Finding a Chord (1st ed.)
Copyright © 1997 Catherine Keyser
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
Copyright Protection. This Play is fully protected under the copyright laws of the United States of
America; of all countries covered by the International Copyright Union, including the Dominion of
Canada and the rest of the British Commonwealth; of all countries covered by the Pan-American
Copyright Convention, the Universal Copyright Convention, and the Berne Convention; and of all
countries with which the United States has reciprocal copyright relations.
Reservation of Rights. All rights to this Play are strictly reserved, including professional and
amateur stage performance rights; motion picture, recitation, lecturing, public reading, radio
broadcasting, television, video, and sound recording rights; rights to all other forms of mechanical or
electronic reproduction, such as CD-ROM, CD-I, DVD, photocopying, and information storage and
retrieval systems; and the rights of translation into non-English languages.
Performance Licensing and Royalty Payments. All amateur and stock performance rights to this
Play are controlled exclusively by Playscripts.com. No amateur or stock production groups or
individuals may perform this Play without obtaining advance written permission from Playscripts.com.
Required royalty fees are specified online at the Playscripts.com website, and are subject to change
without notice. Although this book may have been obtained for a licensed performance, these
performance rights are not transferable. Required royalties must be paid every time the Play is
performed before any audience, whether or not it is presented for profit and whether or not admission
is charged. All licensing requests and inquiries concerning amateur and stock performance rights
should be addressed to Playscripts.com (see opposite page).
Inquiries concerning all other rights should be addressed to Playscripts.com, as well; such inquiries
will be communicated to the Author and the Author’s Agent, as applicable.
Restriction of Alterations. There shall be no deletions, alterations, or changes of any kind made to
the Play, including the changing of character gender, the cutting of dialogue, or the alteration of
objectionable language, unless directly authorized by Playscripts.com or otherwise allowed in the
Play's “Production Notes.” The title of the Play shall not be altered.
Author Credit. Any individual or group receiving permission to produce this Play is required to give
credit to the Author as the sole and exclusive author of the Play. This obligation applies to the title
page of every program distributed in connection with performances of the Play, and in any instance
that the title of the Play appears for purposes of advertising, publicizing, or otherwise exploiting the
Play and/or a production thereof. The name of the Author must appear on a separate line, in which
no other name appears, immediately beneath the title and of a font size at least 50% as large as the
largest letter used in the title of the Play. No person, firm, or entity may receive credit larger or more
prominent than that accorded the Author. The name of the Author may not be abbreviated or
otherwise altered from the form in which it appears in this Play.
Publisher Attribution. All programs, advertisements, and other printed material distributed or
published in connection with the production of the Play shall include the following notice:
Produced by special arrangement with Playscripts.com
(www.playscripts.com)
Prohibition of Unauthorized Copying. Any unauthorized copying of this book or excerpts from this
book is strictly forbidden by law. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted in any form, by any means now known or yet to be invented, including photocopying or
scanning, without prior permission from Playscripts.com.
Statement of Non-affiliation. This Play may include references to brand names and trademarks
owned by third parties, and may include references to public figures. Playscripts.com is not affiliated
with these public figures, or with the owners of such trademarks and brand names. Such references
are included solely for parody, political comment, aesthetic purposes, or other protected purposes.
Permissions for Sound Recordings and Musical Works. This Play may contain directions calling
for the performance of a portion, or all, of a musical work, or performance of a sound recording of a
musical work. Playscripts.com has not obtained permissions to perform such works. The Producer of
this Play is advised to obtain such permissions, if required in the context of the production. The
Producer is directed to the websites of the U.S. Copyright Office (http://lcweb.loc.gov/copyright),
ASCAP (http://www.ascap.com), and BMI (http://www.bmi.com) for further information on the need to
obtain permissions, and on procedures for obtaining such permissions.

The Fine Print Explained
This play is protected by United States and international copyright
law. According to these laws, individuals and production groups must
obtain permission for any performance of this Play, and must pay any
required royalty.*
Playscripts.com handles this licensing process for all stock and
amateur performances of this Play worldwide. Permission must be
obtained for any such performance, whether or not it is presented for
profit and whether or not an admission fee is charged.
Playscripts.com collects these required royalty payments on behalf of
the Author, and the Author receives the majority of these royalty
payments.
It is thus necessary to abide by the following rules, not only out
of respect for international law and personal ethics, but to
ensure that playwrights are rewarded for creating new and vital
dramatic work.
• Do not perform this Play without obtaining prior permission from
Playscripts.com, and without paying the required royalty.
• Do not photocopy, scan, or otherwise duplicate any part of this
book.
• Do not alter the text of the play, change a character’s gender,
delete any dialogue, or alter any objectionable language, unless
explicitly allowed by the playwright in the “Production Notes” or
otherwise authorized by Playscripts.com.
• Provide appropriate credit to the Author and appropriate attribution
to Playscripts.com in all programs and promotional literature
associated with any performance of this Play.
(These and other rules are presented in greater detail on the opposite page.)

