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SCENE ONE

SETTING:   ABE’s office. Day.
AT RISE:   ABE and JESS. ABE is standing over a table.

ABE. Young man, listen. Listen close. It’s important. And
necessary. And critical. For you are about to learn, with me,
now, what may be the most enviable lesson of your life. And
for this I envy you, I really do. Because you are about to
receive the knowledge of a lifetime—my lifetime—or half a
lifetime, I should say. And through this lesson, young man, you
will receive—and understand—why you are here, what you are
doing, why you are with me, and how you shall put more major
freaking coin in that pocket of yours than you could possibly
imagine. Now tell me: is this what you want and do you want
this?

JESS. Yes.

ABE. A perfect response. Concise. Because as you grow into your
newfound responsibilities, you shall discover that knowledge—
the only knowledge you’ll need to succeed—shall be concise,
and that I, who am here to train you in making major coin in
the world of entertainment, have all the . . . concision necessary
to make you a winner. And I say this as one who has won and
will win again. Now, is this something you want and do you
truly want this?

JESS. Yes.

ABE. Perfect. Concise. And is this an embraceable success?

JESS.   Yes.

ABE. God, I envy you, And I’m already learning to like you. So.
Look on this table. Here, my young protégé. And tell what
you see.

JESS. On the table?

ABE. Right here.

JESS. Nothing.
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ABE. What did you say?

JESS. Nothing.

ABE. Exactly. And that is because—my little amigo—no one has
brought anything to the table. It’s obvious. Palpable. Now, see
what I give you. Tell me what’s in this box.

JESS.   Doughnuts.

ABE.   What kind?

JESS.   Two pumpkin, a twisty, and a glazed stick.

ABE.   Because I ate the old fashioned and you had the sprinkles.
We got the half-dozen special, got four left. Okay, see this cup
of coffee? You want this cuppa—

JESS.   But I don’t drink cof—

ABE.   No, no, no, for the sake of argument, for being edified. Let’s
say—pretend—you want—you drink—coffee. So I say: “What
will you give me for this cup?” You look in the box because
that’s all you have. What do you have?

JESS.   Four doughnuts.

ABE.   Take one out and offer it to me.

JESS.   This?

ABE.   Doesn’t matter. And you bring that to the table. But I say,
“That’s not enough, young man, I want you bringing more.”
So you take out another doughnut . . .

JESS.   This?

ABE.   Doesn’t matter. And I say, “I want you to bring even more.”
You start to understand so you bring the glazed stick, but I say,
“You’ve not brought enough.” See? And it is not until I get that
blessed twisty—go ahead, put it down—that I give you coffee.
And that’s it. All there’s to it. Now you know, you embraced,
success. See? The core of it. So tell me what you learned.

JESS. Save the twisty for last?
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ABE.   No! Damn. What you learned, Jessie, is that all of life, of
business—of art—is always about what somebody brings to
the table. I made you bring everything you had. That’s my
job. And from here on out, as partners setting up a new office
in New York, our job’s to make everyone bring all they can to
the table. And you know why?

JESS.   To be successful?

ABE.   Yes. But more than that because this is the table we eat off
of, see? We get a piece of whatever we sell. And the more we
sell, the better we eat. You want to eat crumbs? Of course not.
You want that big glazed stick. So do I. But more than that, I
want that big, fat freakin’ happy meal—because where I been,
there was nothing happy about that. And I’m finally ready to
eat. See? And they sent you here, with me, to learn, to get into
that urban market and make a freakin’ fortune. That’s why we
are in New York together. Understand?

JESS.   Yes.

ABE.   Good. Concise. Now, let me hear you say it.

JESS.   What?

ABE.   What I just said.

JESS.   What?

ABE.   That you want to get rich with me, Jessie! I want to hear you
shout it back, that you’re my partner in this conquest—because
that’s what it is, a war. And you need to shout it out like a war
whoop because everything makes vibrations that need to be
resolved, and if you shout it, those will come back to you. To
be resolved. So shout it.

JESS. What?

ABE. “I, Jessie Wallace, am going to get filthy freaking rich with
my new partner, Abraham Isaac.” Shout it now. Shout it.

JESS.   Do I . . ?

ABE. Just shout the damn thing. I’m a cheerleader, I lead. “I.”

JESS.   “I.”
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ABE.   “Jessie Wallace.”

JESS.   “Jessie Wallace.”

ABE.   “Am going to get filthy rich in this city—”

JESS.   “Am going to get filthy rich . . . ”

ABE.   “With my new partner Abraham Isaac.”

JESS.   “With my new partner Abraham Isaac.”

ABE.   Put it together. C’mon. “I.”

JESS.   “I, Jessie Wallace, am going to get filthy—.”

ABE.   ( joining, overlapping ) Louder!

JESS.   ( overlapping )  “Rich with my new partner, Abra—”

ABE.   Louder! Louder!

JESS. “I, Jessie Wallace, am going to get filthy—“

ABE.   Freaking!

JESS. “—rich in this city with my new partner, Abraham—!”

ABE. ( joining ) One more time!

JESS. “I, Jesse Wallace am going to get filthy rich in this city with
my new partner, Abe Issac!

ABE.   Yeah! Yeah! Yeah! ( pause ) Okay, how’d that feel?”

JESS.   Okay.

ABE.   Okay? Good? See?

JESS.   Yeah.

ABE.   Good, kid, good. You know, I envy you. You have made
some universal resonance to be resolved. There will be some
serious resolving. Okay, let’s start. Let’s go. Because showtime
is go time!

END OF ONE
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SCENE TWO

SETTING: A small apartment. Day.
AT RISE:   JESS and SAMANTHA.

SAM.   Then why are you here? You are not him.

JESS.   I know.

SAM.   And you know what I was told?

JESS.   I, um, well, he’s busy.

SAM.   I come all this way? He’s busy?

JESS.   He wanted to come but something . . . He had family troubles.
Like, family fires? I shouldn’t say anymore from respect.

SAM. You know what good that does me?

JESS.   He sent me for him.

SAM.   And how long have you been . . ?

JESS.   I’m not new. Relatively.

SAM.  Great.

JESS.   I’m a partner.

SAM.   Wonderful. What was it, Jessie?

JESS.   Wallace.

SAM.   God . . .

JESS.   Abe and I work together. He wanted me to pass everything
on to him. It’s just he’s got these, uh, family troubles.

SAM.   If this gets back to my uncle—

JESS.   No! Abe says we are very interested. We have the greatest
respect for your uncle, so he sent me to help. Because Abe says
your uncle a great man.

SAM. They send a kid. Unbelievable. I wanted Abe.

JESS.   I don’t blame you. Abe is also a great man.
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SAM. ( after recalibrating ) Alright, it’s a book. I found a book.
My guess is, very valuable. And I don’t just mean monetarily.
That’s important, but not the most important thing, you know?

JESS.   Where did you . . ?

SAM.   In Florida. Where I’m from.

JESS.   Good tan.

SAM. If it were only a tan.

JESS. Call me Jessie. Or Jess. That’s how I—

SAM.   They send me a kid, God!

JESS. Uh, this book, what kind of . . . ?

SAM. A memoir.

JESS.   Okay.

SAM.   Family memoir. Of a man—gentleman—in Florida. Who
also, it turns out, happens to be someone’s great-great-great-
great-great grandfather. That’s five greats.

JESS.   Pretty old.

SAM.   On top of being a grandfather. But it’s not that old. Blacks
are a little more . . . well, would you find it offensive if I used
the word profligate?

JESS.   No.

SAM.   No? You even know what it means?

JESS.   Wealthy?

SAM. No. They send a kid! It means they screw a lot more.
Nothing personal, but they are more sexual creatures. My
guess is that for most white families, when you get into
“five-great-grandfathers” you’re finding relatives before the
Civil War. Maybe 1850. But if you trace the black family
tree five-great-grandfathers, you know where you’ll be?

JESS.   Um.

SAM.  1896. See what I’m saying?

JESS.   Yes.
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SAM.   No, you don’t. They send you here because you’ll say yes
to everything I say? Are you a “Yessum?” You an idiot?

JESS.   No . . .

SAM. You an idiot, Jess?

JESS.   No. No.

SAM.   Alright, don’t get your panties in a knot. I’m trying to decide
if the people that I pick will fight for me. I don’t want pansies.

JESS.   I’m no pansy. You know Abe’s no pansy.

SAM.   That’s why I wanted him.

JESS.   Me, too.

SAM. Right.  ( beat )  So that’s it. I find this book, a memoir.
Where? In a cellar. Old family farm fruit cellar. A farm that’s
been in the family for 160 years. In Florida. House, farmland,
fruit cellar. And what are these developers doing to this farm?
Stealing it. This is near Alabama, by the way, so these vultures
are forcing the sale of the land. And the family might not fight
it, might sell it. Why? Because taxes go up and up and up. It’s
not farmed now, but taxes keep going up. It’s criminal.

JESS. Yep.

SAM.   So maybe this family’ll the farm. And because of that,
because they might give it up, I finally decide to take a look
around that old cellar.

JESS. Old family farm fruit cellar.

SAM. Who knows what might be down there? Old milk pails?
Those have real value now, not just sentimental. Mason jars?
There are some valuable Mason jars out there. Never know
what you’ll find in an old cellar. So I get a flashlight and go
down there. Scary place. Cobwebs. Insects. Even old turnips,
but they were, like, petrified. But the most interesting part of
that cellar was where it collapsed, because where it’d collapsed
it exposed a little secret storage area no one knew was there. So
I dug around in that dirt and what’d I find? Old wooden box.
And what was inside? What was in that old box?
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JESS: Uh . . ?

SAM:   This.  ( tattered manuscript )  This is, I think . . . my guess is,
this is very valuable. Know why?

JESS.   Why?

SAM.   Look at me, Jess. Look at me.

JESS.   I’m looking.

SAM.   You said nice tan? This is no tan.

JESS.   No?

SAM.   This is . . . pigment. I’m one of you. Partially. That was
my great-great-great-great-great grandfather who was the
profligate man. So why is this valuable? Memoir? Memoirs
turn up every day. But when the world discovers there was a
memoir written by a black man who had one goal in mind,
and who pursued it with more success than any other man
of his race—not just a hundred years ago, but of all time—
there will be a lot of interest in this book.

\

JESS. Right. So what was his goal?

SAM.   Jessie, guess.

JESS. I . . . can’t.

SAM.   Course not. You’re not Abe, who’s smart. How could
you guess that this black man’s goal was to do one thing.
What? To kill. Who? White men. Countless white men.
For years. And they could never catch him. But he was
more than that. I’ll bet you didn’t know that America once
had a black Robin Hood.

END OF TWO



Railroad Bill

10

SCENE THREE

SETTING:   ABE’s office. Day.
AT RISE:   ABE and JESS. JESS is holding some pages.

ABE. This is it?

JESS. No, no, just copies of a few pages she let me—

ABE. No, no—who she was?

JESS.   What she told me, Abe—

ABE. —Jessie—

JESS.   That she had the whole manuscript. We went to Staples and
made these copies of the pages.

ABE.   You think I care where you made copies?

JESS.   I did everything you said!

ABE. No, I said use consideration. Tell her we’re too committed.
Didn’t I say this was a courtesy call for her uncle?

JESS.   Look, isn’t my job to find these kinds of things? Okay,
maybe not memoirs, but of my culture? When opportunity
knocks, I answer. You told me that.

ABE.   Opportunity knocks. Jezze-Louise.  ( laughs ) Kid, you got
enthusiasm. We gotta knock that crap out of you.

JESS.   Wha . . ?

