
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			[image: ]


		


		
			THESE WALLS CAN TALK 3: Rise of the Machine 

			Copyright ©2022 by Erin Mallon. All Rights Reserved. 

			No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a review. 

			Cover and Interior Design by Qamber Media & Designs 






			This play is dedicated to Joe, Andi, Shane, Teddy, Tanya, Maxine, Emma and Jason. 

			Thank you for bringing your humor and talent to these stories. 

			You made the booth feel like a playground.

			You are my homies. My Barnyard Bitches.

			The best “blessing” of narwhals a girl could ask for. 

			Thank you.
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			Scene One

			In the Studio

			Neil and Atticus are in the booth. 

			Jennifer is directing.

			Neil: (recording)

			We hope you have enjoyed Tristan’s Trident, the final installment in The Manscape Island Series. Written by Georgia Westwood. Narrated by Atticus Barnswallow and Fairfax Johnson. Text and Production Copyrights are held by Westwood World, Inc. This audiobook has been a Swallow the Johnson Collaboration, where our motto for books and listeners is one and the same: “Keep ‘em coming.”

			Jennifer: Nice work guys. But hey, are we sure about that new collaboration bit in the credits? 

			Atticus: We are.

			Neil: It’s an Atticus Barnswallow and Fairfax Johnson collaboration. “Swallow the Johnson” is our hashtag!

			Atticus: Elected by the people and for the people. 

			Neil: FYI Nif, the love of my life and mother of my children requested we adjust the credit files for the first two books so we’re consistent. She loves it!

			Jennifer: As you wish. Also… at what point will you resume calling your wife Georgia?

			Neil: When I can forget the earth-shattering experience of her birthing our child like a fucking warrior goddess, forever altering my understanding of what it means to be a mortal man on this planet.

			Jennifer: So… never?

			Neil: Yeah, never.

			Jennifer: Cool. Just checking. 

			Neil: Can I text her another love note through your phone? (to Atticus) I left mine at home today and I want her to know I’m thinking of her and the kids. 

			Atticus: You’ve mentioned that. So many times.

			Jennifer: Neil? She knows. 

			Neil: You’re right, you’re right.

			Jennifer does some work at the keyboard. 

			Atticus: Shall we?

			Atticus opens the booth door and starts to exit.

			Jennifer: Actually guys, can you sit tight in the booth for a sec? I need to listen back to something real quick.

			She puts on her headphones and listens.

			Neil: ‘Course!

			Neil and Atticus have a moment “alone.”

			Atticus: Ahhh. The joy of completion. 

			Neil: Partnering with you on these books has been a pleasure, sir.

			Atticus: All mine, homie. All mine. 

			Neil: I notice you’ve been calling me “homie” a lot lately. 

			Atticus: “Homie” is an informal greeting one uses for a good friend. (quick beat) Is it not? 

			Neil: No, it is! 

			Atticus: Because I can stop if-

			Neil: Atticus. That’s really – (quick beat) I’m happy as hell to be your homie, homie. Bring it in. 

			A slappy, chesty bro-hug commences. 

			Jennifer: Sorry to interrupt the lovefest, homeboys. Can we do one quick pickup before you go?

			Neil: ’Course!

			Atticus: If you feel it’s necessary.

			Jennifer: I do. Hey Neil, we’re absolutely sure the doctor in Chapter 26 is female? Because with a quick rewrite she could just as easily could be a he.

			Neil: I double-checked with my lady. Definitely a she. 

			Jennifer: And we’re sure she doesn’t want you to tackle those lines?

			Neil: She does not.

			Jennifer: Or perhaps bring in a popular female narrator to “cameo” and record a smattering of incidental roles like the doctors, store clerks and mother-in-laws? Listenerss love that. Gives that fun, multi-cast feel.

			Atticus: Trying to get yourself cast in this one, are you?

			Jennifer: No. I am not. I’m narrating a bit less these days and directing more. Trying to create more space in my schedule to narrate thrillers and mysteries. I love that shit! But geez, what do I have to do to get producers to consider me for a book like “Gone Girl?” Or “Lost Girl”? Or “Missing Girls, Lost and Gone?” I’d even be psyched to get a “Girl in the Red Dress” or “Girl on the Train.” “Girl on a Bus.” “Girl in the Window.” “Girl on a – “

			Neil: You okay, Jenn?

			Beat.

			Jennifer: Totally, yeah. Just trying to have a little more control over my own destiny. (quick beat) Whatever. Alright, guys. PDF page 253 where the doctor delivers the bad news about Tristan’s test results. Let’s grab that dialogue one more time. Neil, can you guide us in?

			Neil: You bet. <clears his throat> (reading) I took the last sip of my too-cold coffee and locked eyes with the woman in the white lab coat. I rose to my feet. She gave me a warm, sad smile, placed her hand on my shoulder and said, 

			Atticus: (horrifying female voice)

			“I wish I had better news. Tristan? You’re terminal.” 

			Jennifer: Thanks guys. Could ya gimme another?

			Atticus: As you wish. 

			Neil: (reading)

			I rose to my feet. She gave me a warm, sad smile, placed her hand on my shoulder and said,

			Atticus: (horrifying female voice)

			“I wish I had better news. Tristan? –

			Jennifer: (under her breath)

			Shit.

			Atticus: …You’re terminal.” 

			Jennifer: Cool, cool. Maybe just one more time?

			Atticus: Niffer. You can play it on loop like the rest of our fans after release day. But I’d prefer you didn’t wring the neck of my spontaneity with unnecessary repetition. Books need to breeeeeeeathe. 