Please contact Playscripts.com with any questions or production
requests:
Playscripts.com
Email:
info@playscripts.com
P.O. Box 380996
Website: http://www.playscripts.com
Cambridge, MA 02238-0996
USA

*Disregarding a performance license will expose you to infringement liability under U.S.
Copyright law, which carries civil sanctions that include a possible award of up to $150,000
per protected work for willful infringment. U.S. Copyright law also provides criminal sanctions.

Cast of Characters
EMILY, age 16
SAM (short for Samantha), age 18
Time
8 o'clock on a Saturday night
Place
The McConnells' basement

4

FINDING A CHORD
by Catherine Keyser

Play begins
(EMILY sits on the floor in the center of the room; she is a slight girl,
unassuming. She always looks as if she is trying to disappear. She
attempts to play the guitar on her lap. She plays the opening chords
of “Closer to Fine” over and over. Each time she makes a mistake, she
starts again at the beginning. Although this must be a frustrating
process, EMILY does not get angry. She is extremely persistent.
SAM stumbles down the stairs, shouting back up at her mother:)
SAM. You can't control me, you know! Just because I'm here
tonight doesn't mean that I actually listen to you.
(EMILY calmly gazes at her sister.)
EMILY. Grounded?
SAM. Shut up.
(SAM fumbles in her pockets and takes out a cigarette and a lighter.
She is about to light it.)
EMILY. Sam.
SAM. What?
EMILY. That's stupid. She'll smell it.
SAM. I don't care. Let her smell it.
(SAM flicks the lighter. EMILY keeps watching.)
EMILY. Sam. Mom's asthma.
SAM. (Flicking the lighter out:) I don't care about Mom's asthma! You
don't think I know about her asthma? I haven't listened to anything
else since I was a baby! “I can't do this; I have asthma.” “You can't
do this —what about my asthma?”
EMILY. When did Mom ever stop you from doing something
because of her asthma?
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SAM. Plenty of times. You just don't think about it because you
never want to do anything. When you never do anything, Mom
can't stop you from doing it.
(Despite her arguments, SAM has put the cigarette away.)
What are you doing home anyway?
EMILY. What do you mean—what am I doing home? I live here.
(EMILY starts playing the chords again.)
SAM. It's a Saturday night.
EMILY. Yeah?
SAM. And you're sitting in our basement!
EMILY. Yeah?
SAM. This doesn't strike you as abnormal?
EMILY. No. Enlighten me.
SAM. Well, believe it or not, Em, this may seem foreign to you, but
most teenage girls your age go out on the weekends. You know,
like leave the house.
EMILY. I know what going out means, Sam.
SAM. Well, at least you're not stupid.
(EMILY keeps playing the chords.)
What is that?
EMILY. The Indigo Girls.
SAM. Aren't they lesbians?
EMILY. Yes, they're lesbians.
(Beat.)
SAM. What do you do here?
EMILY. Do where?
SAM. At home. Here. On weekends. What do you do?
EMILY. What do you mean, what do I do?
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SAM. Well, I mean, you have to entertain yourself somehow. You
don't sit around talking to Mom and Dad, do you?
EMILY. Usually, Sam, they have something to do. They do actually
go out and watch movies or stuff. Just because you're out doesn't
mean they're home.
SAM. Yeah, but you ... you're never out.
EMILY. That's not technically true. I go to school all week.
SAM. Em, school is not out.
EMILY. Then, no, I'm never out.
SAM. But you have friends, don't you?
EMILY. Sam!
SAM. I'm just asking.
EMILY. You sound like a demented guidance counselor.
SAM. It's just, I don't know quite how to deal with this. This being
stuck.
EMILY. You're only stuck if you decide to be stuck.
SAM. You sound like a fortune cookie.
EMILY. Fine, don't listen to me. You didn't ask. I won't tell you.
(EMILY continues practicing the opening chords.)
SAM. Don't you know anything besides that?
EMILY. Not yet. (Singing to herself:) “I'm trying to tell you
something 'bout my life....”
SAM. Would you put that down for a sec?
(EMILY puts it down.)
When was the last time we had a sister-to-sister talk?
EMILY. Sam, I don't think that in the past sixteen years we've ever
had a sister to sister talk.
SAM. Well, maybe ... you know, maybe it's time.
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EMILY. Time for....
SAM. Time for us to talk.
EMILY. To talk.
SAM. Yeah.
EMILY. Sam, if you're that bored, I'm sure some of your friends
have to be home smoking up. I mean, some of your friends have
people over to their houses, don't they? You know, the friends
without parents.
SAM. My friends have parents. It's not like they're wild animals or
something.
EMILY. I never said or thought that they were.
SAM. I don't get you, Em. I try to talk to you for like the first time
ever, and you're all mad or something.
EMILY. It strikes me, Sam, that we don't have an awful lot to talk
about.
SAM. Well, why don't we talk about why you never go out?
EMILY. Why don't we talk about why you always go out?
SAM. Do you talk to Mom a lot?
EMILY. Wow, subject change.
SAM. No, I'm serious. Do you talk to her?
EMILY. I guess. As much as anybody.
SAM. Cause, you know, I was looking at this woman at dinner
tonight, and for the first time ever, I realized that I have absolutely
