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David Auburn was born in Chicago and raised in Ohio and Arkansas. He is a Pulitzer Prize and Tony Award-winning playwright, screenwriter and director. He 1ives in New York City.





The Absence of Pain: 
A Reflection on the Plays of David Auburn

By Robert M. Dowling

Over twenty years ago, I conducted an interview with the novelist Annie Proulx. I was eager to ask whether Proulx believed she had won the Pulitzer Prize for her 1993 novel Shipping News because critics had read it as a departure away from her usual affinity for human darkness: Proulx, in short, appeared to have given her hapless protagonist, Quoyle, a happy ending. This was an illusion, she responded. Her acclaimed novel’s finale was in fact produced in a spirit of defiance against such endings. “Quoyle’s ‘happiness’ at the end,” Proulx said, “is nothing more than the absence of pain.… Of course later I thought maybe that’s all happiness is anyway.”1

The novelist’s acerbic response returned to me while I was struggling over the challenge of composing this short piece on the dramatic work of another Pulitzer recipient, for his play Proof, the playwright David Auburn. What was it, I asked myself, about these utterly distinctive dramas that make them cohere? I registered an unmistakable sensation while experiencing an Auburn play; it was a deeply felt emotion, yet still difficult to pin down in words or even thoughts. Then, in Auburn’s heartrending portrait of a brief but impactful friendship, Summer, 1976, the playwright’s most recent script, I discovered my answer, and it was Proulx’s answer.

Summer, 1976’s plot revolves around an unlikely friendship between a jaded single mother named Diana, a college visual arts instructor, and a disarmingly youthful and earnest faculty wife named Alice. Early in their friendship, Diana relates to Alice the torturous pain regularly visited upon her by migraine headaches: “It’s as if someone were trying very hard but failing,” she explains, “to extract your eyeballs through a hole drilled in the back of your skull.” This is an apt rendering, from what I’ve heard, but more revealingly, Diana goes on to describe the peculiar aftermath of migraines in a passage that might well be applied to the emotional impact of each of the exquisitely humane stories collected in this book: “It’s not simple joy at the release from pain—the joy you’d expect,” Diana says. “It’s a different feeling.… An awareness of how much pleasure there is to be taken in the world. That you only possess in such intensity because you’ve endured the hateful thing. And somehow, gratitude to the hateful thing for making the awareness possible.” Life is a migraine headache, Auburn seems to tell us here, but an “awareness” of life’s pleasures will gratefully arrive after the pain inevitably subsides.

This might well be Auburn’s greatest gift to theatergoers—his message is one of acute relief that despite it all, we are each of us alive and not yet dead. His plays close with something far more uplifting, or at least liberating, than a happy ending: a reconciliation with life.

By no stretch are Auburn’s plays “hateful” things, of course—far from it. They are irresistible from their opening lines. (To wit, the opening of Summer, 1976: “We became friends, as you often do, through our children.… I didn’t like her child, actually.”) There’s an enormous warmth to Auburn’s characters; you can’t wholly dislike any of them. But they betray a multitude of hateful things, like migraines and sickly kids and thankless jobs and sexless marriages, that harangue each character’s embattled soul, as the tensions build in their skulls over a night, a summer, a life. By the final curtain, however, Auburn compassionately reassures us that although few things in our lives are pain-free, those that matter will sustain us once we arrive at that state of relief. Only then can we open ourselves up to those of life’s marvels that are not hateful—soulful friendships, healthy children, unexpected sexual encounters, rustic lakeside cabins, “hip” mathematical proofs—savory delicacies served alongside life’s heaping bowlfuls of gruel.

While Auburn’s dramas pull no emotional punches, they are “comedies” in a broad sense; terms such as “high comedies,” “intellectual comedies” or “comedies of ideas” come to mind. These are more intellectually and psychologically rigorous than a farce or romantic comedy, more deliberate of plot and serious of purpose, less reliant on belly laughs but tremendously witty, in the mode of Irish dramatist George Bernard Shaw, Auburn’s precursor Wendy Wasserstein, or even the British novelist Jane Austen. (Auburn’s screenplay The Lake House namechecks Austen, while it reimagines the themes and plot of her novel Persuasion.) His dialogue is exceedingly witty and contains a masterly use of callbacks, but it’s no fluke that humor is so central to Auburn’s dramatic vision, as while attending the University of Chicago, he’d fine-tuned his comedic rhythms with the improvisational comedy troupe Off-Off-Campus (the Second Generation, cast in 1987). And yet a deep pathos still engulfs the plays. His endings are “happy,” but in Proulx’s way, without fanfare or promises of an ecstatic future. Outside of his hilarious rewrite of the 1906 “comedy of manners” The New York Idea (Auburn is nothing if not ambidextrous with theatrical genres, as this collection makes clear), there are no wedding bells to hear at the close Auburn’s plays, just mutual understandings. It is in no way clear, for instance, that his masterwork Proof’s protagonist Catherine will live happily-ever-after, but she opens herself up to a love interest in the final scene, a powerful gesture of relief, and hope too.

