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A house divided against itself cannot stand.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN




True patriotism sometimes requires of men to act exactly contrary, at one period, to that which it does at another, and the motive that impels them—the desire to do right—is precisely the same.

—ROBERT E. LEE




Everybody’s got a hungry heart.

—BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN







prologue

[image: ] that changed my life, and it nearly ruined everything.

It was the summer between fifth and sixth grade. I was turning twelve but still looked the kind of ten where old people pinch your cheeks, and if you wear a bra it’s because all your friends wear one and you don’t want to be the only girl in an undershirt. We lived in Englecliff, New Jersey, across the Hudson River from New York City, one of those upscale suburbs where anxious parents hire tutors for their three-year-olds to make sure they get into the right preschool.

Fortunately, my parents weren’t like that. When my mother was pregnant with my sister, Portia, she cross-stitched a pillow for me. It reads: THE PURPOSE OF LIFE IS A LIFE OF PURPOSE. I still keep it on my bed. The day the toilet broke, I wasn’t aware enough to understand that the articles she wrote for magazines like Glamour (“How to Fake the Perfect Tan”) and Cosmopolitan (“Sex Secrets of the Supermodels”) weren’t exactly fulfilling her purpose… which was one of the reasons why she was so determined that her daughters fulfill theirs.

On the day the toilet broke, my future Life of Purpose looked murky. I was not the kind of kid who’d, say, build a scale model of the Taj Mahal from Popsicle sticks (future Frank Lloyd Wright architectural genius). Or stay up all night to chart a lunar eclipse (future Carl Sagan astrophysics genius). Or paint flowers that embraced the joy of womanhood (future Georgia O’Keeffe artistic genius). However, if concocting stories about complete strangers or dreaming about what the latest teen heartthrob looked like shirtless counted in the future-genius department, I was quite the prodigy.

My mother’s theory was that if only I was exposed to enough different things, eventually my dormant Woman of Purpose would awaken. I suspected that this woman was not dormant but nonexistent, that the girl who stood in her place was a deeply ordinary person, and that the sooner my mother accepted it, the sooner she’d leave me alone and move on to my little sister.

Nothing could convince her to give up on me. She gave me piano lessons. Ditto Russian. Photography. Ballet. We worked on a political campaign as a family. I spent successive summers at computer, astronaut, and children-of-all-nations world peace camp. All fun; all Woman of Purpose strikeouts.

My mom’s latest effort had been planned for the night of the day the toilet broke. As an early birthday present, she and my dad were taking me into Manhattan to see my first “real” play. I was very excited, because Grrl magazine said that real plays were hip in a way that musicals, like the revival of Grease I’d just seen with them, were not.

My best friend, Lillith, and I devoured Grrl. It was the magazine for cool girls who shopped in vintage stores and had piercings and looked as if they did drugs and had sex even if they didn’t; in other words, the kind of girls we longed to be.

Grrl decreed black the must-wear color and Decadent Diva the must-wear nail polish. So I retrieved my favorite black T-shirt from Lillith, to whom I was forever lending clothes and never asking for them back. I dug out my black pants from the floor of my closet; fortunately, they passed the sniff test. Then I uncapped my purple Decadent Diva polish and sat on my bed to paint the stubs that passed for my nails.

Add nail tech genius to the list of things that were not my future calling. I splattered Decadent Diva everywhere: cuticles, fingertips, left pants leg. There was even a Day-Glo purple splotch on my white nightstand. Only when I had finished did I recall my mom’s Seventeen article “Manicures: Method to the Madness.” Rule one: Always put down old newspaper before you polish.

My mom, though, was too busy getting dressed to notice the mess I’d made. As for my dad, he was doing something in the bathroom that was supposed to result in a functional toilet again. Periodically, I’d hear my mom shout for him to call a plumber—that we’d miss the curtain if he didn’t. He’d yell back, “Just five more minutes!” Meanwhile, I was attacking my nightstand with nail polish remover, trying to think of whom I could blame for this disaster. Portia, maybe. She was barely six. She’d deny it. I’d say she was lying. She’d cry. It could work.

That’s when I heard my father bellow, “Jensen!”