nothing in common with this person. I mean, I've lived in the house
with her for my whole life, and I don't know her at all.
EMILY. If it makes you feel any better, I don't think most people
know their parents very well.
SAM. No, that doesn't make me feel better. How is that supposed
to make me feel better? I don't get what makes me so different from
her.
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EMILY. You could try talking to her. You are, after all, stuck in the
house tonight.
SAM. I am not talking to that woman.
EMILY. And you are seriously wondering why you don't feel like
you know her very well?
SAM. Well, what do you know about her?
EMILY. You mean, aside from the obvious? Is married to Richard
James McConnell, mother of Samantha Jane and Emily Anne
McConnell....
SAM. I don't care about that stuff. You know what I mean. Real
stuff.
EMILY. Real stuff.
SAM. Like ... what do you think she was like when she was our
age? I mean, she couldn't have always been like this.
EMILY. Like what?
SAM. Well, she's so old.
EMILY. Sam, Mom hasn't even broken fifty yet.
SAM. Well, that's what's weird. She doesn't look that old, but she
acts old. She acts like every human instinct she ever had just
shriveled up and died.
EMILY. Sam, I'm sure Mom and Dad still have sex.
SAM. Shut up! That's so disgusting.
EMILY. Whatever.
SAM. You definitely spend too much time at home if that's the kind
of stuff you think about.
EMILY. I don't actively spend hundreds of hours thinking about it.
I just acknowledge it exists.
SAM. Well, it's not like I don't know that sex exists. I just try not
thinking about sex and our parents.
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EMILY. It seems kind of useless to try not thinking about
something. If you try to not thinking about something, that means
you really do want to think about it and really are thinking about it;
you just can't stand the idea of you thinking about it.
SAM. No. I just try not to think about it. It's real easy. (SAM groans.)
This is going to be the most boring night.
EMILY. You could go watch T.V. or something. You like to do that,
don't you?
SAM. Do you think I'm stupid or something? You think I'm stupid,
don't you?
EMILY. No, Sam. I know you're not stupid.
SAM. (Gentler:) Why are you always alone down here, Emily?
EMILY. Well, tonight, I'm trying to figure out the guitar.
SAM. That's not what I mean, Emily. You used to hang out with
people. You had so many friends around here last summer! Every
time I was home, there was somebody here....
EMILY. You weren't home that much, Sam.
SAM. Still! And then, this year, there's just nobody. I mean, I never
see anybody over here. Is there ever anybody over here?
EMILY. Well, I mean, there are people who live here, Sam. I live
here.
SAM. Why do you hate me so much, Em? I'm just trying to talk.
Can't we just talk?
EMILY. I think we're talking.
SAM. We're not talking. I'm talking.
EMILY. Okay, okay. So, if you want to talk, what do you want to
talk about?
(Beat.)
SAM. I don't know, I guess I just thought....
EMILY. Sam, I really appreciate your trying to talk to me. I wish
that Mom hadn't grounded you so that you could have gone out
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tonight. I'm sorry that there's nothing I can do about that. But you
don't have to talk to me. I mean, no one has to talk to me. I'm not
lonely. It may look like I'm lonely, but I'm really not. I don't need
you to sit here and try and figure out what's wrong with me.
SAM. Hasn't Mom talked to you at all about this? Have you told
her what's wrong?
EMILY. Mom and I don't interfere in each other's lives, Sam. I
mean, we get along, but we don't ask questions.
SAM. But that's exactly what I've been talking about! That is so
wrong. You're her daughter!
EMILY. So are you. You never talk to her!
SAM. She doesn't listen, Emily. I know what I want, and she
doesn't care about what I want.
EMILY. Well, you're going to be out of here in another three
months. It shouldn't be too hard to escape and find whatever it is
that you think you want.
SAM. But you know, when I come home, they're going to be total
strangers. I don't want them to be total strangers. I want them to
know who I am.
EMILY. Who are you, Sam?
SAM. Well, I'm not exactly sure yet. But I know that I'm going to
find it out.
EMILY. How do you know that? How does anybody ever know
that?
SAM. Well, that's just the way it happens, I guess.
EMILY. (Bitterly:) I guess.
SAM. Why? Don't you know who you are?
EMILY. I know it better than anybody else does, that's for sure. But
that's not much.
SAM. See, Em? You seem so sad. I don't understand what you've
got to be so sad about. You're sixteen years old; I loved being
sixteen years old. It was one of the best years ever.
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EMILY. Sweet sixteen and never been....
(EMILY smiles.)
SAM. Have you ever had a boyfriend, Em?
EMILY. Sam, I....
SAM. You did, didn't you? That boy last summer. The quiet one
with the red hair.
EMILY. Jamie.
SAM. He was your boyfriend, wasn't he?
(EMILY resumes playing the guitar.)
Was it a bad break-up?
(EMILY laughs shortly.)
EMILY. I don't know what you would call bad. He doesn't really