Auburn’s scripts are so rife with shocking plot twists and highwire reversals and reveals that even passing analyses would be correspondingly rife with spoilers. For my conclusion, then, I’ll end with Auburn himself speaking in a passage that movingly expands the powerful relief-sensation in his plays to the theater world writ large. In 2013, Auburn presented his Harmsworth Lecture in American Arts and Letters at Oxford University with the ominous title “Theater in the Age of Twitter.” In it, he contrasted the singular appeal of his chosen artform with that of the digital world’s callow amusements. He admitted to succumbing to “wishful thinking” about the theater’s perennially uncertain future, but was reassured by the way his drama students reacted to live theater as a communally experienced balm for their oppressively digitized young minds:


[My students] like being taken to plays because it’s a relief. It’s a relief to have no competing media. It’s a relief to be unconnected. It’s a relief to have one’s attention focused by the awareness of other people concentrating in the room around you, and by the presence of the actors working on the stage.… the total absorption, the transcendence that sustained narratives can provide.… the more my own attention is battered by modern information technology, the more I experience the theater as a relief. And certain kinds of theater are a particularly rehabilitating escape, a place where my fractured attention, my crippled concentration, my punch-drunk, hyperlinked, multi-task consciousness can be at least partially restored, and I am betting my livelihood on the belief that I’m not the only one who will increasingly look to the theater for that restoration.2



Robert M. Dowling is professor of English at Central Connecticut State University and the author of the biographies Eugene O’Neill: A Life in Four Acts (Yale University Press, 2014) and Coyote: The Dramatic Lives of Sam Shepard (Scribner Publishers, 2025).



	1 Qtd. in Dowling, Robert M. “Annie Proulx,” The Oxford Encyclopedia of American Literature, edited by Jay Parini (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), vol. 3, 430–433: 432.

	2 David Auburn, “Theater in the Age of Twitter,” the Esmond Harmsworth Lecture in American Arts and Letters, Rothermere American Institute, Oxford University, May 2013: Online.








Proof

Proof was originally produced by the Manhattan Theatre Club where it opened on May 23, 2000, before transferring to Broadway’s Walter Kerr Theatre on 24 October, 2000, with the following cast and director:

Director: Daniel Sullivan

Catherine: Mary-Louise Parker

Claire: Johanna Day

Robert: Larry Bryggman

Hal: Ben Shenkman

It closed on Broadway on January 5, 2003, after 917 performances and won the 2001 Pulitzer Prize for Drama and the Tony Award for Best Play.

Proof premiered in London at the Donmar Warehouse in May 2002 with the following cast and director:

Director: John Madden

Catherine: Gwyneth Paltrow

Robert: Ronald Pickup

Claire: Sara Stewart

Hal: Richard Coyle

Proof had its first Broadway revival at the Booth Theatre in April 2026 with the following cast and director:

Director: Thomas Kail

Catherine: Ayo Edebiri

Robert: Don Cheadle

Claire: Samira Wiley

Hal: Jin Ha

Characters:
Robert, 50s

Catherine, 25

Claire, 29

Hal, 28

Setting:
The back porch of a house in Chicago.

Act One
Scene One
Night.

Catherine sits in a chair. She is exhausted, haphazardly dressed. Eyes closed.

Robert is standing behind her. Catherine does not know he is there. After a moment:

Robert    Can’t sleep?

Catherine    Jesus, you scared me.

Robert    Sorry.

Catherine    What are you doing here?

Robert    I thought I’d check up on you. Why aren’t you in bed?

Catherine    Your student is still here. He’s up in your study.

Robert    He can let himself out.

Catherine    I might as well wait up till he’s done.

Robert    He’s not my student anymore. He’s teaching now. Bright kid.

Beat.

Catherine    What time is it?

Robert    It’s almost one.

Catherine    Huh.

Robert    After midnight …

Catherine    So?

Robert    So:

He indicates something on the table behind him: a bottle of champagne.

Happy birthday.

Catherine    Dad.

Robert    Do I ever forget?

Catherine    Thank you.

Robert    Twenty five. I can’t believe it.

Catherine    Neither can I. Should we have it now?

Robert    It’s up to you.

Catherine    Yes.

Robert    You want me to open it?

Catherine    Let me. Last time you opened a bottle of champagne out here you broke a window.

Robert    That was a long time ago. I resent your bringing it up.

Catherine    You’re lucky you didn’t lose an eye.

Pop. The bottle foams.

Robert    Twenty five!

Catherine    I feel old.

Robert    You’re a kid.

Catherine    Glasses?

Robert    Goddamn it I forgot the glasses. Do you want me to –

Catherine    Nah.

She drinks from the bottle. A long pull. Robert watches her.

Robert    I hope you like it. I wasn’t sure what to get you.

Catherine    This is the worst champagne I have ever tasted.

Robert    I am proud to say I don’t know anything about wines. I hate those kind of people who are always talking about “vintages.”

Catherine    It’s not even champagne.

Robert    The bottle was the right shape.

Catherine    “Great Lakes Vineyards.” I didn’t know they made wine in Wisconsin.

Robert    A girl who’s drinking from the bottle shouldn’t complain. Don’t guzzle it. It’s an elegant beverage. Sip.

Catherine (offering the bottle)    Do you –

Robert    No, go ahead.

Catherine    You sure?

Robert    Yeah. It’s your birthday.