My mom and I both came running. Deeply disgusting flotsam gurgled out of the toilet bowl like a mini Mount Vesuvius. Already my father stood sole-deep in it. My mom couldn’t resist an “I told you so” as she stormed off to call the plumber. My dad said we needed to wait for him to arrive, but my mom said they’d promised me the theater and they were taking me to the theater.

As usual, my mother won. Dad sandbagged the bathroom door with sacks of rock salt left over from the winter and arranged for the plumber to come at midnight. It would cost double, but my mom said that for me, it was worth it.

Talk about pressure.

We drove into Manhattan. My dad put the car in a lot in the East Village. The neighborhood was Grrl heaven, teeming with multiple hair colors, strange tattoos, and piercings in places that had to really, really hurt. As we walked to the theater, I was lost in my own world, making up stories about the people we passed and dreaming about what various cute guys looked like shirtless.

Too soon, we traded in this wonderland for Joseph Papp’s Public Theater. The performance space was puny compared to the big Broadway theaters where we’d seen so many musicals. There was no orchestra pit. In fact, there was no curtain—just a bare stage, painted black and sloping upward.

By the time we reached our seats, it was nearly eight o’clock. I looked around. Three rows in front of me, a girl who embodied hip whispered in the ear of her hot, black-clad boyfriend. First, I pictured him without his shirt. Then I invented their story. He was her best friend’s boyfriend. The friend was deathly ill; the couple had come together to care for the best friend and had fallen in love. They didn’t want to tell the dying friend. But their passion couldn’t be denied. In fact, she’d just told him how at that very minute she wasn’t wearing any panties.

Her eyes flicked to mine. My face burned as I ducked into my open program. The Crucible, by Arthur Miller. Place: Salem, Massachusetts. Time: 1692. This production will be performed without an intermission. I couldn’t believe it. I had to sit through a play set in 1692 without an intermission? That would be fine for the gorgeous girl—she’d be in the dark with the hot guy and she wasn’t wearing any panties. But for me, how boring was that going to be?

“I know I had mints.” My mother was fishing in her overstuffed purse. “So Kate. About this play. Your father explained it to you, didn’t he?”

At that moment, I spied a drop of Decadent Diva on my pants leg. I edged my program over it. “No,” I said.

“Pete.” Her voice was tinged with irritation. “You said you’d—”

“An unplanned plumbing problem intervened,” he said good-naturedly.

My parents are an interesting couple. He’s Mr. Low-Key She’s Ms. Intense. He thinks she rocks the Casbah. She thinks so, too. Even now, when I’m with her, I feel like there’s something I should be doing that I’m not doing, whereas with my dad, I can just be.

He draped an arm around me. “It’s like this, Kit-Kat. The play is about the Salem witch-hunts—when people accused of being witches were burned at the stake. But Arthur Miller meant the play as a parable about the McCarthy hearings.”

Dad’s the only one I still let call me Kit-Kat. “What’s that?”

“A parable is… let’s see… well, it’s a story about one thing told to illustrate another.”

“I know that, we had it in English. I meant the Mc-whatever you just said.”

“McCarthy hearings,” my mom said, still rummaging in her purse. “Anti-Communist hearings conducted in the 1950s by Senator Joseph McCarthy. During the Cold War, people were so scared of— Found ′em!” She snagged a lint-covered box of Altoids, wiped it off, and popped one in her mouth.

My dad picked up where my mom left off. “If McCarthy accused you of being a Communist, even without proof, your life could be ruined. It was called blacklisting. No one would hire you. Some people committed suicide.”

I was shocked. “Wait, you mean someone could just lie about you and ruin your life? But that’s not fair!”

My mom nodded. “Of course it’s not. A witch-hunt makes no distinction between innocence and guilt. And history just repeats itself. Some group is targeted because it’s different; the accusers always believe that God is on their side. I wrote an amazing op-ed piece for the New York Times comparing the McCarthy era to what Arab Americans are experiencing today.”

I was impressed. “I didn’t know you wrote for the Times.”

“Well, they didn’t print it, but they should have. Anyway, when—”

An older woman sitting in front of us turned around. “Excuse me. I don’t want to offend you, but maybe your article didn’t run because it was inaccurate.”