ABE.   What enthusiasm is, Jessie: a discount. Look, if somebody
brings enthusiasm to the table, what’s that mean? I can get it
cheaper. When I see you enthusiastic, I know you’ll take less
for it. Why? Because you get a happiness reward. It’s like those
doughnuts. Ever see me enthusiastic? Hell no. You’ve seen me
many things—an A-hole often—but never enthusiastic.
Because I don’t pay that premium.

JESS.  But this could work, Abe!

ABE.   ( chuckling ) Rookie!
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JESS.   No! Look, what do we have here? These pages, this is a
hundred years old. I don’t mean the copies, the book. And
who was this guy? He really lived. Real guy. You don’t
know my culture, Abe.

ABE.   You’re right, my field is money.

JESS.   And this is the way to make money.

ABE.   Alright, alright, so tell me. What. Explain this to me.

JESS.  Alright, look. Look what sells. Everything you can market to
black culture, if you wrap it in the right bow. You got lesbian
books, poetry, garbage novels, they all stink. But they sell.
Because they got the right bow. But name me one black writer
who turned out a book that was really good—maybe Ellison—
but he wrote like a white man and still he needed an editor to
lose a hundred pages off his book.

ABE.   What are you saying, Jess?

JESS.   Pride is the best way to sell my people anything. Check this
out, in his memoir: Railroad Bill found a spot in the woods
where trains passed through a forest. So what’d he do? Made
a dozen scarecrows, then set them all over the woods around
the railroad tracks. Then he put a lantern in the hand of each
scarecrow. Then when a train was about to pass one night, Bill
lit all the lanterns held by each scarecrow and stood in front of
the train as it approached, waving his lantern to slow it down.
When the conductor saw these lanterns all around him in the
woods, he thought he was flanked by an army, so he stopped
the train, jumped out, and surrendered. Railroad Bill looted the
train and gave everything he took to the poor. Black Robin
Hood. There is pride in this. And that leads to sales, and
money. Hey, look—they told you in L.A. you’re my partner,
you gotta listen to me.

ABE.   I gotta listen?

JESS.   Because there is pride in this black man who bucked the
system and we have a record of what he did—and this is like,
like gold, far as I can see.
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ABE.   You know what I see? Enthusiasm.

JESS.   Come on!

ABE.   Passioned observer. Aren’t I supposed to train you?

JESS.   Aren’t I supposed to find projects from my culture to flip
for profit? Gimme a break.

ABE. Break. You wanna break?

JESS.   This is my gut speaking.

ABE.   You’re gut.

JESS.   It is.

ABE.   Gut check. Okay. Okay. You want a break? You got it. First
break. But you’re also going to get a lesson. We’re partners,
right? Fifty-fifty cut what we rake in after the agency’s share?
So here’s the deal. I’ll give you my Johnny Hancock. I’ll print
up a contract says all this is yours, all this Railroad Bill crap.
You got a-hundred percent, what you make, you keep. But
you’ll also get a lesson kid that spinning wheels wastes time—
my time—and that in the end you’ve got to deliver or the door
slams you on your fanny on your way out. But some lessons
a young man learns only by sticking his hand in the lion’s
mouth. My mouth’s open. Where’s your hand?

JESS.   Inside.

ABE. Right. I’ll print up something, sign it. Now get the hell out of
here because there’s a rap contest at that club and your job is to
find kids to sell their lyrics for catchy jingles. Got that?

JESS.   Got that.

ABE.   Don’t peddle this crap on my time. You know where the
doghouse is?

JESS. Where?

ABE.   Peddle this on my time, you’ll find out. Make me rich, boy,
because I’m here fourteen hours a day doin’ that for you.

JESS.   ( leaving ) Oh, she did ask to meet with you, that girl, Sam.
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ABE.   Jess, please do not waste my time bringing me some broad,
even if she claims to be the long-lost grandchild of this . . ?

JESS.  Railroad Bill.

ABE. Sheee-it. Get gone.

JESS.   Okay, Abe. I’ll go make us some money.

ABE.   God. About damn time.

END OF THREE

SCENE FOUR

SETTING:   ABE’s office. Day.
AT RISE:   ABE and a very distinguished JONES.

ABE.   Say again? William Washington Butler . . ?

JONES.   Jones. Junior.

ABE. Junior. A lot of names. ( beat )   Want a seat?

JONES.   If he’s not here . . .

ABE.   I’m his partner. Abe. Isaac.

JONES.   I really should speak to him.

ABE. Sure.  ( pause ) Want coffee? Fresh pot?

JONES.   Well . . .

ABE.   Fresh ground beans. Smell that?

JONES.   Uh, maybe a cup. If he’s on his way.
ABE.   Any minute. I’m his partner.
JONES. Fine. One cup.

ABE.   Cream? Sugar?

JONES.   Black. Always.

ABE.   Gotcha.
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JONES.   You don’t happen to know where those beans were
grown, do you?

ABE.   Beans?

JONES.   Coffee beans. If they’re Kenyan, Nicaraguan, Brazilian?
It’s a survey I do because of the exploitation of labor growing
them.

ABE.   Says here New York City Blend. From that coffee shop down
the block. But I think I’m the one being exploited. I paid twelve
bucks a pound for these.

JONES.   If it’s a blend, surely workers were exploited for the harvest.

ABE.   Still want a cup?

JONES. Half cup.

ABE. Sure you don’t want to sit? Jessie’ll be back any minute.

JONES.   Well. Thank you.

ABE.   Nice briefcase.

JONES.   Thank you. African. The labor making this briefcase was
not exploited. A commune shares the profit of all the labor.

ABE.   Good. Good. ( handing coffee ) Black as she comes.

JONES.   And exploited. That’s one bitter cup.

ABE.   Mm. ( pause )  So this was about . . ?

JONES.   I should really speak to Mr. Wallace.

ABE. Aw, just flappin’ the breeze, we’re partners. ( beat ) But
you said it’s about that thing on the Internet. But which thing?
Jessie posts so many . . . things on there.

JONES.   Oh. The Railroad Bill book.

ABE. Oh, that. Yeah, yeah. I didn’t know he put that on there. I’m
more used to his putting . . . other things on there.

JONES.   He’s looking for a buyer?

ABE.   Yep. We represent the owner. Looking out for the best
interests of the owner.
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JONES.   Is the owner of African or European descent?

ABE.   Well, that’s . . .

JONES.   Because I hope this is not another case of exploitation—
that the book, if authentic, belongs to a relative of Railroad
Bill, that the current owner is of African descent.

ABE.   Sure.

JONES.   Sure, what?

ABE. Sure I understand. But you have to understand our firm
keeps such confidential information confidential.

JONES.   Then the owner is European.

ABE.   Did I—?

JONES.   I can read between lines. Don’t think I’m not experienced
in such matters. ( beat ) Is it Isaac?

ABE.   Abe.

JONES.   Mr. Isaac. I’m no fool.
ABE.   I can tell. But hey, ah, sir, I’m not trying to withhold,

honestly. It’s just I don’t know who the seller is. Or care,
racially. With commerce, the only color I see is green. If a
client has a product to sell, it’s my financial resp—moral
responsibility—to seek equitable compensation.

JONES.   That’s a moral responsibility?
ABE.   For the kids I represent. And they’re all the rainbow colors:

brown, black, yellow.

JONES. Black is a rainbow color?

ABE.   What I’m sayin’, I’m colorblind. In fact, the color I care least
for is my own pasty white.

JONES.   But you say you have a moral duty to seek equitable
compensation. That tells me you are blind: blind to the
morality of exploiting an oppressed people. Shouldn’t a people
receive compensation necessary to preserve their personal
historicity?
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ABE.   You lost me.

JONES.  This is all commerce to you, not culture. What do you care
if a critical document doesn’t reach the archives of its people?

ABE.   Uh, okay, okay, I’m open-minded. Make me a case.
Convince me this, ah, Railroad Bill thing should, you know . . .
My partner’s black—African. I’ll run it by him. Convince me.

JONES.   Well, this man, Railroad Bill, is a hero.

ABE. And he was real?

JONES.   Very real, though you’d hardly know it. So a document
like this, in his own narrative, would be extraordinary.

ABE.   And who was he, uh . . ?

JONES.   His name—assigned—was Bill McCoy. An African man
with a Scottish name: amusing! He was a turpentine worker in
Florida. He collected sap for turpentine. You know, moved
from tree to tree, chipped bark, dripped sap, which is how they
made turpentine back then. But Bill had one characteristic that
got him in trouble with the law.

ABE.   What?

JONES.   Kept a rifle in his pant leg. Made him limp. Now in
Florida then, all rifles had to be registered. But Bill thought it
was his God-given right to carry a gun. Second amendment! So
after repeated warnings to this uppity Negro, the sheriff and his
men opened fire on Bill. But they made a mistake: they missed.
Bill drew his rifle and shot the ears off a deputy, then winged a
few more on purpose. Then he ran into the woods and for the
rest of his life was a fugitive. But no ordinary fugitive: he
became the greatest train robber of all time. And he robbed for
years—jumped trains, threw boxes out of cars to the poor, no
one could catch him—nor did they want to. See, Bill was so
good with a gun he could shoot a hole through a dime from
twenty yards. Yes, Railroad Bill was a true hero to our people.

ABE.   But he killed.

JONES.   Hm?
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ABE. Was a killer. He killed white men.

JONES.   When confronted.

ABE.   And broke laws.

JONES.   Whose laws?

ABE. And you say he’s a hero to your people?

JONES.   Mr. Isaac, I understand the insinuation. Let me tell you,
when a people is exploited by laws enacted to enslave them—
economically as well as physically—it is the law that is illegal.
That is why Railroad Bill is a hero. You see, your people
esteem Robin Hood. But didn’t he kill? No, it’s different in
America because your Robin Hood was white. Yes, Bill killed.
And broke laws. But he also gave all his looting to the poor. So
Bill is a hero. And it is my desire this manuscript, if authentic,
make his life an example—that we will take any means
necessary to reverse the criminal exploitation of Africans going
on in this country for four-hundred sick, ugly, humiliating,
criminal and incriminating years.

ABE. ( pause ) I was just curious.

JONES.   I hope your curiosity’s quenched.
ABE.   ( beat ) Wait. It’s Tuesday, right? Oh, crap. Crap. I got

my days mixed up. Tuesday is Jessie’s day off. Now I
remember Mr. Wallace won’t be in the office today at all.

JONES.   Is that right?

ABE.   That’s right. Mr. Jones. Junior.

END OF FOUR
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SCENE FIVE

SETTING:   A small apartment. Day.
AT RISE:   ABE and SAMANTHA.

ABE.   Wow, this is small.

SAM. Just temporary. I rent it weekly.

ABE. Just rent by the week?

SAM.   Yeah.

ABE.   So you’re not, uh, planning to stay long?

SAM:   No, I hope, I only—. Well, the only reason I came—. Not
the only reason, but—. I guess what I’m saying is that if you
got something to sell, New York’s the place to do it, right?

ABE.   Spot on.

SAM.   So I’m only here for a short stay. Just to sell this.

ABE.   I feel like I’m in a cheesebox.
SAM. Huh?

ABE.   Because it’s so small.
SAM. You mean cracker box?

ABE.   Oh, yeah. That small.

SAM. And temporary.

ABE.   Right.

SAM. You want a drink? I got scotch.

ABE.   Neat.

SAM.   Okay.

ABE.   Neat and okay. Very okay and very neat.

SAM.   Right.  ( she pours, he looks around )

ABE.   Sorry about not coming earlier. I, um—

SAM.   Oh, Jessie told me all about that. About the fire.
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ABE.   Fire?

SAM.   Family fire. Family troubles.