want to talk to me now, and I don't blame him.
SAM. Why, did you cheat on him or something?
EMILY. No.
SAM. Then, what is it? What could be so horrible?
EMILY. I don't want to talk about this, Sam. I appreciate your
interest, but....
SAM. Talk to me, Emily. Is that why you don't hang out with
anybody anymore? Did you get in a fight with your friends over
this guy?
EMILY. I can tell you safely, Sam, that this is really something that
you don't want to get yourself involved in. Trust me, I'm fine. I've
made ... a choice when it comes to my social life. This way is just
easier. Trust me. It's much, much easier.
SAM. Easier than what? Easier than going into a nunnery?
EMILY. I was actually really considering becoming a Trappist
monk.
SAM. Em, this isn't funny. This matters to me. I'm your older sister.
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EMILY. That's never mattered to you before.
SAM. It never hasn't mattered to me. I just haven't been around that
much. You've got to understand, it's a rebellion thing. Everyone
goes through it. You will too.
EMILY. Sometime between now and my senior year? I don't think
so. I'll just adolescently angst quietly, thank you very much.
SAM. I hate it when you do that.
EMILY. Do what?
SAM. You think you're so smart, Em. What makes you think you're
so smart?
EMILY. I'm not smart, Sam. Trust me.
SAM. Could've fooled me. You always act like you know exactly
what's going on, and I have no clue.
EMILY. I'm just answering the questions you're asking. Just
because I know the answers doesn't make me a smart person.
SAM. You know, I really don't think we have anything in common.
Is that possible?
EMILY. It's genetically unlikely, but I'm sure it's not impossible.
(EMILY returns to working on the chords of “Closer To Fine.”)
SAM. I don't think you're honest with yourself.
(EMILY looks at her and stops playing.)
EMILY. Sam, stop trying.
SAM. What do you mean “Stop trying”? My younger sister is
giving up on life, and you want me to stop trying? Isn't it enough
that mom has stopped trying?
EMILY. Don't be melodramatic.
SAM. There it is again. That know-it-all sound in your voice.
EMILY. Would you rather I didn't talk, Sam? I thought the whole
point was you didn't think I was talking enough.
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SAM. You still aren't talking to me. You're talking down to me. But
you're not better than me just because you're Mommy's little angel.
EMILY. What the hell do you mean by that?
SAM. She thinks you're perfect, Emily. Just because you sit around
here like a loser.
EMILY. She does not think I'm perfect, Sam. You really aren't
around here enough.
SAM. That's why she likes you. You're the perfect member of the
family. I'm just the juvenile deliquent.
EMILY. What do you expect me to say to that? Do you want me to
start singing “Officer Krupke”?
SAM. What's that?
EMILY. Never mind.
(EMILY plays chords again.)
SAM. So, it doesn't even bother you that it's so unfair.
EMILY. What's so unfair?
SAM. Them liking you better than me. It isn't fair.
EMILY. They don't like me better than they like you.
SAM. Well, they sure hate me. I don't know what they think of you,
but they hate me.
EMILY. How can you know if they hate you? You just said that you
never talk to them.
SAM. Do you know the kind of looks that those people give me?
EMILY. Those people! Sam, they're our parents.
SAM. So? That doesn't make them part of us.
EMILY. Technically, it does, Sam. It makes them our family.
SAM. They're not my family. You know, I don't think I've ever seen
a family.
EMILY. Sam. Can't you just stop this? It isn't helping?
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SAM. I used to always watch those stupid shows on Nick at Nite
when I was a little kid. You know, like Ozzie and Harriet....
EMILY. You want our parents to be Ozzie and Harriet?
SAM. Not, but like, their kids talked to them. We don't talk to them.
How could we talk to them?
EMILY. I can't believe that you wish our life was like Ozzie and
Harriet.
SAM. Jesus, Em! You're acting like I'm not on your side.
EMILY. What side? I don't think there are sides, Sam. You're just
pissed off because you don't want to sit here all night. And I'm
sorry for that! I don't know what I'm supposed to do about that.
Will you tell me?
SAM. I just wanted you to talk to me. I want to be your friend.
EMILY. Trust me, Sam. You don't want to be my friend.
SAM. Why, what's so bad about you that I wouldn't want to be
friends with you? You are my sister.
EMILY. You said before—we have nothing in common.
SAM. Maybe we do. Maybe we just don't know yet.
EMILY. Sam, I think we should just let this bonding stuff go now. I
really appreciate it, but I don't want to be your project.
SAM. You're not my project. Christ, you're perfect the way you are!
I just don't understand why you don't enjoy that.
EMILY. I'm not perfect, Sam.
SAM. Well, what's wrong with you? If you don't like yourself, why
don't you tell me what's wrong with you?
EMILY. I never said I didn't like myself.
SAM. Tell me why you're not perfect anyway. I don't understand.
EMILY. Stop it, Sam.
SAM. No, I'm not going to stop it. You make me so mad! You've
had all the advantages, and you don't do jack! Look, I'm the screw-