My mother got that superior look on her face that I hate. “I’m a professional journalist.”

The woman shrugged. “You’re not the first one to get it wrong. The Arabs are the ones vilifying us.”

“Do you have any concept of how endemic prejudice and racism are in this country?” my mother asked coolly.

I winced. It was nothing new for my mom to engage in an ideological debate with a stranger. I’d seen it happen at the grocery checkout line, at the dry cleaner, at a dance recital. It never got any less excruciating. To distance myself from her, I focused again on my program and realized that no one I had ever seen on TV or in the movies was in this play. It was going to be a really long night.

“Kate, what did you do to your nails?”

I looked up. The dispute over, my mother was staring at my hands.

A flash of brilliance hit. “It’s Lillith’s,” I fibbed. “She got kind of messy. Some polish spilled on my nightstand, but—”

“Shhh,” a man behind us hissed, because the house-lights were dimming. Saved by the fade. My mom leaned forward, my nails temporarily forgotten, and The Crucible started.

Here’s the gist: Abigail, a teenage girl, has an affair with John, a married man. He breaks up with her. Out of spite, she accuses his wife of being a witch. Abigail’s friends get in on it and accuse other people of being witches. In the end, lots of innocent people die, and John is hanged.

Within five minutes of watching Abigail slink around the stage, I was hooked. Forget the seventeenth century.

The play felt just like today. Abigail could have been the cutest girl at Englecliff High, the one other girls imitate. Watching the story unfold live, right in front of me, gave it a kind of heat I’d never experienced watching TV or at the movies. It felt real.

At that moment, something clicked in the brain of purple-polished, underachieving, almost-twelve-year-old me. At long last, the fuse of my inner Woman of Purpose was lit. I knew instantly what I wanted to do. I wanted to be a playwright. I already loved to make up stories. But instead of playing them out in my head, I would play them out on the stage. Audiences would sit, rapt, in darkened theaters. And afterward, maybe they’d see the world a little differently, with something essential forever changed in them, just as Arthur Miller’s play was changing me.

When I get impossibly mad at my mother—which still happens a lot—I try to remember how insistent she was that we go to the theater that night. Here’s the truth: I didn’t understand what my parents said about witch-hunts and McCarthyism and racism any more than I knew how a day that began with something as mundane as a broken toilet would end with something so profound it would change my life. Any more than I knew the terrible things that would happen to my family just a few years down the road. Or what The Crucible and those things could possibly have to do with each other.

But they did. They do. And this is the story.
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[image: ] palms sweaty, stomach churning, heart pounding. Panic attack. It happened every time something I wrote was about to be performed. It was happening now.

It had been five years since my epiphany during The Crucible. That night, I’d fallen in love with plays the way some girls fall in love with horses or dolphins. If I could have moved a cot into the back of a theater and lived there, I would have been perfectly happy.

After I declared my goal in life, my mother immediately enrolled me in a junior writing workshop at the Public Theater. Then, to nurture my nascent muse, my parents took me to a play almost every single weekend. Since they believed that anything shocking I might see onstage could act as a catalyst for discussion about societal values in general, and our family’s values in particular, we went to everything. The first time I actually saw a completely naked man was in a drama about gay lovers, at an off-off-Broadway loft theater in TriBeCa.

I also read every play I could get my hands on—Shakespeare, Chekhov, Lillian Hellman, August Wilson, and so many more. I’d lie in bed at night, trying to peel back layers of meaning, only to find new layers. I’d wonder if I’d ever be able to write like they did, with lives fully explored in the world of the play itself.

Now, in the Public Theater’s high school playwrights’ lab, I sat in the back row of the same space where I’d seen The Crucible and tried not to hyperventilate. My friend BB slid into the seat next to me. BB—short for Byron Bruin— lived in Harlem and went to Bronx Science. His mom was a jazz composer born in Suriname, and his father was a Swedish diplomat. In the looks department, BB got the best of both worlds.

“Deep breaths,” BB instructed, taking in the sweat on my forehead. He’d seen me in this state too many times.