ABE.   Oh, that, yeah, yeah. Forest fire. Anyway, I wanted to extend
a personal greeting because of your uncle. I’m told he was a
very good client for our agency. Made the firm a lot of money.

SAM.   Then got a little senile.

ABE. Hey, we’re all goin’ down that road.

SAM. Ha.

ABE.   So. Jessie told me about your book.

SAM.   Yeah, I was surprised only he signed on to sell it. From what
he told me, you’re partners, no?

ABE.   Thick as thieves. I mean, brothers.

SAM.   But you decided not to be a partner on this?

ABE.   Oh, that, yeah, yeah . . .  ( beat ) You know, you don’t
happen to have a copy of that manuscript here?

SAM.   No.

ABE.   No?

SAM.   I don’t have a copy. I have the manuscript.
ABE.   Here?

SAM.   Would you like to see it?

ABE.   That sounds quite extraordinarily extraordinary to me.

SAM.   ( gets book ) Which is why I came all the way from
Florida. With something this valuable, what old beach
geezer’s going to pay for it down there? Know what I mean?

ABE.   Do I. Florida. Nice tan.

SAM.   Thanks.

ABE.   ( taking book ) So this is it. “Railroad Bill.” Huh. Black
Robin Hood. Looks old. Hundred years?

SAM.   Little more. He was killed in 1896.

ABE.   Wow. Amazing. Wow. Uh, Samantha . . .
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SAM.   Sam. Everybody calls me Sam.

ABE.   Sam. Great. ( beat ) You know, one thing unfortunately
too common in this business, this difficult business, is
misrepresentation. It is a danger and, quite frankly, a threat
to those of us attempting to raise our profession from the
gutter others have discarded us into.

SAM.   Huh.

ABE.   Now, I do not wish to cast delusions on anyone, but I must
tell you, frankly, through no fault in particular, misrepresent-
ation has already, I believe, been heaped upon your book.

SAM.   What do you mean?

ABE.   Your book. This book.

SAM.   Railroad Bill.

ABE.   But first, tell me what you want from this book.

SAM. Uh . . .

ABE.   You want money.

SAM.   Yes.

ABE. See, I wasn’t aware of that. When Jessie came in with your
book, because of his, his heritage, I suppose, his closeness to
the subject matter, he misrepresented its appeal.

SAM.   Did he lie?

ABE.   No, no. I mean . . . sometimes lying is unconscious and
can be a colorful way of saying you were misrepresented.
And sometimes the reverse. But I will not saying he lied.
Purposefully.

SAM.   Oh.

ABE.   My point is Jessie is green. Like a greenhorn. And too
eager a beaver. So he didn’t tell me exactly what you had.

SAM.   But you’re partners, he should tell you everything.

ABE. Right.
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SAM.   Because I wanted you. I told him so. That’s why I came all
the way from Florida to show you this. You were why I came.

ABE.   Me?

SAM.   Because I know about you. You had that book series, right?
About the gangs in L.A.? You were the agent on that. Well, I
loved that series so I did the research and figured since that
series did so well—sold a million books and the movie rights,
right?—I figured you’d do the same here.

ABE. Aw, that was a few years back.

SAM.   I know the rest of the story. You went to jail for fraud and
wiretapping, then got sued for all that money.

ABE. Um.

SAM.   But you’re out now. So since I liked that gang series so
much, I tracked you down here. It’s because of the, the respect
and admiration for your previous endeavors.

ABE.   Respect . . .

SAM. So I figured you’d be hungry after that jail time. What was
it, eighteen months? And since I liked that series so much, I
looked you up to help me.

ABE.   Wow. You done your research. Wow. ( pause ) Okay, I’m
gonna shoot from the hip because I trust your frankness. Here’s
the deal. I got sent to New York to open a new office here, get
away from Los Angeles—buncha crooks, set me all up—but
let’s forget that. This is an experiment for me and Jessie, who
I’m supposed to train, this kid. Ours is not the biggest agency,
but I’ll change that. Now, your book has true potential. I can
make you a heap ‘a money. But to do that, I need your help to
undo Jessie’s misrepresentation of your product. His name is
the only one on our agency contract. I’ve got to get my name
on there—through you—to help you get helped in the way I
know you want to be helped.

SAM. Oh, I would do anything for that. Because I know you will
go to any length to make something successful. And I mean
any length. I respect that kind of commitment.
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ABE.   Thank you.

SAM.   Thank you. Is it all right if I call you Abe?

ABE.   Absolutely. Sam.

SAM. This could be the start of a beautiful friendship. So tell me.
Tell me what I’ve got to get Jessie to do. He’s a nice kid, but
he’s no Abe Isaac.

ABE. Spot on. Well, first thing you do, Sammy, is pour me another
one of your drinks.

END OF FIVE

SCENE SIX

SETTING:   A restaurant. Day.
AT RISE:   JESS and JONES at a table. JESS eats a sandwich.

JESS.   How’s the latte?

JONES.   Rather good, thank you.

JESS.   No sandwich?

JONES.   Maybe later. Thank you.  ( beat ) Mr. Wallace, listen, do
you know what oppression is? Look around. Him, him, him and
her. This is not something historical. Historicity. But history
points us to the present. Needs perspective. But the point is—
listen, listen—you need perspective to understand what this
book means, what it could mean.

JESS.   May mean.

JONES. Will mean. This is a thread. To our past. And so many
have been stripped away. So now the fabric of our past has no
meaning. No fabric. It’s thread-bare. That’s what this could
mean.

JESS. So you want it?

JONES.   It’s not what I want. It’s what we want it, our people.
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JESS.   But I mean, who—who’ll pay for it?

JONES.   That’s what I’m saying. I have no doubt that at an auction,
someone—Caucasian—would bid the book up beyond its true
value. Remember what I’m saying: true value. For example,
Hitler memorabilia. Does a Nazi bid it up? No. It is the
Caucasian who considers that an artifact to be stuffed into a
private collection for greedy amusement. And your book would
be the same. That is why this document must be placed in the
archives of our people.

JESS.   But it’s not up to me.

JONES.   It certainly is up to you—unless you don’t know who you
are. And it sounds like you don’t. Do you?

JESS.   What?

JONES.   Know who you are?

JESS.   Jessie Wallace.

JONES. No. A name is assigned. The Caucasian gave you that.
I’m talking about your identity. And you cannot have an
identity until you know it. Do you know yours?

JESS.   What?

JONES. Identity. You see, our people have been assigned an
identity for 400 years. But who assigned that, see? Take
brothers calling each other nigga on the street: is anything
more disgusting?

JESS.   No.

JONES.   But you think it’s only because it’s a derivation of a
disgusting word—nigger—which any civilized person hates.
But it’s deeper. Because even nigger comes from Negro. That’s
Latin for black, see? That identity. That is why I hate it. Not
because it means black—we’re not black, there’s no such thing
as black—but because brothers will call each other a Latin-
derived name. That’s wrong. It’s because of the Latin-ness of
that name that I hate it. I’m not Latin.

JESS.   That makes sense.



Railroad Bill

24

JONES.   So who assigned our identity?

JESS.   The white man?

JONES. Caucasian. There’s no such thing as white. White is the
inclusion of all colors, which is the opposite of the white man.
But do you like your identity? Of course not and I’ll tell you
why. Because your identity in this country is only your skin
color. You’re a tattoo here, made to feel shame. But was it
always that way? Was it that way two-thousand years ago when
Mark Anthony went to Egypt—an African country—full of
dark people—and made love to Cleopatra? She was African,
you know. She didn’t look anything like Elizabeth Taylor. In
fact, Elizabeth Taylor could sit in the sun for weeks, get burnt
as bacon, and she’d never be as beautiful as Cleopatra.

JESS. Huh.

JONES. In Africa the color of our skin was a source of pride—dark
and rich as the earth. But after being rounded up like animals
and made to oar across the Atlantic, thrown into dark hulls
without a pot to piss in—literally—our skin went from being a
source of pride to a tattoo of disgrace. But I’ve a theory. Yes. A
theory. And it’s this: deep down it wasn’t hate that made Euro-
peans enslave us, but another emotion. Jealousy. They actually
loved our skin. So what could they do with their jealousy? One
thing: possess us. They lived in a snowy land, full of pasty, pale
people, some so white they could not even be seen—invisible.

JESS.   Invisible?

JONES. But knowledge is power, son. And now we can know what
happened—with evidence. And that is there. In Railroad Bill.

JESS. Wow.

JONES.   Mr. Wallace, do you know what history is? Something that
never happened written by someone who wasn’t there. That’s
why they’ll suppress Railroad Bill, the Caucasian. They don’t
want us to know the true historicity of our history. And it’s the
same for all African culture. Do they want you to know about
African culture? Do they?
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JESS.   No?

JONES. No. Because real history teaches us that the European was
the barbarian. We Africans were the civilized ones. While
Europeans were stuck in the Dark Ages—nearly all of them
slaves—not serfs, noooo, they want you to think that, but they
were slaves no better than us!—we had great civilizations and
science. Why do you think pharmaceutical companies go into
rain forests and dig up plants we used for things like, oh,
psoriasis millennia ago? Do they want you to know that?

JESS.   No?

JONES. No. Why do you think they raided Africa? Do they tell
you it was because they were stupid and poor, and so full of
greed they stole our culture, our treasures—even us?

JESS.   No.

JONES. No. Do they tell you we Africans invented writing? When
the Caucasian could only grunt and make hand signals, we had
libraries! We didn’t need to say “hello” when we passed
someone under a tree. We could carve it in the bark. But do
they tell you that?

JESS.   No.

JONES.   No! Racial lies are made solid in the written word. That’s
why they want Railroad Bill—and why we need to possess him.
We must fight the tyranny of the textbook and claim our past.
We must to reach out to the garbage man and cab driver. Look at
them out there. Look! How is it the Caucasian got everything
and we got Ford Tauruses and jobs for Waste Management? Is
that something you can come home and tell your children you’re
proud of? Is that any history to pass on? Where is our history?
Aren’t we still slaves? Isn’t what you’re doing still plantation
work—but instead of picking cotton, you’re picking dollars out
of pockets to pass on to Massah? I want to end that, Mr. Wallace!
I want to end your slavery here and now!

JESS. ( pause ) I am not blind to your words but there’s a problem.
JONES.   The best way out of a problem is through it. What is the

problem?
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JESS.   The table. What are you putting on it? Mr. Isaac, who I work
with—

JONES. I will not deal with that man. He is a liar!

JESS.   I know, I know, he was bad and that’s not good.

JONES. Well . . . what about the table?

JESS.   You have to bring something to it. For the seller.

JONES.   I am bringing something. 400 years of humiliation.

JESS.   I think they prefer money.

JONES. Well . . . there will be money.

JESS.  How much?

JONES. My organization will rally funds—but it is necessary to
appeal to a calling beyond greed or we play into the debasing
European values which make you carry all that shame I see
you wear on your face.

JESS.   But there is some money?

JONES.   Well. Yes.

JESS. Alright, you make a good point. Personally, for me, I think
this book does have significance. Have you read Ellison?

JONES.   Of course.

JESS.  Sometimes I feel invisible too.

JONES.   But tattooed, a paradox!

JESS.   And I think the only reason I got this job was because I
was the most invisible black they could find.

JONES.   There is no such color as black. Black is the absence of
color. The very fact I see you means you are not black. So,
Mr. Wallace, it is up to you—to lead us, as Railroad Bill did.
And only by getting my foundation that book will every
African—and there’re a billion of us now—only then will one
billion Africans finally show up in this world. It’s on you.



Railroad Bill

27

JESS.   Well, I’m the only agent on this project, and it’ll cost me,
but . . . maybe the seller—. Okay, I’ll try.