Catherine    Happy birthday to me.

Robert    What are you going to do on your birthday?

Catherine    Drink this. Have some.

Robert    No. I hope you’re not spending your birthday alone.

Catherine    I’m not alone.

Robert    I don’t count.

Catherine    Why not?

Robert    I’m your old man. Go out with some friends.

Catherine    Right.

Robert    Your friends aren’t taking you out?

Catherine    No.

Robert    Why not?

Catherine    Because in order for your friends to take you out you generally have to have friends.

Robert (dismissive)    Oh –

Catherine    It’s funny how that works.

Robert    You have friends. What about that cute blonde, what was her name?

Catherine    What?

Robert    She lives over on Ellis Avenue – you used to spend every minute together.

Catherine    Cindy Jacobsen?

Robert    Cindy Jacobsen!

Catherine    That was in third grade, Dad. Her family moved to Florida in 1983.

Robert    What about Claire?

Catherine    She’s not my friend, she’s my sister. And she’s in New York. And I don’t like her.

Robert    I thought she was coming in.

Catherine    Not till tomorrow.

Beat.

Robert    My advice, if you find yourself awake late at night, is to sit down and do some mathematics.

Catherine    Oh please.

Robert    We could do some together.

Catherine    No.

Robert    Why not?

Catherine    I can’t think of anything worse. You sure you don’t want any?

Robert    Yeah, thanks.

You used to love it.

Catherine    Not any more.

Robert    You knew what a prime number was before you could read.

Catherine    Well now I’ve forgotten.

Robert (hard)    Don’t waste your talent, Catherine.

Beat.

Catherine    I knew you’d say something like that.

Robert    I realize you’ve had a difficult time.

Catherine    Thanks.

Robert    That’s not an excuse. Don’t be lazy.

Catherine    I haven’t been lazy, I’ve been taking care of you.

Robert    Kid, I’ve seen you. You sleep till noon, you eat junk, you don’t work, the dishes pile up in the sink. If you go out it’s to buy magazines. You come back with a stack of magazines this high – I don’t know how you read that crap. And those are the good days. Some days you don’t get up, you don’t get out of bed.

Catherine    Those are the good days.

Robert    Bullshit. Those days are lost. You threw them away. And you’ll never know what else you threw away with them – the work you lost, the ideas you didn’t have, discoveries you never made because you were moping in your bed at four in the afternoon.

You know I’m right.

Beat.

Catherine    I’ve lost a few days.

Robert    How many?

Catherine    Oh, I don’t know.

Robert    I bet you do.

Catherine    What?

Robert    I bet you count.

Catherine    Knock it off.

Robert    Well do you know or don’t you?

Catherine    I don’t.

Robert    Of course you do. How many days have you lost?

Catherine    A month. Around a month.

Robert    Exactly.

Catherine    Goddamn it, I don’t –

Robert    HOW MANY?

Catherine    33 days.

Robert    Exactly?

Catherine    I don’t know.

Robert    Be precise, for Chrissake.

Catherine    I slept till noon today.

Robert    Call it 33 and a quarter days.

Catherine    Yes, all right.

Robert    You’re kidding!

Catherine    No.

Robert    Amazing number!

Catherine    It’s a depressing fucking number.

Robert    Catherine, if every day you say you’ve lost were a year, it would be a very interesting fucking number.

Catherine    33 and a quarter years is not interesting.

Robert    Stop it. You know exactly what I mean.

Catherine (conceding)    1729 weeks.

Robert    1729. Great number. The smallest number expressible –

Catherine    – expressible as the sum of two cubes in two different ways.

Robert    12 cubed plus 1 cubed = 1729.

Catherine    And ten cubed plus 9 cubed. Yes, we’ve got it, thank you.

Robert    You see? Even your depression is mathematical. Stop moping and get to work. The kind of potential you have –

Catherine    I haven’t done anything good.

Robert    You’re young. You’ve got time.

Catherine    I do?

Robert    Yes!

Catherine    By the time you were my age you were famous.

Robert    By the time I was your age I’d already done my best work.

Beat.

Catherine    What about after?

Robert    After what?

Catherine    After you got sick.

Robert    What about it?

Catherine    You couldn’t work then.

Robert    No, if anything I was sharper.

Catherine (she can’t help it: she laughs.)    Dad.

Robert    I was. Hey, it’s true. The clarity – that was the amazing thing. No doubts.

Catherine    You were happy?

Robert    Yeah, I was busy.

Catherine    Not the same thing.

Robert    I don’t see the difference. I knew what I wanted to do and I did it.

If I wanted to work a problem all day long I did it.

If I wanted to look for information – secrets, complex and tantalizing messages – I could find them all around me: in the air. In a pile of fallen leaves some neighbor raked together. In box scores in the paper, written in the steam coming up off a cup of coffee. The whole world was talking to me.

If I just wanted to close my eyes, sit quietly on the porch and listen for the messages, I did that.

It was wonderful.

Beat.

Catherine    How old were you?

When it started.

Robert    Mid-twenties.

Twenty-three, four.

Beat.

Is that what you’re worried about?

Catherine    I’ve thought about it.

Robert    Just getting a year older means nothing, Catherine.

Catherine    It’s not just getting older.