“I’d settle for breathing at all,” I managed.

He reached into his backpack. “I know just what you need.”

“I don’t do drugs.”

“Ow!” A sharp pain throbbed in my upper arm. “What the—”

BB held up the metal ruler he’d just thwacked against my bicep.

“Jerk!” I smacked his arm. “That hurt.”

He smiled smugly. “But notice you’re breathing almost normally. The actual pain-transmission neurons in your arm override the psychosomatic symptoms of panic,” he explained. “I’m running trials for a p-chem lab.”

That was just so Bronx Science.

Finally, the actors took their places; the house lights dimmed and the audience hushed. As BB gave my hand an encouraging squeeze, the stage manager read the title of my piece.


PLAYED
—a short play by Kate Pride


At rise: The ladies’ room at a hipper-than-thou club. KIM and DAWN, both sixteen, run in, breathless. They’re clad in the latest everything, all the trappings of beauty without achieving it.

KIM



Oh my G—

DAWN

I saw him and I’m like, whoa—

KIM

He never brought me here. He said the cover was too high. And he brings her. Was I okay?

DAWN

Totally. You were all like, (blasé) Oh, hi, Kevin.

KIM

Like, (equally blasé) Oh, I see you’re with your new girlfriend, Mia.

DAWN

Right, you’re all like, Kevin who?


They crack up and fist-bump each other, then check themselves out in the mirror and methodically pull out an arsenal of beauty products. They primp throughout the scene, often speaking to each other’s reflections. Kim checks out her rear view.

KIM



Okay, I am a total cow. You could snort lines off my ass.

DAWN

Shut up! You are so hot.

KIM

Hotter than—?

DAWN

Totally! Did you check out those thighs? Every time she takes a step, they like, suffocate each other.

KIM

And what is up with that do?

DAWN

Hello, Chia Pet?

KIM

And that uni!

DAWN

I should have been all like, Oh, cute outfit. My mother has it.

They crack up and trade another fist bump.

DAWN

I know people at her old school. The girl is played.

KIM

Really?

DAWN

Seriously mattress tested.

KIM

Well, Kevin and I never—you know—so if that’s what he wants, then whatever. Because I am totally over—


They’re interrupted when the girl they’re dissing enters. MIA, also sixteen, is effortlessly beautiful and knows it. She joins them at the mirror, fixing her makeup.

MIA

(too cool)



Oh. Hi. Having fun?

KIM

Not really. This club is so played. There are like, twelve-year-olds here with fake ID.

MIA

Kevin and I are so into each other, we didn’t notice. So, we should hang sometime. I’ll call you.

KIM

I’ll hold my breath.


Mia scrutinizes Kim.

MIA



(snarky) Cute outfit. My mother has it.


Triumphant, she exits. Kim is humiliated. A long, awkward beat as she tries to deal.

DAWN



Okay, she totally rides a broom.

KIM

At least her ass fits on one.

DAWN

Kimmy. The boy was never in your league.

KIM

Really?

DAWN

Really.


They methodically throw all their cosmetics back into their purses, cross to the door, and stop.

KIM



Dawnie. Thanks.

DAWN

For what?

KIM

The courtesy clueless. It’s like she’s so… and I’m so—

DAWN

Not. She’s not.

KIM

Hot, you mean.

DAWN

She’s not.

KIM

Really?

DAWN

Really.


Really, they both know this is a lie. And they both know they know. They share a final best-friend fist bump, take a deep breath, and laugh ostentatiously to ensure that anyone who sees them will think they’re having a fabulous time. As they exit into the club, the lights fade.





There was huge applause as the houselights went up, and I grinned. My labmates had laughed so hard during the play that a few times the actors had to hold until the yuk-fest died down. That almost never happened, because everyone in Lab was so competitive. So I was psyched. But the opinion that mattered the most was that of Marcus Alvarez. He ran Lab. Still in his twenties, Marcus had already had two plays produced at the Public and been profiled in Time. I was sorta kinda crushing on him, as was pretty much everyone else in Lab, including BB. And BB was straight … most of the time.