JONES.   Son, do you know what a friend is? One who shares the
same enemy. I think I made a friend today. And now I will
have that sandwich you’re buying for me.

END OF SIX

SCENE SEVEN

SETTING:   ABE’s office. Day.
AT RISE:   ABE and JESS. JESS is trying to get out the door.

JESS.   But the thing said to be there sharp.

ABE.   A few minutes here, there . . .

JESS. This isn’t a club act, Abe. It’s at a school.

ABE.   Another assembly: blah, blah, blah.

JESS. But it’s the City Rap Championship.

ABE.   Jessie, to everything, turn. Forget about it. They’ll probably
stink under that pressure anyway.

JESS.   You don’t want me to go?

ABE.   These are not the only kids with snappy rhymes. You got two
million little bastards out there on the street. Look.

JESS.   You’ve had me run to poetry slams in every part of the city
for a month. Now we got all the best kids in one place for a
championship and you don’t want me to go?

ABE. I want to hear that Kool Aid proposal. Give it to me.

JESS. Why now?

ABE. Money! Let me hear what that Chinese kid came up with.
If he can rap this in his native tongue, sell it to China—it’ll
make billions. Come on!
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JESS. Alright, alright. His English isn’t great, but he’s got rhythm.
So I explained that rhyme you gave me.

ABE.   “Kool Aid, Kool Aid, tastes great. Kool Aid, Kool Aid—”

JESS.   Told him it needs to be modernized. Rapper-ized. So here’s
what he came up with.

( JESS makes mouth-rap sounds. A knock at the door. SAM enters. )

SAM.   Excuse me. Jessie?

JESS. Oh. Oh, Ms. Childs.

SAM.   Hello. Am I, um . . ?

JESS.   Come on in. Come in.

SAM.   I was just wondering if you had a minute?

JESS. Sure, sure. Come on in. Oh, wait.  ( to Abe ) Can I—?

ABE.   Yeah. Go ahead. You should do your business. Go. Always.

JESS.   Thanks. Ah, this is Samantha Childs. She found the Railroad
Bill book I told you about.

ABE.   Oh, that. Yeah, Jessie told me about it. Good luck. I told him
it don’t have a rat’s chance in hell, but good luck. I got work to
do over here. Go ahead, Jess, go.

JESS.   Right. Okay. Sit down.

SAM.   Thank you. I just wanted to, uh—

JESS. Would you like something to drink?

SAM.   No. Um. No. Well. This is hard for me to say.

JESS.   What is it?

SAM.   Well. I wanted to tell you how dissatisfied I am with your
work for me so far.

JESS. In three days?

SAM. I think my treatment has been one of professional neglect.
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JESS. Neglect? I, well, I actually have someone interested in your
book and was about to contact you. But this rap contest—

SAM.   No, no. The terms of our agreement are cancelled.

JESS.   What? But wouldn’t you first like to hear—?

SAM. I think it’s offensive that even now, at this late date, you
would even tell me you were holding back.

JESS.  But, Sam, I mean, to get the interested parties together—

SAM.   Please don’t interrupt. It’s rude when I’m speaking.

JESS.   Sorry.

SAM.   The fact is our agreement is cancelled.

JESS.   But I’m getting an offer for you.

SAM.   That’s all I have to say.

JESS.  This is a serious proposition—

ABE.   ( interposing )  Jessie. Jess. Please. You’re interrupting again.

JESS.   But—

ABE.   No, no, don’t, Jess, quiet. Miss, it appears my colleague has,
I see, offended your sensibilities. I apologize for him. As office
head, sensitivity in communication is paramount for me.

SAM.   I appreciate that.

ABE.   May I collegially ask what my colleague has done to cause
you such emotional distress?

SAM.   Well, nothing. That’s the point. He’s done nothing and he’s
had my book three days.

ABE.   I understand. Right. I would not stand for that either.

SAM.   And I would like to now end my association with him.

ABE.   Understandable. And I congratulate you on your firmness in
afflicting this separation. But might I ask if there is any way
that I could alleviate your distress? I would go to any length—
any length—to amend his embarrassment.
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JESS.   But, Abe, I didn’t—

ABE.   Jess, don’t make things worse. You screwed this up enough.
I’m disgorging you from this affliction.  ( beat ) Miss?

SAM.   Well, I don’t see how . . ?

ABE. See how. You see it. You tell me how to create your own
vision of satisfaction. That’s what I want from you now.

SAM.   Well, I guess I’d like attention.

ABE.   Attention.

SAM. Commitment is important.

ABE. Of course.

SAM.   Honesty and directness.

ABE. Touché.

SAM.   And a sense of confidence that my book will be respected.

JESS.   I never—

ABE.   Jess, stop. Miss, I concur with your feelings. And I
empathize, now—. ( beat ) I’m sorry, your name was?

SAM.   Childs. Samantha. But call me Sam.

ABE.   No, my commitment to courtesy prohibits such intimacy.
Miss Childs—Ms.—our conundrum is thus: I have no higher
principal than the development of Mr. Wallace to be, if he
listens to his betters, someday the finest agent in America. But
he is—and ‘llI speak honestly—plagued with the disease of
inexperience. He’s not a bad kid, but when confidence is lost,
with great and unknown exception, it is lost forever. So I bid
you, now, invoke your rights and rescind from Mr. Wallace
from hi employment for you.  ( to Jess ) A bitter pill, sir.

JESS.   Geeze.

SAM.   But . . ?

ABE.   What is it, Ms. Child?

JESS.   Childs.
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ABE.   Childs.

SAM.   You said to see my satisfaction. And I’ve seen it. It’s you.

ABE.   Me?

SAM.   You’ve treated me so professionally that I wish to fire Mr.
Wallace and replace him with you.

ABE. What? Oh, no. No, no. That cannot be done.

SAM.   Why not?

ABE.   Why not. Respect. Mr. Wallace had an agreement whereby
I shared none of the profits. Invoking my experience would
require giving up, oh, much more than half of the proceeds
from an unlikely sale. That he would not do.

SAM.   Why not if I plan to take my book someplace else?

ABE.   You’ll have to ask him.

SAM.   ( to Jess ) Well? Why wouldn’t you?

JESS.   What?

SAM.   Take less than half your share. You know I’ll find another
agent. Abe is generous to give you anything.

JESS.   Abe is going to sell it?

ABE. No. No, Jessie. That’s what this woman wants but I want
her to walk out that door.

JESS.  You do?

ABE.   I don’t want this lady in our fold unless you feel there’s
nothing to be done and it’s worth it for you to give me, oh,
two-thirds f the commission if this sells.

JESS.   Two-thirds?

ABE.   My precaution is that immense.

JESS.   I . . .

SAM.   Do I walk out the door or give you a third commission after
your poor treatment of me? I could probably sue you.
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JESS.   But I might have a buyer!

SAM.   How could I trust you if you did?

ABE.   Touché. You speak of honesty. You’ve no knowledge of Jess
other than 3 shady days. Whereas my honesty is my boilerplate.

SAM.   ( to Jess )  So?

ABE. Son, does she walk out or do you save face and take only a
third of this? I’m indifferent, nah . . .

JESS.   You think I should?

ABE.   It’s your face.

JESS.   Well, I . . . I do believe in the book. Now more than ever.
And I always wanted to be associated with it.

ABE. Your call. I could care less.

JESS.   Since you’ll walk out, I guess I’d still like to be with it.

SAM. Now I respect you, Jessie.

ABE.   And you’re okay with only a third because I’m savin’ your
heinie. I only do it for you.

JESS.   I understand.

ABE.   Excellent. Miss—Ms.—I’ll have rescinding papers ready in
the morning. From me you’ll get attention, honesty and so fat a
sale it’ll burst.

SAM.   I want to move fast on this. Sell it in days.

ABE.   Haste is my byword.

SAM.   I got sick family in Florida.

ABE.   Which is why you’re staying at that temporary place.

SAM.   So I’ll be back in the morning to sign papers—and let’s
get this book sold, Abe.

ABE.   Lickety-Split is my industry nickname.

SAM.   Good. ( beat ) Sorry, Jess.

JESS.   No, no, it’s okay.
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ABE.   Boy’s got growing to do, but under my wing . . .

SAM.   See you in the morning, Abe. Jess.

ABE.   Excellent, Ms.

JESS.   Goodbye.

( SAM leaves the office. There is a silence. )

ABE.   There is such a thing as a learning curve, and such a thing as
a learning curveball. You, bunko, hit that one out of the park.

JESS.   I feel okay about it, yeah.

ABE.   See what I brought to the table you didn’t? I saved that
contract. Yeah. ( pause )  Okay, what’s wrong?

JESS.   How did you know she was staying at a temporary place?

ABE.   Huh?

JESS.   You knew that. She didn’t say that when she came in.

ABE.   You told me. After you met her.

JESS.   I don’t remember that. And she knew you were Abe. I didn’t
introduce you.

ABE.   Well, who the hell would I be? She came to town to see me,
right? Not like this is a major office.

JESS. Right.

ABE.   So everything is hunky-dory, right? H-D?  ( beat ) Hey, let
me buy you lunch. We’ll celebrate our success.

JESS.   I still got time to get to that championship,

ABE.   Jessie, screw those punk kids. We got somethin’ here finally
to make some real money.

JESS.   Yeah, yeah, that Mr. Jones is very interested. I don’t know
about money, but—

ABE.   Kid, let me tell you one thing. Mr. Rutherford B. Asshole
Jones Junior is one of the first people I’ll contact on my short
list. But that—and pardon the expression, because this is
neither personal nor racial—but if that snooty black son-of-a-
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bitch wants this book, he’s going to have to pay out his fat,
scholarly ass and go through Mr. Abe “show me the money”
Isaac to get it. That motherfucker.

JESS.  Yeah. Let’s get lunch.

ABE. Put it on the company tab. What do they know in Los
Angeles? We’re entertaining clients now, see?

JESS.   I see, Abe. I see.

ABE. See me deliver for you? We got a fat, freakin’ happy—we
got a ride on the money train—because Mr. Abe Isaac is back
in town and he is conductor! ( laughing on exit )  C’mon, Jess.
Follow me. Get on the money train! Choo-choo! Chuga-chuga-
chuga-chuga-chuga-chuga-chuga! Choo-choo! Choo-choo!

END OF SEVEN

END OF ACT ONE

SCENE EIGHT
SETTING:   ABE’s office. Day.
AT RISE:   ABE and SAM.

ABE.   Okay, so run through this again. Tell me the plan so it
doesn’t screw up.

SAM.   Okay, he’s a professor. Wants it for his foundation. But I’m
not to show any interest. Pokerface. He’ll probably offer one-
tenth of what it’s worth, while he’s got a check for ten times
that in his pocket.

ABE.   What about the table?

SAM.   As much on it as he can, as little on as we can. ( beat ) But
that doesn’t make sense, Abe, all we have is the book.

ABE.   Sam, you picked me. Who’s steering you wrong? Listen,
huh?  ( nervously ) Crap, he’s fifteen minutes late. Bastard’s
screwing with us. I’ve seen it. Coffee?
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SAM.   Just water.

ABE.   I like coffee. Pumps the blood like a firehose. Keeps the old
gizmo sharp.

SAM.   How fast, I mean, when do you think I’ll get the money?

ABE.   With me: yesterday.

SAM.   Because, to be honest, if somebody came up with cash, or
cashable money, that’d be worth a discount.

ABE.   You’ll shoot yourself in the wallet without me. They get a
whiff of your hurry, it’ll cost you money.

SAM. Well, it’s just . . .

ABE.   What?

SAM.   My aunt. In Florida. She’s really sick.

ABE. You’ll lose money for an aunt?