Robert    It’s me.

Beat.

Catherine    I’ve thought about it.

Robert    Really?

Catherine    How could I not?

Robert    Well if that’s why you’re worried you’re not keeping up with the medical literature. There are all kinds of factors. It’s not simply something you inherit. Just because I went bughouse doesn’t mean you will.

Catherine    Dad …

Robert    Listen to me. Life changes fast in your early twenties and it shakes you up. You’re feeling down. It’s been a bad week. You’ve had a lousy couple years, no one knows that better than me. But you’re gonna be okay.

Catherine    Yeah?

Robert    Yes. I promise you. Push yourself. Don’t read so many magazines. Sit down and get the machinery going and I swear to God you’ll feel fine. The simple fact that we can talk about this together is a good sign.

Catherine    A good sign?

Robert    Yes!

Catherine    How could it be a good sign?

Robert    Because! Crazy people don’t sit around wondering if they’re nuts.

Catherine    They don’t?

Robert    Of course not. They’ve got better things to do. Take it from me. A very good sign that you’re crazy is an inability to ask the question, “Am I crazy?”

Catherine    Even if the answer is Yes?

Robert    Crazy people don’t ask. You see?

Catherine    Yes.

Robert    So if you’re asking …

Catherine    I’m not.

Robert    But if you were, it would be a very good sign.

Catherine    A good sign …

Robert    A good sign that you’re fine.

Catherine    Right.

Robert    You see? You’ve just gotta think these things through.

Now come on, what do you say? Let’s call it a night, you go up, get some sleep, and then in the morning you can –

Catherine    Wait. No.

Robert    What’s the matter?

Catherine    It doesn’t work.

Robert    Why not?

Catherine    It doesn’t make sense.

Robert    Sure it does.

Catherine    No.

Robert    Where’s the problem?

Catherine    The problem is you are crazy!

Robert    What difference does that make?

Catherine    You admitted – You just told me that you are.

Robert    So?

Catherine    You said a crazy person would never admit that.

Robert    Yeah, but it’s … oh. I see.

Catherine    So?

Robert    It’s a point.

Catherine    So how can you admit it?

Robert    Well. Because I’m also dead.

Beat.

Aren’t I?

Catherine    You died a week ago.

Robert    Heart failure. Quick. The funeral’s tomorrow.

Catherine    That’s why Claire’s flying in from New York.

Robert    Yes.

Catherine    You’re sitting here. You’re giving me advice. You brought me champagne.

Robert    Yes.

Beat.

Catherine    Which means …

Robert    For you?

Catherine    Yes.

Robert    For you, Catherine, my daughter, who I love very much …

It could be a bad sign.

They sit together for a moment.

Hal enters. He carries a backpack and a jacket, folded. He lets the door go and it bangs shut.

Catherine sits up with a jolt.

Catherine    What?

Hal    Oh, God, sorry – did I wake you?

Catherine    What?

Hal    Were you asleep?

Beat. Robert is gone.

Catherine    You scared me for Chrissake. What are you doing?

Hal    I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it had gotten so late. I’m done for the night.

Catherine    Good.

Hal    Drinking alone?

She realizes she is holding the champagne bottle. She puts it down quickly.

Catherine    Yes.

Hal    Champagne, huh?

Catherine    Yes.

Hal    Celebrating?

Catherine    No. I just like champagne.

Hal    It’s festive.

Catherine    What?

Hal    Festive. (He makes an awkward “party” gesture.)

Catherine    Do you want some?

Hal    Sure.

Catherine (gives him the bottle)    I’m done. You can take the rest with you.

Hal    Oh. No thanks.

Catherine    Take it, I’m done.

Hal    No, I shouldn’t. I’m driving.

Well. I can let myself out.

Catherine    Good.

Hal    When should I come back?

Catherine    Come back?

Hal    Yeah. I’m nowhere near finished. Maybe tomorrow?

Catherine    We have a funeral tomorrow.

Hal    God, you’re right, I’m sorry. I was going to attend, if that’s all right.

Catherine    Yes.

Hal    What about Sunday? Will you be around?

Catherine    You’ve had three days.

Hal    I’d love to get in some more time up there.

Catherine    How much longer do you need?

Hal    Another week. At least.

Catherine    Are you joking?

Hal    No. Do you know how much stuff there is?

Catherine    A week?

Hal    I know you don’t need anybody in your hair right now. Look, I spent the last couple days getting everything sorted out. It’s mostly notebooks. He dated them all; now that I’ve got them in order I don’t have to work here. I could take some stuff home, read it, bring it back.

Catherine    No.

Hal    I’ll be careful.

Catherine    My father wouldn’t want anything moved and I don’t want anything to leave this house.

Hal    Then I should work here. I’ll stay out of the way.

Catherine    You’re wasting your time.

Hal    Someone needs to go through your Dad’s papers.

Catherine    There’s nothing up there. It’s garbage.

Hal    There are a hundred and three notebooks.

Catherine    I’ve looked at those. It’s gibberish.

Hal    Someone should read them.

Catherine    He was crazy.

Hal    Yes, but he wrote them.

Catherine    He was a graphomaniac, Harold. Do you know what that is?

Hal    I know. He wrote compulsively. Call me Hal.

