WHITE EMBERS
pseudo-thriller

by Saviana Stanescu
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Characters:

SHARI – early 30s

VICKY – late 20s

ALEX – 30s-40s

LESLIE – 30s-40s

Time: present

Place: Connecticut, USA.

The set is composed only of various chairs. Among them a white one.

Right-stage:
Two women on the roof of a house. VICKY wears a home gown, SHARI wears jeans and has a gun in her right hand. She has a heavy accent. Although she points the gun at Vicky, she seems more interested in admiring the view.

Left-stage: 

LESLIE and ALEX on a plane. 

(there’s no need for a realistic set, two chairs and fastened belts would do it)

Lights up on Shari and Vicky.

SHARI




VICKY

The roof of the new world…

It’s beautiful…


It’s freezing…

SHARI

Closer to the sky…

VICKY

My feet are turning red…

SHARI

Sky-scraping… Sky-skiing…

VICKY

I’m getting frostbite. My feet are turning purple.

SHARI

Oh. (looking at Vicky’s feet) Your funny little toes… (chanting and ‘conducting’ with the gun) Little worms in the snow on the roof… 
VICKY

Careful! … Listen to me, Telma. You are a sensitive person. A nice woman. You don’t want to kill me. You’re not a criminal. 

SHARI

My name is not Telma.

VICKY

(impatiently) Is not Telma?! Who are you then? Where is Telma Khan?

SHARI

Oh, yes. You invited Telma Khan for a – how did you call it? - “chat” on Bechnian cuisine.

VICKY

What did you do to Telma?

SHARI

I killed her. (beat)  Relax. I was Telma Khan just for you. For a while. I took the name from that movie “Telma and Louise”. I liked that movie.

VICKY

Are you gonna take me on a road trip?

SHARI

Maybe. Relax now.

VICKY

How can I relax when you’re pointing a gun at me? When I’m FREEZING.

SHARI

Have you ever watched the sky from the top roof of your house?

VICKY

What are you planning to do with me? Do you wanna kill me? No, you can’t kill me. That would be a big mistake. A sin. It would be silly. Crazy. It can get you... deported! Or worse. There is death penalty in this country!

SHARI

Relax. Enjoy the view. Feel the snow.

VICKY

I haven’t done anything to you. 

SHARI

Look up at the sky! The sun. The eye. Of God.

VICKY

Yeah, God is there, up there. He’s looking at us. Almighty God is looking at you. Let’s ... pray! Pray with me! Thank you God for such a beautiful night, life is good and beautiful, we thank you, God, for our humble life, thank you for this world and this life / and... 

SHARI

Shut up! There are no Gods here, just the snow … It’s a warm snow here in America… Good bye, snow. Say, good bye, to the snow! Adala, zaka! Adala!

Lights up on Leslie and Alex.

LESLIE

I’m nervous.

ALEX

Relax. It’s not your first time on a plane.

LESLIE

It’s not the plane. It’s… A headache. I’ve got this awful headache. 

ALEX

I told you to drink tea not coffee.

LESLIE

It’s not the coffee… It’s… What if… What if she’s… I don’t know… different.

ALEX
Everyone is different. 

LESLIE

Yes, but… there’s different and ‘different’…

ALEX

(trying to get some sleep) We’ll see. There’s no need to think of this now. 

LESLIE

Yes, but… we can’t go there and not take her, can we?

ALEX

I suppose we can.

LESLIE

No, pumpkin, we can’t play with those kids’ lives. It’s enough that they live in a third world country!

ALEX

Try to get some sleep, pumpkin. Or read your book.

LESLIE

I finished that one on the history of Bechnya. Sad, very sad, country. Ethnic conflicts, wars, invasions... I’ve been saying this to everyone since Vietnam: Make Love not War! War is stupid! War is / brainwashing. It’s...

ALEX

Shhhhh! People want to sleep on the plane. It’s a long trip.

LESLIE

I can’t sleep. And I don’t have anything to read.

ALEX

The English-Bechnyan travel guide.

Lights shift on Vicky and Shari.  

Shari is taking her shoes off with her left hand. The gun in her right hand is still pointed at Vicky.
VICKY

Say something for God’s sake! (beat) What’s all this about? What do you want? You want money? We can go inside and I’ll write you a neat check…

SHARI 

Feel the snow with your bare feet… Do you hear anything? The snow tells you a story… Listen to it! 