SAM.   When love is greater than money.

ABE.   Don’t let my kin hear you say that.

SAM.  I need you to hear me say that.

ABE.   I hear. ( beat ) Damn. Where is that kid? His punctuality is
usually on a dime.

SAM.  He’s probably just late.

ABE.   It’s that Jones bastard, negotiating tactic, I’ve seen it.  He
thinks he’s making me nervous. Then he’ll walk in and plead
the poor house. Crock. Those black foundations have so much
money it makes you puke. They got their hand in the pocket of
every liberal idiot with two nickels to rub together. Oprah alone
probably gives this creep a million bucks. What’s it to her to
sell another commercial on her fatty squawk-fest? ( beat )
Reminds me, I need to look up this guy’s board of directors. If I
see an Oprah or a Whoopie on there, I raise the price three-fold.
( beat ) Hey, how come famous black women get called by
their first names? Hallie. And these snooty black men get
called by three names, and a junior?
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SAM.   Whatever. As long as we close fast, I don’t even care if an
Abe Isaac buys it and flips it, so long as I get a fair price.

ABE.  What?

SAM.   You. Even you could buy it and flip it, if the price was fair.

ABE.   You mean that?

SAM.   Sure, flip it—but give me a fair price.

ABE.   What’s a fair price?

SAM.   What are you bringing to the table?

ABE.   My integrity.

SAM.   That’s fine, we can start there.

ABE.   Huh. Okay.

( JESSIE enters the office with Jones. )

JESS.   Sorry, sorry I’m late. I needed to, ah . . .

JONES.   No, no, it’s not him. I heard the call.

ABE.   The what?

JONES.   The call. Prayers. Something of my culture, Mr. Isaac.
Fifteen minutes of holy meditation, bowing toward Mecca for
worship.

ABE.   You’re one of those, too? Sheeee-it.

JONES.   Excuse me?

ABE.   Forget it.  ( beat ) It’s just that, in America, the business of
America is business. And it’s punctuality keeps this country
riding automobiles instead of camels.

JONES.   What’s that mean?

ABE.   That my client has been patiently waiting with an etiquette
well known in the Western World.

JONES.   What are you—?

JESS.   Okay, okay—but we’re all here now and that’s the main
thing. Right? Right?
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ABE.   Tell ‘em, Jess. And do the intros. You’re the one who pushed
for this meeting. I turn the ball over in your court.

JESS.   Okay, um . . . Here’s the table where the negotiations will
take place. Please, be seated. Samantha Childs, this is—. Well,
why don’t you introduce yourself, sir?

JONES.   Delighted. Madam, here is a card. My name is William
Washington Butler Jones, Junior.

ABE.   ( to Sam ) That’s four names and a junior.

JONES.   I am from the African-American National Historical
Treasury Project and the Foundation Trust for the Preservation
of Indigenous Slave Culture.

ABE.   Brother . . .

JONES.   Excuse me?

ABE.   No, that card. You got no room for any white on there.

JONES.   That’s the point.

ABE.   Touché. Junior.

JESS.   Abe, let me handle this. It was hard enough getting Mr.
Jones to come with you in the room.

ABE.   Well, tell Mr. Jones he’s lucky to have me. Without me, my
client is not in the room.

JESS.   Okay, right. So Ms. Childs, please tell Mr. Jones what you
are bringing to the table.

SAM.   Thank you. And it’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Jones.
I have in my possession, with several copied pages here, a
manuscript from Railroad Bill. You are familiar with him?

JONES.   Bill McCoy. I am familiar with him.

SAM.   It is a memoir in his own hand detailing the six years he
spent as a fugitive. There’s also a very personal history from
the time before he turned fugitive, with details about his slave
parents, so it really spans an incredibly interesting time in
America: Slave life both pre-and-post Civil War. The last entry
is 1896, the year he was killed.
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JONES. And when he was killed, Bill was so famous they made a
freak show out of him. The sheriff embalmed him and strapped
his body to a board with his gun at his side, then carted him to
waiting rooms in train depots all over south Alabama. There’s
even a picture of him that still exists. Coloreds paid 25-cents to
see Bill’s body, but they did it gladly.

SAM. Right. The sheriff thought he was taking black folks’ money.
He didn’t realize he was really giving them inspiration.

JESS.   Did they bury him?

SAM.   In Pensacola, near our family farm. But he was put in an
unmarked grave, so nobody knows where he really is.

ABE. Whoa, there’s a story! Now we see how amazing this find
is: the memoir of the real “Railroad” Bill McCoy. You know
what we got on the table, Jones. What are you offering?

JONES. Well, first let me thank you, Ms. Childs, for bringing this
manuscript to the world’s attention. As you might guess, my
foundation considers this an important link in our painful past.
How does one put a value on such an item? What is the cost of
your history? The price of your past? How can mere money
compensate for the blood, the very lives—

ABE.   Yada, yada—enough. Let’s have the offer, Jones.

JONES.   Mr. Isaac, it is insulting to—

ABE.   Cut the horseshit. We didn’t come for a sermon. Tell us what
you got or we walk.

SAM.   Abe, I need an offer. We can’t walk.

ABE.   We can do anything we want, hon.

SAM.   My aunt, I need the money.

ABE.   Shhh. Uncle Abe’ll take care of the finances.

JONES.   You understand nothing other than money, do you, Isaac?

ABE.   No.

JONES.   Even slavery’s probably nothing more than a monetary
issue to you.
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ABE. Never thought about it.

JONES.   An eight-hour workday for darkie in the clean, open
air. Well let me tell you, slavery destroyed our people. It
was rape, torture, forced submission—

ABE.   Knock off the chip! Who cares now?

JESS.   Abe, slow down.

ABE.   No! Let Fancy Pants Junior delve into a little low-grade
European thinking and let’s get a damn price out of him. It is
commerce, Professor, that made America great. That’s why we
put presidents on our money. Look, we got George Washington
on there—not George Washington Carver.

JONES.   How dare you!

ABE.   Yeah, how goddam-dare me!

JESS.   Shut up, Abe! Shut up! It is me who is handling this. Now
shut up! ( beat )  I’m still partner. I demand you let him finish
his offer. It’s only fair. To me.

ABE. ( pause ) Please, sir, finish. Then I’ll take my turn.

JONES.   Madam, to summarize. I know because I represent a
foundation, my offer might not be as high as you’d like, but
there is a value to this archive beyond money. You see, the
Europeans didn’t only colonize the world, they colonized our
information about the world. That destroyed our culture and
families. This document could return a piece of our history—
because when you lose your history, you lose yourself—and
that is exactly what the colonizers want.  ( beat )  It is a
meager sum, but my foundation can offer up to $10,000 for
your book, if authenticated. I hope that, and the satisfaction
you’ll get for placing this book in our archives, will be enough.

ABE.   ( chuckles ) Ten grand.

SAM.   This book is worth ten times that. Maybe a-hundred times.

ABE.   Tell him.

JONES.   Not that much.
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SAM.   It could be. ( beat ) So, alright. I’ll consider it.

ABE.   What? Wait, wait—

SAM.   No, Abe. I have some feeling for what he’s saying.

ABE. There is no way we’ll take that offer You said yourself the
book could be worth a-hundred times that.

SAM.   But where’s another offer? My aunt, I’m in a hurry.

JONES.   I have a check right here.

ABE.   Shut up. ( to Sam ) We only just started.

SAM.   If somebody else had a hundred-grand now, I’d take it.
But ten-grand and a good cause sounds okay to me, too.

ABE.   Do you know what you’re saying?

JESS.   Abe, let her make up her own mind.

ABE.   We don’t make jack shit from that.

JESS.   But we get good feelings.

ABE. Fuck feelings. We make squat at even a-hundred grand.
We need a million before we—

SAM.   Then you buy it, Abe. I said I’d sell it to you. You can buy
it if you come up with a hundred-grand.

ABE.   What?

SAM.   I’ll sell it to you.

JONES.   What is this?

SAM.   Right, right. Here’s the deal. I have to get back to Florida. So
I plan to take Mr. Jones offer of $10,000 and feel good about
his cause, but I’ll sell the book to Abe—if and only if—he
comes up with a-hundred thousand in cash in 24-hours.

JONES.   You can’t do that!

SAM.   I am.

JONES.   Sell it to anybody but him!
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ABE.   Take that, you intellectual gasbag. You think I’m going to
let you have this book? Oh, this is gone way beyond money.
You think I’ll let you have this to unleash on America every
rampaging Negro you can drum up with your unmanly racist
lies? You’d like that, wouldn’t you?

JESS.   Abe.

ABE.   No, no, these are role models this idiot is talking about.

JESS.  Enough, Abe—hear me—enough!

ABE.   Yeah, it is enough. I’ll go. I’m on my way now. And I’ll
hold you to your word, Sam. Give me a day, I’ll get that
money. And your aunt will live. Jess, get that damn thing
authenticated, I put that in your hands. And to show you the
fair partner I am, I am returning us to the original terms of
our agreement. I give you half what we make on this.

JESS.   I originally got it all.

ABE.   That’s what I mean, half of that. Hey, professor: Fuckin’
choo-choo-choo to you. You just missed your stop on the
Abe Isaac money train!

ABE rushes out the door. There is a silence.

JONES.   Ms. Childs, in an emergency, I can rally additional funds.
Mr. Isaac is right: this has gone beyond money. Will you sell
your book to me if I come up with more?

SAM.   No, I won’t.

JONES.   But my cause—

SAM.   I am a woman of my word.

JONES.   Well. I am going to raise more money.

SAM.   Why bother?

JESS. ( pause ) This business is harder than I thought.

END OF EIGHT
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SCENE NINE

SETTING:   A small apartment. Afternoon.
AT RISE:   SAM and JESS.

SAM.   ( laughing ) Tell that one again. Come on.

JESS.   No, I really don’t—

SAM.   But I love it, Jess, c’mon.

JESS.   It’s almost time for us—

SAM.   Just do the ending. That was so funny. Please? For me?
C’mon.

JESS. Alright. But then we really have to—

SAM.   We will. Come on. Come on.

JESS. Okay, so . . . so my grandfather said—

SAM.   And he told you this, right? I love it.

JESS.   Yeah, because he lived in Kentucky then.

SAM.   And what did that preacher say?

JESS.   Well, the preacher got up on his pulpit and the whole
congregation was spread out. And the preacher didn’t get paid
in money back then.

SAM.   Too poor to pay him in money.

JESS.   He got paid in livestock or vegetables—whatever they had.

SAM. I love it! And use that accent.

JESS.   So the preacher’s on the pulpit says, “Brothers and sisters,
I been prayin’ with this congregation for years. You all don’t
pay me much, but every year at hog killing time you send me
dem pigs’ feet and shank bones to eat. Now I’ll say that if I’m
gonna stay on as your preacher, I’m gonna have to start eatin’
higher up on the hog!”

SAM.   ( laughs ) That is so funny! So great!

JESS.   Yeah, grandpa was a nice man.
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SAM.   And you are a nice man.

JESS.   Well. Thank you.

SAM.   Call me Sam. Why don’t you call me Sam?

JESS.   I’m trying to keep things professional. They told me—

SAM.   Who?

JESS.   The guys in L.A. Who hired me and sent me here. Who put
me in the office with Abe.

JESS.   Jessie, professionalism has nothing to do with me. Never.
My name is Sam and that’s what you’re to call me.

JESS.   Uh, okay. But it feels a little weird calling a woman by a
man’s name.

SAM.   Sometimes it’s good to feel weird, see? It can be good for us.
Y’know, I think I made a mistake. I was hard on you, wasn’t I?

JESS.   When?

SAM.   When I fired you and took on Abe. I didn’t see you really
were looking out for me. Are you mad about that?