16

Catherine Keyser

up in this family. There's only enough room for one. So, why are
you sitting at home on a Saturday night?
EMILY. What makes you think that you're the screw-up, Sam?
Mom and Dad don't think you're the screw-up.
SAM. Oh, don't they? Then, why am I sitting down here tonight?
Why aren't I out with my friends?
EMILY. Well, they still have to be parents, Sam. They have to do
stuff like this because that's their job. That doesn't mean they're not
proud of you.
SAM. What would they be proud of me for? I don't do anything.
You're the one always on high honor roll, bringing back those great
grades. I'm the one who gets smashed and smokes up on weekends.
EMILY. You don't think they did that when they were teenagers?
SAM. They don't remember what it was like to be our age.
EMILY. They're not stupid, Sam. They're only parents. They know
what it was like. They just can't treat you like it's okay. That's not
their position in your life.
SAM. They were probably like you. They probably studied all the
time and then learned how to play the guitar on Saturday nights.
EMILY. Trust me, Sam. They weren't like me. No one is like me.
SAM. Emily, there have to be people like you. The word
“overachiever” wasn't invented just for you.
EMILY. No, there aren't people like me. No one spends their time
sitting in their basement because they're too scared to leave. No one
doesn't have any friends because they hate the idea of anyone
knowing them for who they are.
SAM. Now who's being melodramatic? Why in hell would you be
scared to leave the basement?
EMILY. It's not like I can't leave. It's just, I don't want to. It's so
much easier.
SAM. What are you talking about, Emily? You sound like bad
movie dialogue.
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EMILY. Maybe I do. Maybe I'm just being too emotional about
everything. Let's just forget about it! When's the last time anyone
cared?
SAM. Don't whine at me like that. I've been sitting down here
trying to get you to talk to me for the last twenty minutes.
EMILY. Not because you care about who I am. You just want to
change me, like Mom and Dad. You wonder why I don't go out,
you wonder why I'm not just like you. Well, I apologize. I'm sorry I
can't be like you. I can't be like anyone else. But I have to live with
that. I don't see how it's you who is suffering.
SAM. Well, you're treating me like I'm some sort of idiot, Emily.
You're talking so that I won't be able to understand. You just want
me to leave when all I'm trying to do is to reach you.
EMILY. Don't reach me. No one reaches me. I don't want to be
reached.
SAM. Well, that's retarded! I don't think that anyone should just
live in their own little world.
EMILY. I think it's just fine to live in my own little world. I don't
want to be the person that you want me to be.
SAM. Who do I want you to be? I never thought I wanted you to be
anyone but yourself!
EMILY. That's because you don't know who I am. If you knew who
I was, you would never want me to be myself.
SAM. Wait! Wait! I read a poem about this!
EMILY. About quiet desperation? It's Thoreau, Sam. It's part of the
sophomore year curriculum.
SAM. No, not that one. I never liked him. I always thought it was
kind of stupid that he hid in the woods just to avoid paying his
taxes. Why couldn't he just pay them like everybody else?
EMILY. I don't think most people who read Thoreau worry about
that, Sam.
SAM. No, but really ... I read some poetry for fun....
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EMILY. Amazing.
SAM. Shut up! This is important.
EMILY. (Genuine:) I'm sorry.
SAM. I read this stuff because part of it was quoted at the
beginning of this play my friend was in ... I wish I could
remember....
EMILY. I'm sure it'll come to you eventually.
(EMILY resumes trying to play the chords. After a moment, SAM
remembers excitedly:)
SAM. Langston! The guy's name was Langston.
EMILY. Langston Hughes?
SAM. Yeah, 'cuz Darren was in Raisin In the Sun, and there was
this whole poem about dreams....
EMILY. The “whatever happens to a dream deferred” poem?
SAM. Yeah, that one. And I always thought it would explode. But
you're like the raisin.
EMILY. I'm like a raisin.
SAM. Yeah, you're getting all crusty instead of doing anything
about the dream.
EMILY. At least raisins are healthy.
SAM. Yeah, but they're gooky. And who the hell wants to be a
raisin? You wouldn't even get to be one of those singing raisins. Just
a boring old crusted over raisin.
EMILY. I'm glad you think that my life is so interesting, Sam.
SAM. All I'm saying is that you shouldn't want to be a raisin. If you
do, you'll grow up and be like ... well, like them.
(SAM gestures upstairs.)
EMILY. I think our parents are happy.
SAM. How could they be happy? All they do is sit at home, or go
out to the movies....
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EMILY. I like the movies.
SAM. Yeah, but only some movies. Other movies are really stupid.
I'd much rather ... I don't know. Wreck a car. Drive to Atlantic City
and come back at dawn. Cool stuff that they don't want us to do.
EMILY. But you never will. You know that you'll never do that one
drastic thing to push Mom and Dad over the edge.
SAM. No, Em. That's what's so cool. I don't know that. You know?
Tomorrow I could just leave and never come back.
EMILY. They would call the cops and bring you back. Or you
would be raped and murdered.
SAM. But that's like them talking. Why does everything fun have to
be bad?
EMILY. It's not like being in a novel, Sam. Real people don't survive
just because they're the protagonists. In real life, sometimes
eighteen year old girls just get raped and murdered, and no one
finds the bad guy.
SAM. Way to be cheerful, Em.
EMILY. I'm just explaining that things don't work the way you said.
It's not like, just because you want it to happen, good adventures
will happen when you do something drastic. It's not like a pirate
movie. We aren't the Goonies.
SAM. There's no point settling for a stupid boring life and getting
old.
EMILY. Everyone gets older, Sam. It's chronology.
SAM. Yeah, but we don't have to be raisins. Some people grow up
and become rock stars.
EMILY. Yeah, and a lot more people grow up to be cops or
accountants or investment bankers. It's not like we choose
everything about our lives.
SAM. I can get what I want in life. You'll see.
EMILY. That's such bullshit.
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SAM. You just don't have the guts to take control. You've gotta just
sit here with Mommy and Daddy until college. That's so useless,
Em! It's no wonder you don't have any fun.
EMILY. It's not that I don't want to, Sam. It's that I can't. That's not
the way things work. Trust me, I know.
SAM. You're old too.
EMILY. What?
SAM. You act like an old person. Sometimes I think when I get near
you, you're going to smell like dead flowers and Grandma's
perfume. You don't do anything.
EMILY. It's not that I don't believe in adventure, Sam. It's that I
don't believe in happy endings.
SAM. It's no wonder that no one wants to hang out with you. You
just sit home alone, playing guitar and thinking about how much
life sucks.
EMILY. Sam, I don't think that life sucks. Trust me, I love being
alive. I just don't have this need to fight against reality.
SAM. I'm not crazy, Emily.
EMILY. I'm not trying to say that you're crazy. In fact, I'm like ...
Well, I'm proud of you.
SAM. Proud of me?
EMILY. Yeah. You aren't scared of anything, Sam. You really
believe you can change everything.
SAM. No, Em. I'm just talking. I'm not really gonna do anything.
You're the one with all the brains in the family. Mom and Dad are
always saying you're gonna change the world. With those grades of
yours—
EMILY. No, but see, I can't. I never will. I don't think it can be done.
But as long as you believe in it, you can do things with your life.
SAM. (Laughing nervously:) What about you? It's not like you're not
gonna have a life, Em. Even if you are a loser now.