VICKY

Oh, yes… Sure… The snow tells me a story. A fairy-tale. 

SHARI

Shhhhhh!

VICKY

The snow says we should go inside. She…the snow… will speak to me through the… window.

SHARI

You don’t think I can hurt you. I can hurt you. (pointing the gun at her) Walk! Walk in front of me. Walk!  (Vicky walks, Shari walks on her foot steps) 
Feel the snow, feel it! It’s hot. Good. Tender. It’s walking on white embers…

VICKY

It’s pneumonia. We’ll both get pneumonia. Do you know what pneumonia means?

SHARI

Maybe we see the sky and the snow for the last time. Look at the sky, feel the snow, taste the air, take the memory of them with you. Pneumonia means nothing...

(she pushes Vicky) OK, you want to go inside, let’s go inside! We’ll finish our conversation very quickly inside.

VICKY

(changing her strategy) Wait. Look! See that bird on the sky…

SHARI

Where?

VICKY

There.

SHARI

I don’t see it.

VICKY

How do you say bird in Bechnyan?

SHARI

Kaneper.

VICKY

Snow?

SHARI

Zaka. I don’t see the bird.

VICKY

Sky?

SHARI

Kari.

As Shari looks up at the sky, Vicky attempts to snatch her gun. They start fighting for the gun in the snow.

VICKY

(on top of Shari) Fucking bitch! Fucking crazy bitch!

SHARI

(on top of Vicky) Fakiti moka, adala moka!

Lights shift on Leslie and Alex.
LESLIE

“Adala” - good bye. Adala! With an accent on the first syllable. Adala!  “Ada” – water. My arms still hurt from carrying that damn bag. 25 bottles of water! That’s silly to carry ordinary water over there…. 

ALEX

You’ll ask for it when you need to brush your teeth.

LESLIE

It’s offensive to them. You know that woman Fahida who works for the Taylors. I asked her if they had hot water at home and she got all stiff:  “What do you think, we’re barbarians, of course we had hot water: Tuesday and Saturday from 6-8 pm. Plenty of hot water! And we had bathtubs too… AND public baths!”  Bechnyans care about their pride.

ALEX

I hope we can buy a few more bottles at the airport.

LESLIE

That’s ridiculous…

ALEX

You got chocolate and teddy-bears…

LESLIE

For the girl not for me… Jesus!

Lights shift.

Living Room. 
Vicky is sitting in a chair, Shari ties her hands to the back of the chair.

VICKY

It hurts.

SHARI

It will make you stay quiet – how did you call me? – bitch! We are going to have a nice “chat”, bitch.

Shari looks around the house.

SHARI

 You have a fancy house. Modern. Very modern. (starts inspecting the room) Who decorated it?

Vicky doesn’t want to answer. Shari points the gun at Vicky’s head.

SHARI
Speak!

VICKY

James. My husband. He’s an architect.

SHARI

I’ve never seen white chairs. Ours are brown, gray or black over there.

VICKY

You only need some white paint and they can be white.

SHARI

A naked woman in a white chair looks... white.

VICKY

Oh, no. You won’t have me sitting naked in that chair.

SHARI

You’d look beautiful. Snow-white. Zaka-alba.

VICKY

You have a crush on me? That’s it? You want… me?

SHARI

(touching Vicky’s upper body with the gun, she notices the label Victoria’s Secret) ”Victoria’s Secret”. What’s your secret, Victoria? Tell me your secret.

VICKY

Leave me alone... 

Lights up on Leslie and Alex in a waiting room.

LESLIE

It’s cold…

ALEX

Freezing… I told you to take two sweaters.

LESLIE

Those kids live in this temperature on a daily basis, Alex, and you can’t take it for a few minutes? 

ALEX

Minutes? It’s been more than an hour… this is unacceptable… we are foreigners, guests, we should be treated with some decency, respect, something… That gloomy woman with a bird-face is not happy to have us here… She looks like a raven, did you notice that?

LESLIE

Shut up, pumpkin. Would you like someone saying you look like a… parrot? 

Lights shift.

SHARI

(looking at a framed photo)

So this is your man… You deserve better… He’s fat. Self-sufficient. Rich… Happy…

VICKY

I don’t know about happy…

SHARI

And these are your kids…

VICKY

Emma and Michael. Emma is eight, Michael is four.