Catherine    There’s no connection between the ideas. There’s no ideas. It’s like a monkey at a typewriter. 103 notebooks full of bullshit.

Hal    Let’s make sure they’re bullshit.

Catherine    I’m sure.

Hal    I’m prepared to look at every page. Are you?

Catherine    No. I’m not crazy.

Beat.

Hal    Well, I’m gonna be late … Some friends of mine are in this band. They’re playing at a bar up on Diversey. Way down the bill, they’re probably going on around two, two-thirty. I said I’d be there.

Catherine    Great.

Hal    They’re all in the math department. They’re really good. They have this great song, you’d like it, called “i” – lowercase I. They just stand there and don’t play anything for three minutes.

Catherine    “Imaginary Number.”

Hal    It’s a math joke.

You see why they’re way down the bill.

Catherine    Long drive to see some nerds in a band.

Hal    God I hate when people say that. It is not that long a drive.

Catherine    So they are nerds.

Hal    Oh they’re raging geeks. But they’re geeks who, you know, can dress themselves … hold down a job at a major University … Some of them have switched from glasses to contacts. They play sports, they play in a band, they get laid surprisingly often, so in that sense they sort of make you question the whole set of terms Geek, nerd, wonk, dweeb, dilbert, paste-eater.

Catherine    You’re in this band, aren’t you?

Hal    Okay, yes. I play drums. You want to come? I never sing, I swear to God.

Catherine    No thanks.

Hal    All right. Look, Catherine, Monday: what do you say?

Catherine    Don’t you have a job?

Hal    Yeah, I have a full teaching load this quarter plus my own work.

Catherine    Plus band practice.

Hal    I don’t have time to do this but I’m going to. If you’ll let me.

Beat.

I loved your Dad.

I don’t believe a mind like his can just shut down. He had lucid moments. He had a lucid year, a whole year four years ago.

Catherine    It wasn’t a year. It was more like nine months.

Hal    A school year. He was advising students … I was stalled on my Ph.D. I was this close to quitting. I met with your Dad and he put me on the right track with my research. I owe him.

Catherine    Sorry.

Hal    Look. Let me – You’re 25, right?

Catherine    How old are you?

Hal    It doesn’t matter. Listen:

Catherine    Fuck you, how old are you?

Hal    I’m 28, all right? When your Dad was younger than both of us he made major contributions to three fields: game theory, algebraic geometry, and nonlinear operator theory. Most of us never get our heads around one. He basically invented the mathematical techniques for studying rational behavior, and he gave the astrophysicists plenty to work over too. Okay?

Catherine    Don’t lecture me.

Hal    I’m not. I’m telling you if I came up with one-tenth of the shit your Dad produced I could write my own ticket to any math department in the country.

Beat.

Catherine    Give me your backpack.

Hal    What?

Catherine    Give me your backpack.

Hal    Why?

Catherine    I want to look inside it.

Hal    What?

Catherine    Open it and give it to me.

Hal    Oh come on.

Catherine    You’re not taking anything out of this house.

Hal    I wouldn’t do that.

Catherine    You’re hoping to find something upstairs that you can publish.

Hal    Sure.

Catherine    Then you can write your own ticket.

Hal    What? No! It would be under your Dad’s name. It would be for your Dad.

Catherine    I don’t believe you. You have a notebook in that backpack.

Hal    What are you talking about?

Catherine    Give it to me.

Hal    You’re being a little bit paranoid.

Catherine    PARANOID?

Hal    Maybe a little.

Catherine    Fuck you, Hal. I KNOW you have one of my notebooks.

Hal    I think you should calm down and think about what you’re saying.

Catherine    I’m saying you’re lying to me and stealing my family’s property.

Hal    And I think that sounds paranoid.

Catherine    Just because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean there isn’t something in that backpack.

Hal    You just said yourself there’s nothing up there. Didn’t you?

Catherine    I –

Hal    Didn’t you say that?

Catherine    Yes.

Hal    So what would I take?

Right?

Beat.

Catherine    You’re right.

Hal    Thank you.

Catherine    So you don’t need to come back.

Hal    Please. Someone should know for sure whether –

Catherine    I LIVED WITH HIM.

I spent my life with him. I fed him. Talked to him. Tried to listen when he talked. Talked to people who weren’t there … Watched him shuffling around like a ghost. A very smelly ghost. He was filthy. I had to make sure he bathed. My own father.

Hal    I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have …

Catherine    After my mother died it was just me here. I tried to keep him happy no matter what idiotic project he was doing. He used to read all day. He kept demanding more and more books. I took them out of the library by the carload. We had hundreds upstairs. Then I realized he wasn’t reading: he believed aliens were sending him messages through the Dewey Decimal numbers on the library books. He was trying to work out the code.

Hal    What kind of messages?

Catherine    Beautiful mathematics. Answers to everything. The most elegant proofs, perfect proofs, proofs like music.

Hal    Sounds good.

Catherine    Plus fashion tips, knock-knock jokes – I mean it was NUTS, okay?

Hal    He was ill. It was a tragedy.

Catherine    Later the writing phase: scribbling, 19, 20 hours a day … I ordered him a case of notebooks and he used every one.