Marcus bounded onto the stage, all kinetic energy in jeans, a white T-shirt, and tennis shoes. “Let’s start with the text of Kate’s play. Shout it out.”

I frowned. Wasn’t he going to say what he thought? Marcus wasn’t known for being effusive with praise. But the piece had been such an obvious hit. He could have thrown me a word crumb. “Nice.” Or even “Decent.” But he didn’t.

In the front row, Leigh Wong spoke up. “This girl runs into her ex with his new squeeze. Her best friend tries to make her feel better by putting down the new girlfriend and building up her friend. I found it rather trite.”

Bitch. I slunk down a little in my seat.

“Come on, it was hilarious,” BB called out.

“As a comedy sketch,” Leigh said. “In real life, no one is like those girls.”

“Only about half the kids I know,” BB shot back. “Get a sense of humor.”

“Chill, BB,” Marcus said. “Everyone’s opinion is valid. How about subtext? Someone else?”

“De girls talk like dey are all dat, but really dey both feel insecure,” volunteered another of my friends, Nia Vernon, in her singsongy Jamaican accent.

Marcus nodded. “So essentially they’re giving a performance for each other, right?” He drifted up the center aisle toward where BB and I were sitting. “Think about it. In real life, anytime we’re with another person, we’re giving a performance. I’m giving one right now. So are you … and you… and you.” He pointed randomly at people. “But what’s behind that mask? You can’t write what you don’t know.” His eyes flicked over the group and landed on me. “Kate Pride, what’s behind your mask?”

Heat crept up my neck as Marcus pinned me with his gaze. I had no idea what he wanted me to say. Fortunately, he turned and addressed the group again. “I put that question to all of you. You want to be playwrights? Do the hard, scary work. Anything less, no matter how amusing, is just sound and fury and doesn’t signify jack.” He checked his watch. “Okay, we’re done for tonight. Those of you in Showcase, I need a page each on your one-acts by next week.” He gave us a quick wave and was out the door.

Kids gathered up their stuff, chattering about Marcus’s latest flash of genius, but I just sat there. What’s behind your mask, Kate? What had Marcus meant by that? And what did it have to do with his nonreaction to my scene?

“Up and at ′em, chica.” BB pulled me to my feet.

“What’s behind dat mask, girl?” Nia teased, joining us.

I looped my backpack over one shoulder as we headed for the exit. “Interpret what just happened,” I demanded.

BB waved it off. “Marcus plays mind games. You know how he is.” We pushed outside into the torpid July twilight, heat from the asphalt radiating under our feet. We stopped at Lafayette and Eighth to wait for a break in the traffic so we could cross.

“Was he saying that my scene lacked depth, or that I lack depth, or what?”

“Nah. He put you in Showcase,” BB pointed out. “I’d kill to be in Showcase.”

Showcase—Young Playwrights Showcase—was a special program at the Public Theater. Four high school playwrights were selected to work on one-acts with an elite group of actors for six months. Then, over a weekend in March, the plays would be produced at the Public. It was the biggest of big deals. Every Lab member, plus a couple hundred other people, had applied. Much to my joy—and shock—Marcus had selected me. So why was he all over my case?

When the traffic thinned, we crossed against the light and cut a speedy slalom through the river of pedestrians to the uptown subway. Tosca—I’d mentally named him years ago—was at his usual spot just outside the station. He was old, maybe seventy-five, with matted gray tufts of hair, leathery skin, and dirt ingrained in the wrinkles in his neck. His sad-eyed, scruffy mutt was tied to a fire hydrant with rope.

Most of the time, Tosca was just another street crazy who talked to himself. But when he tucked his violin under his chin to play, he was a god. Rachmaninoff, Tchaikovsky, Paganini. His body snaked this way and that, as if the music was alive someplace deep inside of him.

Tosca was such a local fixture that most people didn’t even see him anymore. If they did bother to toss some change into his violin case, they didn’t stop to listen to his music. I don’t know why that bothered me so much, but it did. It really did.

My friends disappeared down the station steps, but as usual, I waited until Tosca finished the piece he was playing. Then I reached into my backpack for the dog food and candy bar I’d stashed there, placed both in his open violin case, and hurried to rejoin my friends.
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