SHARI

Your daughter is pretty… She looks like you.

VICKY

She has James’s mouth…

SHARI

No, she doesn’t.

VICKY

(trying another strategy) They’re at school now. I should go fetch them home, shouldn’t I?... You must tell Emma that you think she’s pretty. Since she got those braces we’ve had only problems. She keeps saying she’s ugly and that’s why nobody loves her.

SHARI

She’s not ugly. 

VICKY

Exactly.  James made fun of her once. He went like “where’s my precious ugly girl?” She took it seriously. We had tears, screams, hunger strikes… the whole arsenal of misery…(beat)  Let me go get the kids home. You’re not that cruel to let two poor kids wait for their mom. You might have children too, you know how it is…

SHARI

I don’t. 

Lights shift.

LESLIE

Why should they treat us special? It’s our fault. We arrived one day earlier. 

ALEX

It’s still rude… We should complain to her supervisor…

LESLIE

She is the supervisor.

ALEX

Maybe they need time to prepare the girl...

LESLIE

What’s to prepare? We want to see her unprepared. Herself. I don’t want to meet some Barbie-girl smiling and reciting lines they inscribed onto her mind...  

ALEX

Damn, it’s so cold.

LESLIE

You should make an effort to look warmer. The first impression means a lot.

Lights shift.

SHARI

Liar. They’re not at school, it’s winter break. I’m not stupid. You sent them to your mother-in-law. You stayed at home to finish your book. The cook-book. How’s that to write a cook-book? 

VICKY

It’s not a cook-book, it’s a restaurant guide…

SHARI

I know. You’re a fancy food critic. Isn’t that a good job? You go out and eat, and they pay you to write how you liked the food. You have silly jobs here in America.

VICKY

You seem to know a lot about me.

SHARI

I did some research. Like you did. On me and Bechnyan cuisine. (she starts laughing)

Lights shift.

ALEX

You shouldn’t expect her to love us at first sight.

LESLIE

That’s exactly what I expect. A deep connection. At the first sight. I loved her at the first sight. 

ALEX

Of her photo… You should be prepared for... I don’t know, the unexpected.

LESLIE

Why do you always have to pull me down, pumpkin?

ALEX

It’s called reality. And the reality is: she’s a little Muslim girl.

LESLIE

We already had this conversation: she’s not Muslim, she’s only 2 years old! We’ll be raising her Christian.

Lights shift.

SHARI

You had a nice life, girl. A beautiful boring life…  

VICKY

You can have a nice life too. You’re a pretty woman. You can have fun. You can date someone! You can marry a nice guy, have kids, go on vacations…

SHARI

(sticking the gun in Vicky’s mouth) Don’t try to sell me the American Dream pie! I’m not buying it anymore. Have no money for it. Have no time. What do you know about me? Nothing. Let me tell you something: I’ve been living in the shelter next to your church for the last three months. I was there every Sunday, starring at you. You don’t remember me. You don’t know me. But I know everything about you. And a lot about shelters. I’m an expert. I can write a book on shelters and orphanages. Nobody will buy it, of course.

Lights shift.

LESLIE

I’m sure we will connect. You’ll see. She will love us. She’s our daughter. I’ve been thinking intensely of her for the last 6 months. She must have felt something.

ALEX

I doubt it… She doesn’t even know we exist.

LESLIE

Of course she does! You want to pick up a fight, pumpkin? Now? Now when we’re about to change our lives. When we’re about to be more than ourselves, more than Leslie and Alex: a family, a true family.

ALEX

There’s no need to be overdramatic.

LESLIE

There’s no need to pretend that nothing important is happening.

Lights shift.
Shari takes the gun out of Vicky’s mouth. 

VICKY

Listen. I know what you need: a nice warm friendly place. (smiling) Let me accommodate you here for a while. You’ll like it here. We can cook, read, write, talk… Like two girlfriends… two colleagues… two sisters…

SHARI

Two sisters?... Aren’t you a funny doll? The first thing you’ll do is call the Police and get rid of me. I know what that smile on your face means. It means nothing. You Americans smile and laugh and mean nothing. You ask ‘how’re you doing’ and when we answer, you’re far away, you don’t need an answer. ‘Fine’, ‘good’, that’s what we have to say. But what if it’s not good? What if it’s bad?... I worked with Americans over there. They helped us “build a new democracy”. From our rubble and their bombs. They taught us how to smile and mean nothing. They finally gave me a visa to come over here. I must have smiled pretty well…

Lights shift.