I dropped out of school …

I’m glad he’s dead.

Hal    I understand why you’d feel that way.

Catherine    Fuck off.

Hal    You’re right. I can’t imagine dealing with that. It must have been awful. I know you –

Catherine    You don’t know me. I want to be alone. I don’t want him around.

Hal (confused)    Him? I don’t –

Catherine    You. I don’t want you here.

Hal    Why?

Catherine    He’s dead.

Hal    But I’m not –

Catherine    He’s dead; I don’t need any proteges around.

Hal    There will be others.

Catherine    What?

Hal    You think I’m the only one? People are already working over his stuff. Someone’s gonna read those notebooks.

Catherine    I’ll do it.

Hal    No, you –

Catherine    He’s my father, I’ll do it.

Hal    You can’t.

Catherine    Why not?

Hal    You don’t have the math. It’s all just squiggles on a page. You wouldn’t know the good stuff from the junk.

Catherine    It’s all junk.

Hal    If it’s not we can’t afford to miss any through carelessness.

Catherine    I know mathematics.

Hal    If there were anything up there it would be pretty high-order. It would take a professional to recognize it.

Catherine    I think I could recognize it.

Hal (patient)    Cathy …

Catherine    WHAT?

Hal    I know your Dad taught you some basic stuff, but come on.

Catherine    You don’t think I could do it.

Hal    I’m sorry: I know that you couldn’t.

Beat.

Catherine angrily snatches his backpack.

Hal    Hey! Oh come on. Give me a break.

She opens the backpack and rifles through it.

Catherine removes items one by one. A water bottle. Some workout clothes. An orange. Drumsticks. Nothing else.

She puts everything back in and returns it.

Beat.

Catherine    You can come tomorrow.

Beat. They are both embarrassed.

Hal    The University health service is uh very good.

My Mom died a couple years ago and I was pretty broken up. Also my work wasn’t going that well … I went over and talked to this doctor. I saw her for a couple months and it really helped.

Catherine    I’m fine.

Beat.

Hal    Also exercise is great. I run along the lake a couple of mornings a week. It’s not too cold yet. If you wanted to come sometime I could pick you up. We wouldn’t have to talk …

Catherine    No thanks.

Hal    All right.

I’m gonna be late for the show. I better go.

Catherine    Okay.

Beat.

Hal    It’s seriously like 20 minutes up to the club. We go on, we play, we’re terrible but we buy everyone drinks afterward to make up for it. You’re home by 4, 4:30, tops …

Catherine    Good night.

Hal    Good night.

Hal starts to exit. He has forgotten his jacket.

Catherine    Wait, your coat.

Hal    No, you (don’t have to) –

She picks up his jacket. As she does a composition book that was folded up in the coat falls to the floor.

Beat. Catherine picks it up, trembling with rage.

Catherine    I’m PARANOID?

Hal    Wait.

Catherine    You think I should go JOGGING?

Hal    Just hold on.

Catherine    Get out!

Hal    Can I please just –

Catherine    Get the fuck out of my house.

Hal    Listen to me for a MINUTE.

Catherine (waving the book)    You stole this!

Hal    Let me explain!

Catherine    You stole it from ME, you stole it from my FATHER –

Hal snatches the book

Hal    I want to show you something, will you calm down?

Catherine    Give it back.

Hal    Just wait a minute.

Catherine    I’m calling the police.

She picks up the phone and dials.

Hal    Don’t. Look, I borrowed the book, all right? I’m sorry, I just picked it up before I came downstairs and thought I’d–

Catherine (on phone)    Hello?

Hal    I did it for a reason.

Catherine    Hello, Police? I – Yes, I’d like to report a robbery in progress.

Hal    I noticed something – something your father wrote. All right? Not math, something he wrote. Here, let me show you.

Catherine    A ROBBERY.

Hal    Will you put the fucking phone down and listen to me?

Catherine (on phone)    Yes, I’m at 5724 South –

Hal    It’s about you. See? YOU. It was written about you. Here’s your name: CATHY. See?

Catherine    South …

She pauses. She seems to be listening. Hal reads:

Hal    “A good day. Some very good news from Catherine.”

I didn’t know what that referred to, but I thought you (might) …

Catherine    When did he write this?

Hal    I think four years ago. The handwriting is steady. It must have been during his remission.

There’s more.

A moment. Catherine hangs up the phone.

“Machinery not working yet but I am patient.”

“The machinery” is what he called his mind, his ability to do mathematics.

Catherine    I know.

Hal (reads)    “I know I’ll get there. I am an auto mechanic who after years of greasy work on a hopeless wreck turns the ignition and hears a faint cough. I am not driving yet but there’s cause for optimism. Talking with students helps. So does being outside, eating meals in restaurants, riding busses, all the activities of ‘normal’ life.

“Most of all Cathy. The years she has lost caring for me. I almost wrote ‘wasted.’ Yet her refusal to let me be institutionalized – her keeping me at home, caring for me herself, has certainly saved my life. Made writing this possible. Made it possible to imagine doing math again. Where does her strength come from? I can never repay her.

“Today is her birthday: she is 21. I’m taking her to dinner.”

Dated September 4th.

That’s tomorrow.

Catherine    It’s today.

Hal    You’re right.