JESS.   Mad? No.

SAM.   Well, I apologize. I want you to know that I am the one who
was in the wrong. And I am going to find a way to make it up
to you. Because I like you, Jessie, I do.

JESS.   Well. Thank you.

SAM.   Sam.

JESS.   Sam. Well, better go. Got the book? It’s almost four-thirty.

SAM.   In a minute.

JESS.   But our appointment was—

SAM.   You haven’t dealt with book dealers, have you? Let me tell
you: you seen one, you seen ‘em all. They’re worse than
doctors. You make an appointment with a doctor for three
o’clock and he sees you at half-past-five. Book dealers are
worse than that.
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JESS.   But—

SAM. Worse. Alright, I’m just going to have a quick drink. Then
we’ll go. One quick drink. ( goes for drinks )

JESS.   Now?

SAM.   Want to have one with me? I got a whole bar.

JESS.   No, no, I can’t.

SAM.   Oh, come on. End of the day. This is your last job, right?
You have anything else scheduled after this?

JESS.   Not scheduled but—

SAM.   So relax, we’re going, Jess. Let’s have a drink. It might
feel weird, but didn’t we agree we all need to feel weird once
in a while? Hey now—look at that. Courvoisier and Coke.
That’s a gentleman’s drink. Only gentlemen drink that.

JESS.   I shouldn’t—

SAM.   None of us should do most of the things they tell us not to
do, but then where would we be? Where would the life be?
And you’re learning here, right? Learning to relax and operate
in New York? That takes training. ( toasts ) Cheers to you,
genius. And congratulations.

JESS.   Well, thank you. Sam.

SAM. Mm. Doesn’t that taste good?

JESS.   Well, yeah.

SAM.   Okay, let me just get these other evaluations of the book
together, these other appraisals. I should bring them along in
case they need verification, right?

JESS.   Other ones?

SAM.   These other certifications I had done in Florida. Of the
book’s value. Oh, take a look here. Look. ( hands him papers )
I’ve got three already, see?

JESS.   Wow. Five-hundred thousand?  ( checking appraisals )

SAM.   Ever been to Florida?
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JESS.   Uh, no.

SAM.   You’d love it, Jess. Beaches. Everybody’s almost naked
there. The skin you see in unreal. Everybody so free. You
probably didn’t get much of that in—. Where’d you grow up?

JESS. Uh, Des Moines. Six-hundred-million?

SAM.   Iowa?

JESS.   Yeah.

SAM.   You’re a bumpkin! Country bumpkin!

JESS. No, no, I grew up in the suburbs—

SAM.   Bumpkin boy! Let me tell you, bumpkin: Florida and Des
Moines are two different worlds. People are free in Florida, not
like Iowa. You see a lot more of people and it’s so free. Whew!
( draining glass ) That went down fast. Better have another. Not
so much Coke this time. Hey, let me give you a topper.

JESS.   Sam—

SAM.   Aw, come on! I got the bottle open. Just a topper. Then we’ll
go. It’s been such a whirlwind—I want to try to enjoy my last
day in New York. You know, ‘those vagabond shoes’?

JESS.   ( with papers )  This value is crazy.

SAM.   A lot of money, eh? So you feel okay about Abe buying the
book?

JESS.   Huh? Oh.

SAM.   Honestly, tell me.

JESS.   Honestly? Well. I would like it to go somewhere it’d be
appreciated. Know what I mean? You feel any of that, being—

SAM.   What?  ( beat ) Part black?

JESS.   African?

SAM.   Do I look African to you? Jessie? Look at me. Look here.

JESS.   Well . . .
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SAM.   I mean, really look close. At my nose. Eyes. Look at my lips.
( kisses him ) Oop! Sorry. I couldn’t resist. I shouldn’t do that
but you, you got so close, I . . . I guess I haven’t told you how
attracted to you I am, have I?

JESS.   Uh.

SAM.   I don’t mean to mix business with pleasure, but when you
get so close, I get carried away, especially knowing I’m only in
New York such a short time and I want to take advantage of the
city while I can. Know what I mean? Every advantage. I mean,
when I look at you—how beautiful you are, like an African
god, I guess—yeah—I’d like the book to go to someplace it’d
be appreciated. Don’t you think Abe will do that?

JESS.   I . . .

SAM.   Let Abe come up with the money. Then you see it goes
someplace good. You have more power than you know, Jess.

JESS.   I don’t know.

SAM. I’ve felt your power across the room. I feel it now.

JESS.   ( beat ) You are also a nice looking person, Sam.

SAM.   Thank you. Jess.

JESS.   Um. Well. It’s late. By the time we get to the appraiser . . .

SAM.   Sure you want to go?

JESS.   I need to. Abe.

SAM.   Always that professional. That’s what I like about you.
You are not only attractive, you are a man of integrity. ( beat )
Do me a small favor. I don’t like what I’m wearing, I need to
change for the appraiser. Read a little bit of that book to me,
okay? Out loud. I know where. Here. ( hands him pages )
Right here. For me? And have a topper.

JESS.   Sam.

SAM.   Just a pop, then we go. Come on, read, Jessie. Please.

JESS.   ( looking at a page ) This isn’t easy to—
SAM.   It’s in dialect, I know. Work your way through it. No rush.
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JESS.   ( she leaves, he reads aloud ) “An’ dat wuz when I news she
wuz da woman fer me. So I sez to her, ‘Woman, I’z had enough
of my murderin’ ways. Dem battles is dun fer me. Tonight I’m
wantin’ ta give da one ting I never gives no ones before. My
loves ta you. Dat’s what colored mens knows like no whitey
alive. Yous been loved by udder mens in da past but dey all . . .”

SAM appears scantily clad. She holds up two outfits.

SAM.   Jessie, I can’t decide which one to wear. Could you pick one
out for me? Would that feel weird?

END OF NINE

SCENE TEN

SETTING:   ABE’s office. Day.
AT RISE:   ABE alone, on the phone.

ABE.  “I know, I know, but I guarantee this Railroad Bill thing will
blow the roof off! . . . The doors of Fort Knox have just swung
open for you, Frankie  . . . Guaranteed . . . If you don’t get your
money out, I promise you can cut ‘em off . . . Well, talk to your
brother and let me know. I need it today—today. Arrivaderci.”
( hangs up ) Piece-a-shit.

JESS enters the office, incredibly disheveled

ABE.   Well. Will you look what the cat dragged in? Looks like
somebody in the office was on a bender. You on a bender?

JESS.   A what?

ABE.   Bender, bend the elbow. Looks like the prayers you said last
night weren’t to Mecca, but on your knees to the porcelain god.

JESS.   Huh?

ABE.   Partying. With?

JESS.   Huh?

ABE.   What gal? You’re too good a kid to get slobbering drunk by
your lonesome. You get some ‘poon? With who?
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JESS.   What?

ABE. Did you get laid, Jessie?

JESS.   This isn’t, I didn’t . . .
ABE.   You’re no scumbag like me, that what you’re saying? Aw,

I’m funnin’ ya. You take everything too serious. ( beat ) Hey,
there was this time I was kissing this girl in Central Park and
we got very passionate. And she’s heaving these deep, chesty
breaths. So she says to me: “Abe. Abe. Kiss me—kiss me
where it smells.” So I drove her to New Jersey. ( pause )
That’s a joke, Jessie. ( beat )  Anyway, got something for me?

JESS.   Oh. That tape of those kids in the Bronx?

ABE.   No! That book guy. The appraisal. For Railroad Bill.

JESS.   Oh, that, yeah, yeah. Ah, it checked out. I forgot the, uh . . .

ABE.   What’d he say? Talk numbers, man.

JESS. That it’s definitely worth the price you paid.

ABE. How much?

JESS.   Um, the lowest estimate was half-a-million.

ABE.   The lowest?

JESS.   Three guys checked it out—in the same area.

ABE. It’s like the jewelry part of town. All the book appraisers
are on the same block.

JESS.   Right.

ABE.   Fuckin’ A. My hundred-grand’s covered. Now you’re
going to see some real wheeling and dealing, pal. Whoa.

JESS.   But, Abe, who . . . I mean—?

ABE.   What?

JESS.   Who’ll you sell it to? Ultimately?

ABE.   Whoever’s got coin, knucklehead.
JESS.   But what if Mr. Jones wanted to—
ABE.   Jones?
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JESS.   If he came up with more money could he buy it?

ABE. He’s planning on raising more money? I wouldn’t put it past
that fucker. He offers ten grand then tries to scoop this up with
the hundred grand he’s got in his pocket. I got to find out how
much dough his organization’s got.

JESS.   What if his is a better place for the book?

ABE.   What?

JESS. If it’s better for history? So it doesn’t go to a greedy collector.
If his money’s the same as yours, he could buy it.

ABE.   You serious?

JESS. For his cause, yeah.

ABE.   You got passion for his cause?

JESS.   We still make ten-percent, ten-thousand. But the main thing
is this is historically preserved for Africans.

ABE.   Jessie, Jessie, whoa. Now I see you got emotionally involved.
Enthusiastic. Now sit down here. Sit down. Didn’t I tell you to
keep your emotions out of this? We are not in the business of
preserving history. Leave that to the historians.

JESS.   That’s what I’m trying to do.

ABE.   But not that historian. See, this isn’t even a book, other than
in the after-marketing.

JESS. What?

ABE.   After the movie. First we sell the movie rights, like my gang
series in L.A. Then when the film is released, the book hype
starts. Bingo.

JESS.   I don’t get it.

ABE.   We need to get your rappin’ brothers in on this. This is a
huge gangsta product, man. Can’t you see Fiddy-Cent playing
Railroad Bill? Blasting awaythe white man and getting kids
shouting every time he blows up another cracker? This was
made for film. A gold mine. Black people’ll go apeshit.
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JESS.   First, okay, first, those people are not black.

ABE.   Oh? No? What are they?

JESS. African.

ABE.   From Africa?

JESS.   African-American.

ABE.   Oh, come on, man! Don’t pull that shit with me. Don’t do
that, Jess. You need to learn the grammar of money. See, it’s
short, like the word: cash, it’s short. There’s no time in this
business to make people feel good with your PC bullshit. You
think some black kid on the street cares what you call him long
as you stuff his pocket with Franklins?

JESS.   Some people mind.

ABE.   Who? You?

JESS.   I—

ABE. I sure as hell hope not. You think I care if you call me a
greedy prick? Sticks and stones. But fill my pocket with
money, partner, and make me smile. We didn’t choose this
for social work. If that’s what you want, get on the city payroll.
We got in this business to serve our audience. And who’s that?
Those kids out there in a sick society who need to talk to one
another and reach one another and make their lives matter to
each other with entertainment. For them.

JESS.   By rapping in a Jell-o commercial? By selling Nikes?

ABE.   That’s called communication, son. The only way to reach
kids these days is with the sale. Don’t ask me the whys and
wherefores, I don’t give a shit. It just IS. If you tell me you’re
on this money train to feel better about yourself as a human
being, then get the fuck off, ‘cause you’ll get hurt every which
way you can. You listening to me?

JESS.   Yeah.

ABE.   You want me to train you?
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JESS.   You don’t have a choice. You were ordered to train me as
part of your probation with the firm.

ABE.   Fuck’s that mean? I don’t have a choice. I make my own
choices.

JESS.   I report to Los Angeles about you.

ABE. Bull—fucking—shit. I report on you. And I make my own
reports about me for the firm. See, they thought they were
putting me on probation, but what you don’t understand is that
I was putting the firm on probation. And you know what? I
might be ending my probation with Railroad Bill by nabbin’
a stash and getting out of this fucking cesspool and paying off
some old debts. So grab these coattails, boy, because they’re
flying, and if you’re smart, and lucky, and you can hold on and
ride these to the top. You hear me? Hear?