LESLIE

We should choose a name for her…

ALEX

She already has a name…

LESLIE

What about… Mary? No, Mary is too common.

VICKY

I understand your frustration. You had a difficult life. You grew bitter. I understand that. But you won’t feel any better if you hurt other people. You won’t feel better.

SHARI 

(slapping Vicky) You don’t understand shit.

VICKY

There’s no need for violence… 

SHARI

There’s no need for masks. (caressing her) Beautiful face… Too beautiful to be true. How much did it cost you? Hmm? How much does it cost to erase wrinkles, scares, memories?

VICKY

I didn’t have a face lift, if that’s what you mean…

SHARI

Liar. You know what I mean.

VICKY

I have no idea what you mean…

LESLIE

We must find something exotic but not too exotic…

ALEX

What about Cleopatra? Cleo.

LESLIE

No. It’s a fish name.

ALEX

It’s a queen’s name! All right. Let’s just wait in silence. 

LESLIE

Well, maybe an exotic name is not such a good idea.

SHARI

Vicky is a stupid name.

VICKY

My hands must have turned red… 

LESLIE

I can’t wait in silence AND in cold.

SHARI

I am going to call you Fatma, what about that? 

VICKY

Call me whatever you want, but please do something about this rope, it really hurts!

SHARI

A beautiful name Fatma.

VICKY

I can’t feel my hands. Can you do something with this rope? Loose it a bit? I can’t even think clearly anymore… What’s all this about?! What the hell is all this about? Why are you here? What the fuck do you want from me?! What’s going on, for God’s sake?

She starts crying.

SHARI

Oh, no. Don’t cry, Fatma, don’t cry. I can’t see you crying. I’m loosing the rope, I’m loosing it, don’t cry! Shhhhhhh!

She loses the rope but keeps the gun pointed at Vicky.
SHARI 

You need a blanket. It’s getting cold. Where is your bedroom?

VICKY

Upstairs. The first one on your left.

Shari goes offstage. Vicky tries to untie her hands.
LESLIE

What about Sabrina? Flora?! Linda!

ALEX

Whores’ names. Or transvestites’.

LESLIE

You are full of prejudices, you still are! 

ALEX

Anyway, she has a name, she has a past. It’s not like she’s being born now.

LESLIE

What past are you talking about? Two years in this horrible place, with those gloomy women watching over her. Two years to be erased from her memory. When we get home, she’ll have the pink room, she’ll have the bears…

ALEX

27 plush bears!

LESLIE

28.

ALEX

Maybe she doesn’t like teddy-bears. What if bears frighten her… What if she’s allergic to plush?

LESLIE

(rummaging in her bag, pulling out a teddy bear)
I don’t know anyone who’s allergic to plush. Jesus. Your goal is to scare me on this trip. Plush bears are cute. I bet she never had one. She’s going to love them. 

ALEX

We can’t be sure.

LESLIE

(she takes a photo out of the bag) She’s so cute. You like teddy-bears, little pumpkin, don’t you? Of course, you do. Everyone loves teddy-bears. You need to tell mommy what you like and mommy will get it for you. You’re my precious little girl, my perfect little pumpkin. Nothing can stop us. You’re my little victory... Oh, my God, I’m shivering. I found the perfect name: Victoria. VICKY!

Shari gets back holding a blanket and a teddy-bear. She drops them on the floor. She points the gun at Vicky.
SHARI

My spoiled little lady and her teddy bears. She can’t stay one hour tied in a chair, can she? She gets sad. She gets bored. She cries. I should tell her another funny story. About a six-year old girl who spent 64 hours tied to a chair. In the dark. In a cold empty room. In her own piss and shit. Talking with the rats and the cockroaches. Imploring them to be her friends. 

(she shows her feet to Vicky)

Didn’t you notice? I miss three toes. No tooth-fairy for Shari but a ‘toe-fairy’ with a rat head. A rat-fairy. A little brown rat-fairy.

VICKY

God...