She takes the book.

I thought you might want to see it. I shouldn’t have tried to sneak it out. Tomorrow I was going to – it sounds stupid now. I was going to wrap it.

Happy birthday.

Hal exits.

Catherine is alone. She puts her head in her hands. She weeps.

Eventually she stops, wipes her eyes.

From off: A POLICE SIREN, drawing closer.

Catherine    Shit.

FADE.

Scene Two
The next morning.

Claire drinks coffee from a mug.

She has brought bagels and fruit out to the porch on a tray. She arranges them on two plates.

She notices the champagne bottle lying on the floor. She picks it up and sets it on a table.

Catherine enters. Her hair is wet from a shower.

Claire    Better. Much.

Catherine    Thanks.

Claire    Feel better?

Catherine    Yeah.

Claire    You look a million times better. Have some coffee.

Catherine    Okay.

Claire    How do you take it?

Catherine    Black.

Claire    Have a little milk. (She pours.) Want a banana? It’s a good thing I brought food: there was nothing in the house.

Catherine    I’ve been meaning to go shopping.

Claire    Have a bagel.

Catherine    No. I hate breakfast.

Beat.

Claire    You didn’t put on the dress.

Catherine    Didn’t really feel like it.

Claire    Don’t you want to try it on? See if it fits?

Catherine    I’ll put it on later.

Beat.

Claire    If you want to dry your hair I have a hair drier.

Catherine    Nah.

Claire    Did you use that conditioner I brought you?

Catherine    No, shit, I forgot.

Claire    It’s my favorite. You’ll love it, Katie. I want you to try it.

Catherine    I’ll use it next time.

Claire    You’ll like it. It has Jojoba.

Catherine    What is “Jojoba”?

Claire    It’s something they put in for healthy hair.

Catherine    Hair is dead.

Claire    What?

Catherine    It’s dead tissue. You can’t make it “healthy.”

Claire    Whatever, it’s something that’s good for your hair.

Catherine    What, a chemical?

Claire    No, it’s organic.

Catherine    Well it can be organic and still be a chemical.

Claire    I don’t know what it is.

Catherine    Haven’t you ever heard of organic chemistry?

Claire    It makes my hair feel, look, and smell good. That’s the extent of my information about it. You might like it if you decide to use it.

Catherine    Thanks, I’ll try it.

Claire    Good.

If the dress doesn’t fit we can go downtown and exchange it.

Catherine    Okay.

Claire    I’ll take you to lunch.

Catherine    Great.

Claire    Maybe Sunday before I go back. Do you need anything?

Catherine    Like clothes?

Claire    Or anything. While I’m here.

Catherine    Nah, I’m cool.

Beat.

Claire    I thought we’d have some people over tonight. If you’re feeling okay.

Catherine    I’m feeling okay, Claire, stop saying that.

Claire    You don’t have any plans?

Catherine    No.

Claire    I ordered some food. Wine, beer.

Catherine    We are burying Dad this afternoon.

Claire    I think it will be all right. Anyone who’s been to the funeral and wants to come over for something to eat, can. And it’s the only time I can see any old Chicago friends. It’ll be nice. IF it’s okay with you.

Catherine    Yes, sure.

Claire    It’s been a stressful time. It would be good to relax in a low-key way.

Mitch says Hi.

Catherine    Hi Mitch.

Claire    He’s really sorry he couldn’t come.

Catherine    Yeah, he’s gonna miss all the fun.

Claire    He wanted to see you. He sends his love. I told him you’d see him soon enough.

We’re getting married.

Catherine    No shit.

Claire    Yes! We just decided.

Catherine    Yikes.

Claire    Yes!

Catherine    When?

Claire    January.

Catherine    Huh.

Claire    We’re not going to do a huge thing. His folks are gone too. Just City Hall, then a big dinner at our favorite restaurant for all our friends. And you, of course, I hope you’ll be in the wedding.

Catherine    Yeah. Of course. Congratulations, Claire, I’m really happy for you.

Claire    Thanks, me too. We just decided it was time. His job is great. I just got promoted …

Catherine    Huh.

Claire    You will come?

Catherine    Yes, sure. January? I mean I don’t have to check my calendar or anything. Sure.

Claire    That makes me very happy.

Beat. From here on Claire treads gingerly.

Claire    How are you?

Catherine    Okay.

Claire    How are you feeling about everything?

Catherine    About “everything”?

Claire    About Dad.

Catherine    What about him?

Claire    How are you feeling about his death? Are you all right?

Catherine    Yes, I am.

Claire    Honestly?

Catherine    Yes.

Claire    I think in some ways it was the “right time.” If there is ever a right time.

Do you know what you want to do now?

Catherine    No.

Claire    Do you want to stay here?

Catherine    I don’t know.

Claire    Do you want to go back to school?

Catherine    I haven’t thought about it.

Claire    Well there’s a lot to think about.

How do you feel?

Catherine    Physically? Great. Except my hair seems kind of unhealthy, I wish there were something I could do about that.

Claire    Come on, Catherine.

Catherine    What is the point of all these questions?

Beat.

Claire    Katie, some policemen came by while you were in the shower.

Catherine    Yeah?

Claire    They said they were “checking up” on things here. Seeing how everything was this morning.