JESS. ( building with a fury ) Yeah, I hear. I hear. Every word you
say every day. And I gotta take it. You know more than me so I
gotta take it. But I’ll tell you this: when it gets to the point
where you don’t know more, and I know you don’t, then I’m
not taking it anymore. You hear? The day’s coming when I’ll
shovel it out and, Abe—pal—I won’t care whether you’re
ready to take it or not because it’s coming at you, whether
you’re ready or not—coming at you—you—and your trash-
talking, loudmouth, horsemanure I gotta listen to every day in
this office. You and your money-grubbing BS that makes me
so sick I’d like to stick my head out the window and vomit on
everything you and your kind are about. So you hear me! Hear
me?! Hear me?!

ABE.   ( long pause ) Shake my hand, boy. The best con in the world
is sincerity.  My hard work’s paying off. You’re on your way to
being a shit-kickin’ agent.

END OF TEN
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SCENE ELEVEN

SETTING:   ABE’s office. Day.
AT RISE:   JONES, JESS and SAM.
1
JONES.   Now what?

SAM.   A little longer.

JONES.   Longer? You told him 24 hours. I heard you, Jessie heard
you. It’s two o’clock, two hours past his deadline.

SAM.   Jessie, call him again.

JONES. He called him six times. Abe’s number is disconnected.
He ran out on your deal. When are you going to realize this?

SAM.   Damn.

JESS.   It’s okay, Sam.

SAM.   But where is he, where is he?

JESS.   From what I know of Abe, if he can’t get the money, he
could be so humiliated, he’d disappear.

SAM.   He’s humiliated? What about me?

JESS.   But Sam, between us, because we, uh, we’re close. We
profligated. Look. I know you’re a woman of your word. But
you’ve kept it. He’s had twenty-four hours.

SAM.   If he screws me again—
JESS.   Again?

SAM.   No, if he is screwing me. If he is.

JONES.   Ms. Childs, what is the difference? I’ll match the hundred-
thousand. I have it here in cash.

JESS.  Tell her of the healing.

JONES.   Yes, yes, this will start the healing we need—this is the
tourniquet we need to dam off our despicable slave past.
Railroad Bill can, and will, and shall, restore what is the most
shameful historicity in human history.
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JESS.   Wow.

SAM.   I . . . appreciate that. Lemme think.

JONES.   I cannot afford more time to think.

JESS.   But Mr. Jones—

JONES.   No, I’m sorry. I’ve waited. I have . . . other artifacts to buy.

JESS.   Sam, please. Think about this. Abe doesn’t want the African,
uh—Mr. Jones’ Foundation—to get this. Why? Because it will
rampage Negroes all over America. But what does Abe want?
To sell this so kids can watch Ice T. smoke whitey? Horrible.

JONES.   A contradiction.

JESS.   Abe is only out for himself. And I see now there’s more to
this sale than money. I’ve been . . .

JONES.   Enlightened.

JESS.   By Mr. Jones. He doesn’t care about money.

JONES. I’m only doing this for our people.

JESS.   So please sell this book to him rather than Abe. For all of us.

SAM.   ( pause ) God. I guess there’s nothing else to do.

JESS.   And I won’t take my commission. You keep it, Sam.

SAM.   You’re a good kid, Jess. I hope—

JESS.   What?

SAM.   Nothing. Alright.

JESS.   Here’s the contract. We cross out Abe’s name and write in—
(to Jones )  Sorry, what’s the name of your foundation again?

JONES.   Oh, for the buyer? Just write in Jones.

JESS.   Jones? Not your whole—

JONES.   Just Jones. I have the foundation’s permission to sign.

JESS.   Just Jones. Okay. “Jones.” Sam, you have the book? Okay.
Mr. Jones has the cash. Now all we need is for you to sign three
times and we’re done.
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SAM.   Where?

JESS.   There, there and there. Right there. And there.

SAM. ( hesitating ) I . . . can’t. Can’t do it.
JESS.   Why?

SAM.   Because I’m not like that. Leave it at that. I’m taking the
book. I’m going.

JONES.   Alright! Alright! Twenty thousand more! I’ve got it right
here! You are tough, lady. I expected a bidding war but not
against myself. But now that’s it. As high as I go.

JESS. Sam, you can’t turn that down!

ABE enters the office with a satchel. He sees Jones.

ABE. You? What are you doing dragging your sorry ass in here
again?  ( looking around ) What is this?

JESS.   We waited, Abe. Twenty-six hours.

ABE.   No, it’s not—.  ( looks at watch ) Fuck. Will you look at this
piece of crap watch. You cannot buy a fake Rolex on the street
anymore worth a shit.

JESS.   We called. You’re phone’s dead.
ABE.   That. Some billing bullshit. Telecommunications: just

another chance to screw an honest American.

JESS.   Well. Sam’s letting Mr. Jones have the book—but at a good
price. Twenty-thousand more. I made him bring that to the
table. Smart, huh?

ABE.    You let them sign? You out of your mind?

JESS.   You’re two hours late.
ABE.   So you sold—Jessie—you sold the book to this shyster?

JESS.   I called you.

ABE.   Called—? What the fuck is wrong with you!

JESS.   Me? What about you? Where were you?

ABE.   How could I—!

SAM.   ( interposing ) No, Abe, no. We did not sign, no.
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JESS.   But we agreed to sign, didn’t we?

JONES.   We agreed!

SAM.   But we did not sign, not yet.

ABE.   Not yet?

JESS.   You’re lucky you showed.

ABE.   Where did this attitude come from? You’re the lucky one,
son—so lucky that even the choirboy will jump up and shout
hala-fuckin’-leuja to Abe Isaac.

JESS.   What are you talking about?

ABE.   I’ll tell you what. ( turns to Jones ) Ah, sir? Could you give
me your name again, please?

JONES.   I will not deal with this man. Ms. Childs, here’s one-
hundred-and-twenty thousand dollars.

ABE.   That’s what it’s up to now?

JONES.   Stay out of this.

ABE.   I stay out of nothin’, Johnson. This is my office.

JONES.   ( to Sam ) You have the money. That contract should—

ABE.   Where is the contract? Where? Here? ( takes it ) Oh, this
is good. How come you don’t have the African-American
Bullshit Foundation on here?

JESS.   Abe, cool it.

ABE.   No, Jessie, no! Look. Lookee there. See what he’s got written
for the buyer? This isn’t some damn slave thing—

JONES.   Stay out of this—

ABE.   Get the hell away from me! Get away! No, I looked it up.
I went and looked it all up!

JESS.   Looked what up?

ABE.   I went to this shyster’s office, the one on his card, remember?
And I found it. And went to it. And know what I found?
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JONES.   You are despicable.

ABE.   This man does not work for the Negro Historical Society.

JONES.   He is a liar. Ms. Childs—!

ABE. I found your digs, Johnson! He works in a cubicle on Fifth
Avenue, rented. Like those spaces you rent to make everyone
think you got an office. I went inside and told the people there
I was looking for the, ah, the Save the African Foundation, or
whatever. And they laughed! They all laughed! The other guys
renting cubicles around me—and they told me—these people
who sit by you, who hate you for the pompous ass you are—
they told me you rented that cubicle three weeks ago. Three
weeks. And they told me you run other businesses out of there.

JONES.   Shut up.

ABE.   So I stole some papers, you motherfucker, on your desk.

JONES.   What?

ABE.   Anyone wanna see?

JONES.   ( overlapping ) You—! Give me those! Give me—!

ABE.   On his desk! Want to see? This man also has letterhead for
the Literacy Project for Youth Believers in Christ. Who’s that
run by? “Simon Peter Jones.” What about the, ah, Foundation
Project for American Forest Protection? “David Crocket
Jones.” Here we got letterhead for the Unborn Babies Rights
Council, and over here for the Abortion Freedom League. So
I’m wondering on which side of the fence you sit, mister? And
both organizations list their president Thomas Jefferson Jones.

JESS.   Let me see those. Let me see.

ABE.   Have some more of his cards, Jessie-boy. There. Now why
don’t you jump up and shout hala-fuckin’-leuia, Abe? So,
Johnson, explain this. You can’t. Because you are debunked,
you motherfucking black bastard!

JONES.   You Kike cocksucking shithead. I’ll explain alright!

JESS.   Hey! Hey! Stop it! Stop! ( to Jones )  What is this?
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JONES.   Well. What it is. I work for many organizations. I raise
money and a small portion of funds I get, I keep.

ABE.   It takes a con to know a con and if there’s one thing I know
it’s a lying sack of shit.

JONES.   ( pause ) Alright, I’ll go. I see I’ll make no headway here.
Ms. Childs, I am taking my money?

SAM.   Why?

JONES.   Because it’s mine.

SAM.   You don’t want the book?

JONES.   What?

SAM.   It’s yours. You brought the money.

ABE.   Wait, wait, what’s this?

SAM.   He’s got the money.

ABE.   He’s a lying sack of shit.

SAM.   With money.

ABE.   You can’t sell it to him.

SAM.   I’d said I’d take ten-grand with his good cause. I decided to
do that because I’m also part black.

ABE.   You’re not one too?

SAM.   But he doesn’t have a good cause. He probably wants to flip
it like you, so I’ll take his money.

ABE.   You can’t do this.

SAM.   It’s done.

ABE.   But I debunked him.

JONES.   ( laughs ) Oh, this is good. Another Jew who’s all mouth
and no money.

ABE.   Don’t go there, Johnson, don’t start on my people.

JONES.   After the shit you said on mine? Tell you what: after I buy
the book I’ll treat him to a ham sandwich.
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ABE.   Fuck you. If I could slice you thin enough, I’d tar the roof
with you.

JONES.   Just try it, Stein, just try it!

JESS.   Stop it! Stop it! Hey! Hey! ( breaking them up )

SAM.   ( pause ) Well, Jessie? What do I do?

ABE.   Tell her, Jess.  Make this mine.

JONES.  Jessie.

JESS.   What’d you teach me, Abe? It’s about what’s on the table.
There’s the table. And you don’t have jack on there.

ABE.   No, I got lots there. Here, I got seventy-grand.

SAM.   You said a hundred-grand.

ABE.   But, ah, some of the promises for that—a little steep. Hey,
nobody here’s worked with the Cusamano brothers.

JONES.   There’s a hundred-twenty-thousand on the table.

SAM.   The price is one-twenty.

ABE.   Fuck. Fuck.

SAM.   Can you get that?

ABE.   Yes.

SAM.   By when?

ABE.   Soon.

SAM.   You got till six. I got a ticket out of here for a flight to
Florida at 11. Bring me the money or the book goes to Jones.

JONES.   What?

SAM.   ( to Jones ) No more from you. If Abe gets the money by six,
it’s his. If not, yours. Bidding closed.

ABE.   Six.

SAM.   Four hours to find fifty-grand more.
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ABE.   ( to Jess ) Get on the fucking phone and get me some more
fucking money!

ABE runs out the door. There is a silence.

JESS.   Mr. Jones, I’m . . . shocked. All your talk about racial pride,
then I find you’re no better than the greediest European I’ve
met. What am I supposed to think about all you’ve professed?

JONES. You want me to tell you what to think? Are you invisible,
boy, or what!

JESS.   I’m not invisible.

JONES.   Well nobody here can see you!

Jess sheepishly goes to the phone. Jones pulls Sam aside.

JONES.   Ms. Childs, I might be able to get more money.

SAM.   Don’t make the offer. Not till you hear my offer to you. We
got four hours. Join me around the corner for a cocktail. I’ll bet
you drink Courvoisier and Coke.