Finding a Chord

21

EMILY. I don't think I can, Sam. I can't be ... I can't be honest with
people. If the world could accept me for who I am, then maybe....
SAM. You're just like anybody else; you could hang out if you
wanted to.
EMILY. Sam, I appreciate your interest. Honest to God, I do. But
this is something I've thought a lot about. This is something that
only I can deal with.
SAM. Wait a minute ... what are we talking about here? What do
you have to deal with? Does this have to do with that guy? Look,
I've dated so many guys, it's not even funny, and you just can't take
that kind of stuff seriously.
EMILY. (Laughing:) No, Sam. This is not about Jamie.
SAM. Your first break-up is tough, Em, but then ... you know, you
just get over them.
EMILY. I'm over it. Trust me, I'm over it.
SAM. Then what is it? (A beat.) You know, sometimes it can get
pretty lonely being alone in this stupid family. Sometimes I really
just wish that I had a sister. Like a sister I could talk to.
(EMILY gives SAM a weird look.)
EMILY. You so are making that up.
SAM. I am not! Christ, I don't want to make it sound like the Brady
Bunch or anything.
(SAM takes out a cigarette.)
Do you want one?
EMILY. I don't smoke. Besides—
SAM. I know, I know. Mom's asthma.
(SAM lights it and starts smoking.)
Let her throw a fit. Who cares? She's the one who locked me in the
house tonight anyway.
(EMILY starts giggling.)
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EMILY. This is so stupid.
(SAM starts laughing too.)
SAM. I know, isn't it? Sometimes, I feel like I do way too much to
get a rise out of her. I mean ... that's not really why I do everything I
do, but sometimes it feels that way.
EMILY. I know.
(Both girls stare up the stairs.)
SAM. She hasn't started screaming yet.
EMILY. Maybe she went upstairs to watch the news.
SAM. I'd feel so stupid if like the smoke alarm went off or
something. Do we have a smoke alarm in here?
EMILY. I don't even know. I never really worry about fires.
SAM. You just worry about getting raped and murdered.
EMILY. I don't worry about it. I don't worry about anything really.
I just know that bad things happen. I'm a realist.
SAM. You're not a realist. You're a sixteen-year-old weirdo. You so
don't belong here. You really should be sitting in some cafe in Paris
or something, strumming out some song on that guitar, stoned out
of your mind—
EMILY. I don't do drugs.
SAM. Well, you should. It would mellow you out. You need to start
having more fun.
EMILY. I have fun. It just doesn't show.
SAM. Well, what's the point of that? Secret fun doesn't sound like
fun at all to me.
(EMILY laughs.)
What's so funny about that?
EMILY. Secrets are the most fun, Sam. Didn't you know?
SAM. You'd better think they're fun. You have enough of them.
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EMILY. It's not like I'm trying to have secrets, Sam. There are just so
many things that people don't want to know.
SAM. That's completely untrue. I would love to know—
EMILY. Not just you. It's like ... what you were saying before about
Mom and Dad not knowing who you are. How it's ... alienating.
Imagine if that was the whole world. And you just couldn't relate.
It's like ... you're standing behind this enormous cellophane wall,
and because it's cellophane, you can like reach out, and it feels like
you're touching something, but really, everything under your
fingers is plastic. It's not real.
SAM. You sound like in that movie, the boy in the bubble. That was
such a cheesy movie.
EMILY. I am the boy in the bubble.
(SAM stares at her sister, realizing the seriousness and depression in
these words. EMILY is nervous now, feeling like she has said too
much. She tries to make a joke:)
But at least that makes me John Travolta, and he's really popular
again, isn't he? Maybe soon I'll make it out of the bubble and into
pulp fiction.
SAM. This is really bad, Em.
EMILY. (Pretending SAM is talking about the guitar:) Yeah, I know. I
really need to learn these chords and get on with the rest of the
song. But it's not easy without lessons or anything, you know—
SAM. Not the song. I don't care about the song.
(SAM grabs the guitar.)
EMILY. Sam, I—
(SAM puts the guitar down where Emily can't reach it, on the other
side of her. SAM stares her sister in the eye.)
SAM. Now talk to me.
EMILY. Sam, I can't—
SAM. Talk to me. God stuck me in this house tonight for a reason,
and I am going to get you to tell me what's wrong.
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EMILY. You're on a mission from God?
SAM. Shut up. You know what I mean. I just meant, like, things
happen for a reason, and I'm here tonight for a reason. I'm going to
talk you out of this.
EMILY. Trust me, this is not something you can “talk me out of.”
SAM. You're all strung out, and I don't know why. This can't be
good for you.
EMILY. It may not be healthy, but it's who I am.
SAM. You're one walking gloom cloud?
EMILY. I'm happy, Sam!
SAM. You sure don't look it. You don't sound it either.
EMILY. I don't walk around like one of those girls at school who
wears Gap outfits and ponytails and smiles all the time because
she's got a great boyfriend and thinks her life is perfect. I don't
smile all the time.
SAM. Try at all.
EMILY. But I'm happy. I read this book, the Tao Te Ching—
SAM. Sounds sketchy to me.
EMILY. And it says stuff like, you just have to let go and follow the
Way.
SAM. The Way? What Way?
EMILY. Well, like this guy, Lao Tsu, thought it meant God's path or
like divine grace, but I think you can find the Way like within your
self.
SAM. So, you think you've found the Way?
EMILY. Well, I'm not there yet. I haven't totally let go and just
allowed myself to be yet. But I'll get there. I have to just accept who
I am and then accept that I don't fit in the world the way things are
right now. But that's okay because people who don't understand me
are just excess baggage.
SAM. You're nuts.