SHARI

You don’t like my stories.

VICKY

But why? What happened? Who locked you in that room? You were only / a child…

SHARI

Why? Because Shari stole the supervisor’s cake for her little pretty Fatma who was crying for a piece a cake. Did she give any bite to Shari? No, she didn’t. She ate it all. But Shari was happy because Fatma was happy. Fatma was smiling.

She starts caressing Vicky with the gun.

VICKY

I’m not Fatma, Shari. I’m not. I am Vicky. I have a daughter myself. Her name is Emma. Emma, a pretty little girl like the one in your story. You don’t want bad things to happen to pretty Emma’s mom, do you, do you?

SHARI

Of course you’re Fatma, Fatma. 

Alex and Leslie turn towards Vicky and Shari.

LESLIE 

(to Vicky) Hi!... I’m Leslie, he is Alex. Leslie. Alex. 

VICKY

(pointing at the snow out the window) Zaka! Zaka!

ALEX 

What’s your name, sweetie?

LESLIE

Don’t ask her that! (to Vicky) Vicky. Say Vicky. My name is VICKY.

VICKY

Zaka!

SHARI

Fatma. Shari. 

ALEX 

She’s the older one, Leslie. Look at her eyes. She’s the girl in the picture. She had a hair-cut.

LESLIE

What are you talking about, Vicky is two years old and has long curly hair, here’s / the photo…

ALEX

They must have sent us an old photo. They do such things here. 

SHARI

Mama. Papa.

LESLIE 

(to Shari) Sweetie… there must be some mistake…

Shari takes a photo out of her pocket. It’s a photo of Alex and Leslie.

SHARI

Mama. Papa.

ALEX

She has our photo, Leslie, she’s our girl. 

SHARI

SHARI, Fatma. Mama, papa.

LESLIE 

They didn’t tell us she had a sister…

ALEX 
We didn’t ask…

LESLIE

Look at them. They’re inseparable… 

SHARI

Fatma. SHARI.

LESLIE

Let’s take both of them, pumpkin!

ALEX

We’ve got papers for ONE kid’s adoption. 

LESLIE

They should be happy we want to take two.

ALEX

We can take only one girl out of this country, pumpkin, whichever you want, but only one...

JACKIE

(smiling) Zaka!

LESLIE

She’s talking to us.

ALEX

She seems like a happy child.

LESLIE

Isn’t that strange? And her ears are like yours, a little sharp…

ALEX

What do you mean?

LESLIE

I mean she looks a bit like you…

ALEX

She does, doesn’t she?

LESLIE

Look, she has your smile! Your nice smile not the other one…

ALEX

She’s so pretty and chubby... 

LESLIE

The older one is dirty… Look at her neck!

ALEX

Well… Vicky is dirty too…

LESLIE

Yes, but her skin is so… white…and, I don’t know, luminous! Don’t you think so? 

ALEX

You wouldn’t say she was born in this place… 

LESLIE

Exactly!

ALEX

But this situation is… they put us in such a situation…

LESLIE

She’s our daughter. She’s Vicky. I can feel her. 

(smiling at Vicky) What does mommy have here?! 

(she hands the teddy-bear to Vicky, who takes it and smiles back) A teddy-bear!  For Vicky!

SHARI

Fatma! (pointing at herself) SHARI!

ALEX

Yes, Shari. You’re a brave girl. You take care of the little one. She’s a cutie, isn’t she? 

Alex tries to caress Vicky, Shari stops him.

ALEX

What’s wrong, girl?! (to Leslie, while smiling at Shari) She scares me a bit.

LESLIE

Where’s the curly hair she had in the photo… Did they use a wig or something? Just to make a good impression? I don’t get it. Why to mislead us? Why to send an old photo of her? 

ALEX

Maybe they don’t take photos of the kids every year…

LESLIE

A bunch of crooks! Incompetents!

ALEX

I told you…

LESLIE

What are we going to do… It’s awful… 

ALEX

We can ask to see the other kids if you want.

LESLIE

And leave Vicky here? No way.

Shari grabs the teddy-bear from Vicky’s hands and throws it away. 

LESLIE

Hey, what are you doing?! 

SHARI

Mama!

ALEX

It’s going to be difficult. We must ask for some help.

