHOFF
That’ s absurd.

MR. STI LES
You weren’t very nice to Billy. You were not nice to
Laurie. Not even to Alicia. Wiy so nice to Lafayette?

M SS VANDERHOFF
Nice? |’mnot nice to anyone.

MR STILES
It’s been said that you ve got a thing for black boys.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| s that what you think? That’s outrageous!

MR. STI LES
M ss Vander hof f .
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M SS VANDERHOFRF
How dare you

MR. STI LES
Cal m down.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Just who do you think you are?

MR. STI LES
| work for the school district..l...

M SS VANDERHOFRF
..One does not answer rhetorical questions.

MR. STI LES
|’monly saying what |1’ve heard. |I'mtrying to
i nvestigate...

M SS VANDERHOFF
And that’'s what you' ve conme up with? You sound |ike
Billy.

MR. STI LES
Try to cal mdown, M ss Vanderhoff.

M SS VANDERHOFF
WIIl you stop saying that? | find that very offensive.

MR STILES
Your favoritismhasn't gone unnoti ced.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Wiy do | have to defend ny interest in this young man?

MR STI LES
You shoul dn’t have nmade an exception out of Lafayette.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Lafayette is exceptional. | didn't nmake an exception out
of him

MR. STI LES
You weren't fair.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
Fair. Is it fair when every punishnent is called
vi ol ence, and a teacher’s |ove, sex? You ve turned the
school s over to the kids.

MR. STI LES
You should have treated himlike the rest of the
st udent s.

M SS VANDERHOFF
W' re paralyzed by this call for fairness, which is just
an excuse to do nothing. I'msick of it. [It’s nothing
nore than a tyranny of negl ect.

MR STI LES
But you had a duty to enforce the rules.

M SS VANDERHOFF
It sickens nme that | should be made to pay for making an
exception of the only worthy cause |’ve ever known: one
student with the capacity to learn, the only real student
|’ ve had in years.
( STI LES | aughs)

M SS VANDERHCOFF  (cont’ d)
You think I’ mjoking.

MR STILES
| think you exaggerate. | know how you feel, Mss
Vander hoff, but there are other students.

M SS VANDERHOFF
No, no, no, no, no.

MR STI LES
There are thousands of students who need you.

M SS VANDERHOFF
There are no students.

MR. STI LES
You had other students in that classroom Laurie? You
don't talk very nmuch about her.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Bei ng a success in school is not the sane as being a
student. Laurie did not have the sane needs as
Laf ayette. She did not have the sane tal ents.
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MR STI LES
He rmust consider hinself very lucky to have had such a
caring teacher. Have you been able to visit hin®

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Hi s aunt got the matter transferred out to where she and
Laf ayette will be living.

(LAFAYETTE appr oaches)

LAFAYETTE
Hey, V. Mss V.

M SS VANDERHOFF
|’msorry | couldn’t see you earlier. 1’'ve been on the
run all norning. You all right?

LAFAYETTE
Yeeah.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Where were you yesterday?

LAFAYETTE
| went with my auntie to the post office, but...

M SS VANDERHOFF
You m ssed school to go to the post office?

LAFAYETTE
It’s nmy birthday.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Your birthday!

LAFAYETTE
Yeeah.
M SS VANDERHOFF
Congratul ations. | see you got your hair done.

LAFAYETTE
My auntie did it.
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M SS VANDERHOFF
You | ook very handsone. |If | had known, | would have
gotten you sonet hi ng.

LAFAYETTE
That’s all right.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
(SHE hands him The @ul ag Archi pel ago Three)
| do have a book for you. 1It’s not a birthday present.
You said you wanted to read the third volunme, didn’t you?

LAFAYETTE
Yeah.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(CGently scol di ng)
So that’s why you haven’t been in class? Your birthday’' s
not nore inportant than your education, | hope.

LAFAYETTE
Yeabh. | nean, naw.

M SS VANDERHOFF
|"ve been dying to tell you. | talked to the Head
Counsel or and to the Principal, and I’ m al nost 100% sure
they will agree to let you skip a grade, if you'll attend
two intercessions this sumer. Isn’'t that marvel ous?
You' |l be able to graduate with your class, and you won’t
be a year behind. Now, | want you to bring your aunt in
tomorrow to speak with M. Allen. And, Lafayette, |1'd
like you to wear sonething nice. WMke a good i npression,
all right?

LAFAYETTE
| ain’t gonna be here tonorrow.

M SS VANDERHOFF
O course, you are.
(Seeing that he neans it)
Way not ?

LAFAYETTE
Got sonething to do.
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M SS VANDERHOFRF
Sonmething to do? Don’'t be silly!

LAFAYETTE
My auntie and themis noving. | gotta help and stuff, you
know.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Movi ng? You barely checked in here, Lafayette. Were is
she taking you?

LAFAYETTE
They got them a house and all.

M SS VANDERHOFF
A house? Where? Not out of this district?

LAFAYETTE
| don’t know exactly. It takes about forty mnutes to
get out there.

M SS VANDERHOFF
How wi || you graduate? You won't graduate.

LAFAYETTE
She call it her little dream house.

M SS VANDERHOFF
That’s very nice, Lafayette, but you need these credits.
Li sten...

LAFAYETTE
Naw, you listen. Naw, see. | can't be up in here. MW
PO wants to send me back to the Halls.

M SS VANDERHOFF

VWhat Halls? Al | knowis, you ve sinply got to finish
out the year. | think your aunt’s being very selfish.
LAFAYETTE

They wanna put ne back in jail.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Alicia dropped those silly charges.
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LAFAYETTE
That don't matter.

M SS VANDERHOFF
And besides that, she won't even be around. She's
graduating. And so wll you.