Finding a Chord

25

EMILY. Think so if you want. But it helps me through everything.
SAM. What's everything? What's so incredibly hard about your
life? I could show you hard. Just look at my life.
EMILY. Yeah, exactly. You act like everything in your life is some
grand rebellion. Why can't I think my life is important too?
SAM. Why are you so pissed off all the time? It's bad to be mad so
much.
EMILY. I can't believe I'm hearing you say this.
SAM. When it looks like I'm mad, Em, I'm really just ... well, I'm
frustrated.
EMILY. Don't explain, I—
SAM. No, I should. Because here I am, telling you to be all perky or
whatever ... (Beat.) I know I'm not really smart or anything. And I
can't fix anything for you. I don't have any answers. I just know
you're really special. I mean, Christ, you're like brilliant, and you've
always done everything right. They've always thought that you do
everything right.
EMILY. No, they don't.
SAM. Yes, they do. Mom and Dad have always been prouder of
you than they are of me. Because they know, you know? That you
like can't help doing something really special with all the talents
that you have. And you're so patient! I could never be that patient.
I'm always fighting, you know? I'm going this way, then that, and I
don't ever really know where I'm going. Like these cigarettes. Why
the hell am I smoking a cigarette in my parents' basement? It's not
making a real statement or anything. Even if she notices, what
important thing am I saying by that? Nothing!
EMILY. Sam—
SAM. No, but you've always had stuff to say, Em. Remember when
you won that essay contest?
EMILY. Sam!
SAM. No, really. In like the sixth grade. It was on like tree
conservation or something.
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EMILY. Recycling. It was on recycling.
SAM. Yeah, and I was in eighth grade, right, and I'm supposed to
be all special cause I'm older or whatever. And I read this essay that
my kid sister wrote, and you were using words I'd never even
heard of, and it really meant something, you know?
EMILY. I didn't know what I was saying, Sam.
SAM. That's not true. You've always known what you were saying.
That's why it'se so hard to be around you sometimes. It's like ... I
have all these things that I want to say, and I want to have them
make sense, but they just come out like I'm being angry and stupid.
EMILY. Sam, you are not angry and stupid.
SAM. But you say things, and they're like dreams. They're like
these beautiful perfect dreams, and if you just listen to them the
right way, they can tell you so much about everything.
EMILY. Yeah, but I can't let anyone listen anymore, Sam. They
might find out things that I don't want them to find out.
SAM. Yeah, like that you're a beautiful and amazing person.
EMILY. No, like I'm gay.
(Beat.)
SAM. You're what?
EMILY. (Walking past SAM and picking up her guitar:) You heard
what I said.
SAM. You mean “gay” like “retarded” right? You mean like, “I'm a
dork; I'm so gay” or whatever?
EMILY. Forget it.
SAM. So you didn't mean like “I'm a dork”?
EMILY. (Laughing bitterly:) Well, that too.
(EMILY starts playing the chords again.)
SAM. Yeah, but like, you're so young. I mean, when I was younger,
I used to think that my friends were pretty and stuff, but I wasn't
gay or anything. It's just how things are when you're ... younger.
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EMILY. Sam, this isn't because I'm younger. I'm sixteen. I'm
attracted to girls. No one can know. That's it.
SAM. So I'm the only one who knows this.
(EMILY is silent.)
Em?
EMILY. Jamie knows.
SAM. You told your boyfriend that you're gay?
(EMILY is silent.)
Well, no wonder he doesn't talk to you! Weirdo.
EMILY. Sam!
SAM. I didn't mean it that way. That came out wrong. I just meant
... Well, I mean. You kind of feel stupid if you're a guy and you find
out the chick that you're dating doesn't like you 'cause she really
likes girls.
EMILY. I didn't mean to tell him. He was just ... you know, he was
such a nice guy, and I thought ... well, I thought it wouldn't be
important if I could just pretend. Like playing a part. If I acted like
everyone else, I would be everyone else.
SAM. That doesn't work. Trust me, I know that doesn't work.