Catherine (neutral)    That was nice.

Claire    They told me they responded to a call last night, and came to the house.

Catherine    Yeah?

Claire    Did you call the police last night?

Catherine    Yeah.

Claire    Why?

Catherine    I thought the house was being robbed.

Claire    But it wasn’t.

Catherine    No. I changed my mind.

Beat.

Claire    First you call 911 with an emergency and then you hang up on them –

Catherine    I didn’t really want them to come.

Claire    So why did you call?

Catherine    I was trying to get this guy out of the house.

Claire    Who?

Catherine    One of Dad’s students.

Claire    Dad hasn’t had any students for years.

Catherine    No, he WAS Dad’s student. Now he’s – he’s a mathematician.

Claire    Why was he in the house in the first place?

Catherine    Well he’s been coming here to look at Dad’s notebooks.

Claire    In the middle of the night?

Catherine    It was late. I was waiting for him to finish and last night I thought he might have been stealing them.

Claire    Stealing the notebooks.

Catherine    YES. So I told him to go.

Claire    Was he stealing them?

Catherine    Yes. That’s why I called the police –

Claire    What is this man’s name?

Catherine    Hal. Harold. Harold Dobbs.

Claire    The police said you were the only one here.

Catherine    He left before they got here.

Claire    With the notebooks?

Catherine    No, Claire, don’t be stupid, there are over a hundred notebooks. He was only stealing ONE, but he was stealing it so he could give it BACK to me, so I let him go so he could play with his band on the north side.

Claire    His band?

Catherine    He was late. He wanted me to come with him but I was like Yeah, right.

Beat.

Claire (gently)    Is “Harold Dobbs” your boyfriend?

Catherine    No!

Claire    Are you sleeping with him?

Catherine    What? Euughh! No! He’s a math geek!

Claire    And he’s in a band? A rock band?

Catherine    No a marching band. He plays trombone. Yes a rock band!

Claire    What is the name of his band?

Catherine    How should I know?

Claire    “Harold Dobbs” didn’t tell you the name of his rock band?

Catherine    No. I don’t know. Look in the paper. They were playing last night. They do a song called “Imaginary Number” that doesn’t exist.

Beat.

Claire    I’m sorry, I’m just trying to understand: is “Harold Dobbs”–

Catherine    Stop saying “Harold Dobbs.”

Claire    Is this … person …

Catherine    HAROLD DOBBS EXISTS.

Claire    I’m sure he does.

Catherine    He’s a mathematician at the University of Chicago. Call the fucking math department.

Claire    Don’t get upset. I’m just trying to understand! I mean if you found out some creepy grad student was trying to take some of Dad’s papers and you called the police I’d understand, and if you were out here partying, drinking with your boyfriend, I’d understand. But the two stories don’t go together.

Catherine    Because you made up the “boyfriend” story. I was here ALONE.

Claire    Harold Dobbs wasn’t here?

Catherine    No, he – YES, he was here, but we weren’t partying!

Claire    You weren’t drinking with him?

Catherine    No!

Claire (she holds up the champagne bottle)    This was sitting right here. Who were you drinking champagne with?

Catherine hesitates.

Catherine    With no one.

Claire    Are you sure?

Catherine    Yes.

Beat.

Claire    The police said you were abusive.

Catherine doesn’t say anything.

They said you’re lucky they didn’t haul you in.

Catherine    These guys were assholes, Claire. They wouldn’t go away. They wanted me to fill out a report …

Claire    Were you abusive?

Catherine    This one cop kept spitting on me when he talked. It was disgusting.

Claire    Did you use the word “dickhead”?

Catherine    Oh I don’t remember.

Claire    Did you tell one cop … to go fuck the other cop’s mother?

Catherine    NO.

Claire    That’s what they said.

Catherine    Not with that phrasing.

Claire    Did you strike one of them?

Catherine    They were trying to come in the house!

Claire    Oh my God.

Catherine    I might have PUSHED him a little.

Claire    They said you were either drunk or disturbed.

Catherine    They wanted to come in here and SEARCH MY HOUSE –

Claire    YOU called THEM.

Catherine    Yes but I didn’t actually WANT them to come. But they did come and then they started acting like they owned the place, pushing me around, calling me “girly,” smirking at me, laughing: they were assholes.

Claire    These guys seemed perfectly nice. They were off-duty and they took the trouble to come back here at the end of their shift to check up on you. They were very polite.

Catherine    Well people are nicer to you.

Beat.

Claire    Katie. Would you like to come to New York?

Catherine    Yes, I told you, I’ll come in January.

Claire    You could come sooner. We’d love to have you. You could stay with us. It’d be fun.

Catherine    I don’t want to.

Claire    Mitch has become an excellent cook. It’s like his hobby now. He buys all these gadgets. Garlic press, olive oil sprayer … Every night there’s something new. Delicious, wonderful meals. The other day he made vegetarian chili!

Catherine    What the fuck are you talking about?

Claire    Stay with us for a while. We would have so much fun.

Catherine    Thanks, I’m okay here.

Claire    Chicago is dead. New York is so much more fun, you can’t believe it.

Catherine The “fun” thing is really not where my focus is at the moment.
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