JONES.   How’d you know that?

SAM.   Only gentlemen drink that.

END OF ELEVEN

SCENE TWELVE
SETTING:   ABE’s office. Morning.
AT RISE:   ABE and JESS.

JESS.   ( on the  phone ) “No, it’s a . . . well, yes, but as a vehicle for
him. The part? A brother who’s a former turpentine worker.”

ABE.   ( whispering ) Don’t tell him that!

JESS.   “They had turpentine back then.”

ABE.   Tell him he killed white people, honkies.

JESS.   “He gets shot at while filling buckets with turpentine.”
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ABE. Tell him he’s a murderer.

JESS.   “Then he gets mad and takes out a gun.”

ABE. Ga-ga-ga-ga-ga-ga!

JESS.   “It was in his pant leg all the while.”

ABE.   Whole towns of white people!

JESS.   “And shoots them. Can you get it to him?”

ABE.   Sell it, man! Demand it.

JESS.   “Can he take a look in the next week?”

ABE. ( takes phone ) “Hey, who am I talking to here? Hakim, hey,
look. This is the hottest property, every studio wants it. Now,
we are offering it to your client with the chance of showing this
to your boy. He’s been under the radar the last year but this can
lift him up.”  ( beat ) Motherfucker hung up on me.

JESS.   Again?

ABE.   “Fuck you, wannabe nobody.” ( hangs up )

JESS.   I am trying to build relationships, Abe.

ABE. This movie is not about paint solvents.

JESS.   We needed him.

ABE.   I tell you who we need. Get this to 15 rappers by midnight.
Get a buzz, get ‘em together in one room. They’ll be a freaking
bidding frenzy. I’ve worked this angle ten-thousand times.

JESS.  But what will—?

ABE.   Then we sell this, and soon. Because my repayment is
onerous, man. You know who’s worse than Jews? Wops. So
get your rappin’ brothers on the phone and begin the lunches.
( beat ) Hey, I’ll bet you never had a truly great lunch, did you?
Kid, I have lunched with Weinstein. And I will again! And I’ll
laugh and tell Harvey to eat shit, but that will make him want it
all the more. Ha! And the price goes up and up and up!

JESS.   Aren’t you getting a little enthusiastic?
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ABE.   With what I owe the Cusamano brothers for my loan, I need
enthusiasm. The clock is ticking for repayment—or it will be a
very tight ride in the trunk of a towncar—without my penis.
Those gumbas do not fool around.

JESS.   But shouldn’t you—

ABE.   Jessie, I just bought this. The buzz, I mean—Charlie Rose—
with an historian here and Weinstein there. That doesn’t make
you enthusiastic? So get your borthers on the phone and let’s
get this talked up. Then, baby, let’s rumble!

JONES enters the office.

JESS.   Mr. Jones?

JONES.   Oh, hello. Hello, Jessie.

ABE.   Lordie be. Lordie be. Lookee who’s here. Oh, you forget
something? Maybe this?  ( holds up book ) But you’re two
hours late, Johnson. Railroad Bill is now all mine.

JONES.   ( chuckles )  Yeah, I did. Lost that. Damn.

ABE.   Learn you this: when Abe Isaac wants somethin’, get out of
his way: ka-zoom!

JONES.   Pretty good advice, yeah. But actually, you’re not the
reason I came. I came for Jessie. To apologize.

JESS.  Huh?

JONES.   I was rude earlier. I came to say I’m sorry.

JESS.   You should be. The lies you tell.

JONES.   I didn’t lie. Just . . . stretched the truth.

JESS.   Why don’t you admit you were using me for my race? You
were always after the money.

ABE.   Tell him, Jess.

JONES. What I didn’t tell you was that half the money I raise, I
keep. The other half goes to those charities.
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JESS.  So what are you then: half committed to the historicity of
your people? Half out to preserve your painful slave heritage?
I’ll tell you what you are: half a man. Because I can’t see you.
You are the invisible man.

ABE.   Sweet.

JONES.   Well, I’m truly sorry. The truth is that you are a fine young
man and you are going very far.

ABE.   Here we go. Boy, you are amazing, Johnson. Is there a switch
to turn you off? God, Jessie, he’s working you again. I give you
credit, you are a locomotive. All that black-pride-bullcrap. He
still wants the book, kid! He’s going through you now, to get to
me, to sell him the book. The gall. ( to Jones ) No, professor,
you are going to have to come up with some real money before
you even enter this bid.

JONES. Oh? How much? What are we talking?

ABE.   Okay, first, one question—and are you willing to man-up and
be straight with me? You man enough for that?

JONES. If you’ll be man-up with me.

ABE.   Okay. How well you know Oprah?

JONES.   I met her.

ABE.   I knew it. Well, like I said, I’m colorblind when it comes to
money. So I want you to talk to the Big O and get an offer
from her. Bygones be bygones. Her money is as good as any
other’s—black, brown, pink, skinny, or whatever.

JESS.   That what you came for, another offer? Then this time we’ll
to see some real money on that table.

ABE.   Tell ‘em, kid.

JONES.   I suppose I did come to make an offer.

ABE.   Feels good to get everything aired out, don’t it? So let’s
finish. I know what you think of me, Jones, and likewise. But
we’ll put that behind us, as men. Not that I’m interested in your
troubles. We both know the American dream—and what’s that?
Twelve million blacks swimming back to Africa. But what they
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don’t tell you is the other half of the American dream. That
each of those blacks swimming back to Africa have a Jew
under each arm. They want both our races wiped out. But let’s
set that aside, for business sake. And speaking of that—as
men—I have to tell you that if you don’t have a million dollars
to put on that table—right now—there is no point continuing
this conversation. Capisce?

JONES.   One million?

ABE.   To start. Too steep?

JONES.   Well, since we’re negotiating, can I negotiate with
something else to bring the price down?

ABE.   ( chuckles ) Just try.

JONES.   Can I see that manuscript again?

ABE.   You’re not going to run off with it?

JONES.   ( laughs ) Jessie’ll haul me down if I do. Right, Jessie?

JESS.   I will.

ABE. Look at what you missed. ( chuckles, hands Jones the book )

JONES.   Hm. Hm. Hm. Isn’t this interesting. Jessie, look at that.
See the lines here. The handwriting. It’s different here than it is
right here. It tries to be the same but somebody started this and
somebody else finished it. Now let me read you something,
Jessie. Here’s a book somebody gave me this afternoon: “The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.” Ever hear of it?

JESS.   Of course.

JONES.   Here’s a passage here: “Huck, what I tell you?—what I
tell you up dah on Jackson islan'? I TOLE you I got a hairy
breas', en what's de sign un it; en I TOLE you I ben rich wunst,
en gwineter to be rich AGIN.” Turn to your page 116. There.
What’s it say there?

JESS. “Bill, what I tell you?—what I tell you up dah on Jackson
islan'? I TOLE you I got a hairy breas', en what's de sign un it;
en I TOLE you I ben rich wunst . . . ”
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JONES.   The same, see? It’s a hoax. ( handing back manuscript )
No, thank you, Mr.—uh. What did you say your name was?

ABE.   What is this?

JONES.   Ruggles. Melvin Ruggles. I recognize you now.

ABE.   What bullshit is this?

JONES.   Tell you what, Melvin.  ( viciously ) You’re found out,
cracker. Look what I got here: a mug shot. Abe Isaac is an
assigned name. Speakin’ of that, remember Ruth Bernstein,
Melvin? Coppertone gave her that smooth tan.

ABE.   What?

JONES.   Ms. Childs was not Ms. Childs, Jessie. She filled me in.
She had a book she wrote and sent to this man—unsolicited—
to get him to represent her. She did three years of research
living with the gangs in L.A. Nearly got killed. So she sent him
her book and he took her name off and sold the movie rights—
for himself—for a bundle. Then he published it under a fake
name. Melvin, Ruth Bernstein settled a grudge. You paid her a
hundred-twenty grand for toilet paper. It’s phony. Like you.
She even told me—before flyin’ away—that you even faked
bein’ a Jew just so you could get ahead in entertainment. She
doubts you were even circumcised. Take a look?

ABE.   Fuck you.

JONES.   Jessie, one more thing she wanted me to pass on. Know
when she came in here and fired you? Abe went to her, before
that, and negotiated to have you fired to get a piece of Railroad
Bill, after he thought it was worth a pile. He had you fired to
worm his way into this. Guess he got what was coming. Well,
I’ve manned-up. I’m going to my cubicle where they hate me.
( beat )  Jessie, in this business, carry a shotgun in your pantleg
or the white man will destroy you. Melvin, a question, man-to-
man: Did somebody here out-nigger you here? Choo-choo.

JONES exits. There is a silence.

ABE.   Jessie. Did you—. Was the book authenticated? Don’t play
stupid. I am in deep shit.
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JESS.   Did you screw me behind my back? You did.

ABE.   I DID NOT.

JESS.   You lying piece of—

ABE.   Don’t change the subject, boy. Lies are part of this business.
Wasn’t I supposed to teach you?

JESS.   You screwed me.

ABE.   YOU SCREWED ME. Show me the authentication. I am
buttfucked-Egypt if this isn’t real.

JESS.   It’s not. It’s phony, like he said. Sam fooled me. But know
what? I’m laughing my ass off because she screwed you so
much worse. Dumbass.

ABE.   Son-of-a-bitch. You not only cost me a fortune but you may
‘a cost me my balls. And you have the gall to spit it in my face!

JESS.   In your face, in your face, in your face!

ABE.   Come here, tar-face motherfucker!

JESS.   ( overlap ) Yeah, paleface? I’m gonna scalp you, Casper!

ABE.   ( ovelap ) Bring it on, darkie!

JESS.   Come on, Snowball!

ABE.   Show what you got, jig-a-boo!

JESS.   Let’s dance, marshmallow!

Phone rings. Silence as they look at it. Abe picks up the call.

ABE.   “Hold please.”  ( Abe puts it on hold ) This could be one of
your brothers. Now I’m gonna teach you the business: You
want to succeed, first you “hate your neighbor as yourself.”
We can still sell this. I been through this a hundred times. Talk
to ‘em. Don’t matter if it’s phony—everything is phony in this
business. If you don’t have coin in your pocket, you ain’t worth
shit. So let’s get rich, partner—you and me—because I am here
14 hours a day doin’ that for you. Our train can still come in.
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JESS. ( taking phone )  “Hello . . . Yeah, I’m trying to sell the book.
You think it’s worth a lot? Millions? . . . . Want to see it? Well,
the book is a hoax. Railroad Bill didn’t write it. We just found
out that we got screwed. I’ll ask him.” Abe, they want you.

ABE.   Who is it?

JESS. Says it’s Frankie Cusamano.  ( drops phone ) Don’t worry,
I’ll report to L.A. on all that happened here. Thanks for the
lessons. You don’t have shit on the table for me now. ( Jessie
mimes a shotgun or picks up a broom ) Ka-fuckin’-boom!

Jessie walks out. Abe picks up the phone.

ABE.   “Frankie, Frankie. Ha. Everything’s fine. Occasionally, you
gotta make lemonade out of lemons. Done it a million times . . .
You want to come over, pay a visit? You parked out front?
You know my door’s always open . . . No, Frankie! Ha. I don’t
mean my barndoor . . . Frankie . . ?”

Abe hangs up.

ABE. Okay, Melvin. Buddy. Got work to do. You can do this. You
always had what it takes. You still got friends—somewhere.
Pour a fresh cup of that fine exploitation coffee and get busy.
Get that resonance going. Make those vibrations go choo-choo-
choo. You been through worse. Showtime is Go Time, Melvin.
And it is time to go.

End of play