EMILY. Well, me too, now. It was really ... well, it was really
embarrassing. I kept trying to pretend that everything was okay,
and I think he really thought it was. I mean, as far as his end was
concerned, everything was fine, but me ... there was just nothing. I
thought he was a good friend, but....
SAM. So, you just told him? I just wouldn't know what to say. How
could you tell him?
EMILY. Well, I didn't really want to believe it. I didn't even let
myself think it really. I mean, I didn't even think about the word
“lesbian” being like ... who I am until I said it. We were drinking at
his house one night with a whole bunch of friends, and just all of a
sudden, it felt like I had this storm inside, and I just had to let it out.
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There was no way that all of that thunder and lightning was going
to stay out of the way, so it just sort of burst.
SAM. You just stood up in a party and said: “Hey, everybody, I'm a
dyke! Love me and accept me! I'm cool!”
EMILY. No. I wasn't that far gone. I was drunk enough to feel like I
had to say it, but no matter how drunk you are, you still know that
the fact that you're gay is not something you want everyone to hear.
It's certainly not something that you want to get back to you
parents. So ... I told Jamie I needed to talk to him ... and I pulled him
into the next room and....
SAM. Told him you were gay?
EMILY. Told him that I had a crush on his older sister.
SAM. That was harsh.
EMILY. It was better than: “I'm a lesbian—protect your friends and
family from the alien invader.”
SAM. Only slightly. “Hi, I just wanna let you know I'd rather kiss
your sister than you!” He must've died.
EMILY. This wasn't easy, Sam!! I didn't like plan it.
SAM. I'm sorry. I just don't know what to say.
EMILY. So much for being proud of me, right? No more “you're a
beautiful and special person”!
SAM. That's not fair!
EMILY. Isn't it?
SAM. Emily, you're so picky! I haven't had time to buy my “Gay is
Beautiful, Build a Rainbow” tee-shirt yet, I'm sorry. I don't know
what to say.
EMILY. That's why I can't tell anyone. People don't understand.
Jamie made me leave his house. His friends don't talk to me either. I
don't know what he told people, but I don't think that most people
know. I think he was embarrassed. I felt bad. I didn't mean to hurt
him.
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SAM. Well, he was a jerk for kicking you out of his house. What a
coward!
EMILY. (Laughing:) Just a minute ago, you were talking about how
much you understood his point of view!
SAM. Yeah, but it's so typical of a guy, you know? I mean, he
should have cared about you no matter what. I mean, he cared
about you when you were his girlfriend, right?
EMILY. Yeah, but I'd just told him that everything was a lie. I
mean, do you know what that's like, Sam? To realize that absolutely
everything in your life is a lie? I have to understand that, 'cuz that's
what happened to me. I didn't realize until then just how much of a
sham everything was.
SAM. Life doesn't suck just because you're a lesbian. God, it feels so
weird to use that word about my sister! I mean, you don't even
know you really are a lesbian.
EMILY. No, Sam. You don't understand. I know in my heart that
I'm a lesbian. I wasn't sure of it until I got older, but even when I
was a kid ... This is part of who I am. It's not something I'm proud
of. It's why I have to be alone.
SAM. So, you're gay. Lots of people are gay. They don't like all sit
by themselves in basements and play guitar.
EMILY. Life isn't liberated, Sam. You may think it's fine for me to
be gay; you may not. Whatever. It doesn't matter. Mom and Dad
would kill themselves—
SAM. So? Mom's asthma wouldn't bother her anymore. We'd be
free, for Chrissakes.
EMILY. You don't think Mom and Dad are happy. I think Mom and
Dad are happy. And I think they really care about us. I don't want
to destroy everything they've based their lives on.
SAM. Come on, Em. This is who you are!
EMILY. Who I am doesn't matter. As long as I can deal with it, it's
okay.
SAM. You're not dealing with it! You're sitting in a basement.
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