LAFAYETTE
Naw. They don’t care about that. | violated probation.
My auntie and themi s noving and nmy new POs agreed to
give ne a second chance.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| want to believe things wll be better for you.

LAFAYETTE
Yeeah.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Don't... Onh, Lafayette, | want you to renmenber to show
everybody what a wonderful human being you are. Do you
hear ne?

LAFAYETTE
Yeeah.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Do you? And if you need a friend, you conme and see ne.

LAFAYETTE
Yeeah.

M SS VANDERHOFF
No “yeeah.” Say “l prom se.”

LAFAYETTE
Promse. Mss V, | gotta jam

M SS VANDERHOFF
s this goodbye?

LAFAYETTE
Naw. Yeah. | don’t know.
(HE exits)
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M SS VANDERHOFF
(To his back:)
Happy birthday.
(To MR STILES:)
What have you decided, M. Stiles? | have the feeling
you’' ve al ready nade up your m nd.

MR STI LES
The Board has final say. |It’s a violation of the Ed.
Code to touch the kids. They are waiting for the
Superintendent’s recomendation. The famly wants you
out .

M SS VANDERHOFF
| didn't realize the Superintendent’s famly was being
consul t ed.

MR STILES
The boy. Billy's famly. |I'mafraid they are insisting
on a transfer.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Insisting...? Billy's famly...? Are they in a position
to insist?

MR STILES
They have the right to press crimnal charges.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Charges? You call them charges?

MR STI LES
Assault and battery. W’ve been able to talk them out of
that, in exchange for an agreenent...

M SS VANDERHOFF
...to transfer ne out?

MR STI LES
O course, Billy will be allowed to graduate.

M SS VANDERHOFF
O course.
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MR. STI LES
And the famly requests an apology. It is Billy' s sole
demand.

M SS VANDERHOFF
So now Billy's calling the shots.

MR. STI LES
That’'s not fair.

M SS VANDERHOFF

(Laughs)
Hooray for Billy. | had no idea it had gone so far. W
God, | should have known. It was naive of ne to think

that as a teacher | would be backed up

MR STI LES
Billy's brother will be entering your school in two
years. The famly is concerned. Look: there s no
reason to think a new assignnent will not be a success.
We can't just stand still. And, it so happens, | can
even offer you a choice of schools.

M SS VANDERHOFF
There are no school s.

MR STILES
| understand, M ss Vanderhoff. Lincoln Heights is a fine
school, but there are better schools.

M SS VANDERHOFF
Lincoln Heights is not a school. The children are in
charge now. Billy is in charge.

MR. STI LES
Don’t be ridicul ous.

M SS VANDERHOFRF
Am | being ridicul ous?

MR STI LES
We have Principals who would kill for a teacher of your
experi ence.



BETTERLAND [1-4-109

M SS VANDERHOFF
You're not | ooking for teachers. You want heroes, who
w Il sacrifice thensel ves because they care, who wll
make grand gestures for a year or two, or until something
better cones along. | should have gotten out, as soon as
it stopped being a school.

MR STILES
You keep saying that.

M SS VANDERHOFF
How can it be a school? You don’t know the difference
bet ween appeasenent and nurturance.
(A realization; to herself)
It is as though | were a stranger in ny own hone.

MR STILES
Nobody’ s bei ng appeased. W seek to satisfy both sides.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(I'gnoring STILES; SHE | ooks over the roon
Isnt it funny how these walls don’'t go all the way to
the ceiling?

MR STILES
We can’t stand still. That’'s what history teaches.

M SS VANDERHOFF
(An epi phany)
Tenporary walls for tenporary people.

MR. STI LES
M ss Vander hof f ?

M SS VANDERHOFRF
The entire nation, a revolving door.

MR. STI LES
| have worked very hard putting this transfer together.
You coul d have | ost your job.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| appreciate your effort, but | refuse to agree to
Billy' s terns.

MR. STI LES
They are not Billy's terns. They are the
Superi nt endent’ s.
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M SS VANDERHOFRF
That’ s not an obvious distinction. Thank you, but |’ve
deci ded to resign

MR STI LES
Resi gn? Now? But why?

M SS VANDERHOFF
There are no students. It’s not a school. What is there
for me to do?

MR STI LES
I f you could just wait...to give us tinme... No one
pl anned for you just to wal k awnay.

M SS VANDERHOFF
| don’t see why not. A good teacher plans for every
cont i ngency.

MR STI LES
You are being selfish. You want everything to adapt to
you, but you have to learn to adjust. That's what
education is, preparing for and accepting change. | can
find you a better spot.

M SS VANDERHOFF
On the theory that anything is better than nothing? 1°'d
prefer to stand at the back of a bus, telling passengers
to put out their cigarettes. At |least there would be a
poi nt .

MR STI LES
You ignore the fact that we are doing a nuch better job
of serving the needs of all children.

M SS VANDERHOFF
|’msure | no | onger know what those are.

MR STILES
You're naive if you think hypocrisy is confined to
education. You think teachers are the only ones? Look
what’ s happening in nedicine. Do you know what doctors
and | awers are going through?
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M SS VANDERHOFF
l’msure | will always find sonething to do.
(SHE gets up to | eave)

MR. STI LES
You struck that boy. You're forgetting that. W’re
tal king child abuse. You could | ose your license. |If

t hey prosecute, and you are convicted, you could |ose
everything. You are making a m stake. Have you
consi dered your pension?

M SS VANDERHOFF
| can always teach in the prisons; |'ve had |ots of
experi ence.

MR. STILES
| won't try to stop you, but what of the children? Have
you t hought about thenf?

M SS VANDERHOFF

M. Stiles, have you not heard a word |’ ve said? | don't
i ke children.

END OF PLAY
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