LESLIE 

(to SHARI) You are a big girl. She is a small girl. She needs mommy and daddy. You are a big girl. You understand this. We will take your little sister to America. We will take good care of her. We love her. You love her too. You must be happy for your sister.

ALEX 

(to Shari) You will come to visit her, in America.

LESLIE

Don’t lie to her…

ALEX

She doesn’t understand English.

LESLIE

I don’t want our daughter to hear you lying. (to Vicky who’s still smiling) Yes, Vicky, pumpkin, smile to mommy! Now smile to daddy too!

ALEX

Yes, sweetheart, give daddy your hand! Say hello to daddy, Vicky!

They are giggling at Vicky, ignoring Shari.
SHARI 

Fatma! Fatma! (pointing at the window) Zaka, Fatma. Zaka!

Vicky doesn’t look at the window, she enjoys playing with the teddy-bear. 

Shari starts hitting Alex’s chest with her fists and her feet.
ALEX

This is not good. You’re a bad girl! A bad girl!
Lights fade. Beat. 

Lights up on Shari and Vicky in the living room.
SHARI

I am a bad girl, Fatma. I came here to kill you and set your house on fire.

VICKY

(beat) You don’t have the heart to do this.

SHARI

I don’t know about my heart.

Shari starts taking off her clothes.
SHARI

I’m Shari. My name is Shari. Shari. Shari. Shari.

VICKY

Shari. What are you doing? 

SHARI

Stay still. I will let you go soon.

VICKY

Stop this, stop this, Shari!

SHARI

I am going to sit on white embers. 

VICKY

Let me help you.

SHARI

You don’t remember me… 

Shari kisses Vicky on her cheek and unties her.

SHARI

It’s OK… Why to remember, what’s so good in remembering?

VICKY

Look. You can stay here with me. For however long you want.

SHARI

This is not my house.

VICKY

You can make it here in America. I can help you.

SHARI

It’s too late.

VICKY

It’s never too late.

SHARI

I love this American lie…

VICKY

You can be our…babysitter! Emma will love you! Even / Michael…

SHARI

I don’t want to lie in front of children.

VICKY

There’s no need to lie. You can be yourself, tell always the truth.

SHARI

Then I would have to teach them Bechnyan. Talk with them in Bechnyan.

VICKY

You speak very good English. 

SHARI

I learned English only to speak to you.

VICKY

Then talk to me! Tell me about you. I want to know everything about you. 

SHARI

My little liar…

She continues stripping.

VICKY

Please, put your clothes on. Please!

By now Shari is (almost) naked.  She points the gun at Vicky.
SHARI

Don’t move!

Shari sits in the white chair.

VICKY

Shari. Nothing is utterly bad and irreversible… This is not a horror movie… Put your clothes on! I’m going to cook a nice dinner for us… A five stars dinner!

SHARI

Come here and kneel down! 

VICKY 

SHARI…

Shari shoots the teddy-bear.

VICKY

No! Why are you doing this?

SHARI

Come here!... Come!... 

VICKY

What do you wanna do? You don’t have to do this. Don’t do this, Shari!

SHARI

(pushing Vicky down) Kiss my legs! Kiss them!

VICKY

No, Shari…

SHARI

Lick them! Lick my skin! Lick! Lick!

VICKY

You cannot ask / me to…

SHARI

(pushing Vicky down) Lick! Feel the taste! Lick!

Vicky starts licking Shari’s calves. Shari lifts the hand with the gun and looks at it. She touches her own body with the gun.

SHARI
Go on! Lick!… Touch my legs, tie them with your tongue, bite me, bite me, little white rat-fairy…Yes … Sister rat-fairy… Don’t stop! Bite!... Yes… Yes…  Taste me. Bite me. Remember me. Keep a piece of me with you, in you, Fatma... Don’t leave me alone!… Leave me alone! ... Snow-White has turned brown… She bites the poisoned apple... It tastes good, Fatma... Where are you, Fatma? Fatma?!

VICKY

I’m here, Shari, I’m here. Feel me. I’m here.

SHARI

Adala, Fatma... Adala! 

VICKY

No! (beat) Kaneper! Kari! Zaka! Zaka! Zaka!

Shari caresses Vicky with the gun.

SHARI
Zaka, Fatma, zaka.
She raises the arm with the gun. Blackout.
A gun shot.
THE END
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