			Jennifer: <clears her throat> Sure. It’s just – (quick beat) Typically, when a director asks for a line again, they’re not looking for strict repetition. They’re looking to hear a variation. 

			Atticus: A variation?

			Jennifer: A… different take. 

			Atticus: Jennifer, we must say what’s on the page.

			Jennifer: (he has said this a million times)

			True. Now and forever and always. However, there are infinite ways you can say a thing as a narrator. You can experiment with rhythm, cadence, tone, and gosh, I dunno, maybe even pitch? Yeah, pitch may be the thing here! Can we try accessing a different pitch?

			Atticus: Did you just attempt to coach me?

			Jennifer: Wouldn’t dream of it, no. (quick beat) Curious though, have you ever had coaching?

			Atticus: Does an NFL quarterback need coaching?

			Jennifer: Yes.

			Atticus: Does an Olympic figure skater need coaching?

			Jennifer: Yes.

			Atticus: Does a Wimbledon Tennis Champion need –

			Jennifer: YES.

			Atticus: I’m not sure I know what you’re –

			Jennifer: JUST TRY ANOTHER TAKE FOR ME FOR THE LOVE OF GOD PLEASE AND THANK YOU!!

			Beat.

			Atticus: Careful, Niffer. The Neumann TLM 102 is a sensitive instrument. 

			Beat.

			Jennifer: (deep breath)

			Atticus. You’re the one who demands directors and engineers for all your sessions. You could record from home like most of us lowly narrator folks do, and then no one would bother you.

			Atticus: Tried that once. Solitude. Sadness. No thank you. Also, I can’t push my own buttons. 

			Jennifer: Fair enough. But if you want to work amongst humans, it’s expected that those humans will occasionally offer you feedback. So, be a good boy and just collaborate a tiny bit, will you?

			Atticus: Woof.

			Jennifer: Neil. Care to back me up here?

			Neil: No, thank you. I avoid conflict at all costs now. Toxic positivity is my new thing.

			Jennifer: Okaaaaay. (quick beat) Last time. Same place. A different take on the dialogue, please. I’m rolling. 

			Neil: (reading)

			She gave me a warm, sad smile, placed her hand on my shoulder and said,

			Atticus: (same beautifully terrible female voice) 

			“I wish I had better-“

			Jennifer: You know what? That’s a wrap! I’m done for the day! (muttering under her breath) Author is happy, fans are happy. What do I care?

			Sounds of Neil and Atticus exiting the booth and gathering in the common area. 

			Neil: Speaking of rap, are we still on for Monday at noon?

			Atticus: Oh, we are. 

			Jennifer: What’s happening Monday at noon?

			Atticus: We’re gonna drop it like it’s hot. 

			Jennife: What are you gonna drop where?

			Neil: Just a little something we’re cooking up for Atticus’ Barnyard Bitches.

			Jennifer: <cringe sound> That group really needs a new name. 

			Atticus: There was a vote. They selected it themselves. 

			Jennifer: Still. (quick beat) Anyway, big changes for you Attiboy, huh? How you liking running your own group? 

			Atticus: Wouldn’t you like to know.

			Jennifer: Um.

			Atticus: I noticed you sent a request to join.

			Jennifer: I noticed you didn’t accept said request.

			Atticus: Protocol, friend. You didn’t answer the entrance questions. 

			Jennifer: Atticus, I had a moment of wanting to show my support. But I refuse to list my five favorite “Moan Moments” from your oeuvre. 

			Atticus: My what-ruh?

			Jennifer: Oeuvre. Your body of work. Your narration canon, so to speak.

			Atticus: Jennifer, I will tell you what I told Kimberly from Boise, Idaho. I’m sorry to disappoint, but I simply cannot send you a photo of that particular body region. 

			Jennifer: …I’m lost.

			Atticus: You mentioned my “narration cannon.”

			Jennifer: (horrified)

			Canon with one “N!” Sounds alike but spelled differently!

			Atticus: Ah. Forget I said anything. 

			Neil: Niffer, cool if I close out your session? I need to do some proofing on a project before I head home.

			Jennifer: Yeah yeah, I’m all set. 

			Neil takes a seat at the computer and puts on the headphones.

			Neil: Ugh. Did my head get bigger while I was on paternity leave?

			Jennifer: Literally or metaphorically?

			Neil: Literally. These headphones are a tight squeeze all of a sudden. (dramatic sigh) Welp, my heart grew ten sizes watching my child being born, it makes sense that my head expanded to hold the magnitude of those memories as well. (quick beat) Or maybe I’m just getting old.

			Jennifer: Are you crying?

			Neil: (choked up)

			Little bit. Life is so precious and so short. Ever read about that theory that men’s heads expand as they age?

			Jennifer: Literally or metaphorically?

			Neil: Literally. Do a google image search on any Hollywood actor over the age of forty. They’re all turning into Spongebob Squareheads. And so am I. I’m one step away from living in a pineapple under the sea, dead with a bloated head. 

			Jennifer: I have no idea what you’re-

			Neil: :The moment the baby was born it was like a clock started ticking. Let’s face it, it’s always been ticking. I guess I just never heard it before. But now? Now, time and its big-ass clock blades are slashing and slicing over my mushrooming skull every single second, threatening to decapitate me from my family and friends and everything I hold dear. Why did it take me so long to embrace all the beauty in the world? Why am I only now recognizing my abundance of blessings when I’m so close to the end?

			Jennifer: <scoff> The end? Come on.

			Neil: You scoff a lot, Hoffman. Keep scoffing like that and I’ll start calling you Jennifer Scoffman. 

			Jennifer: But seriously. Are we really doing this right now? Mourning over our own mortality?

			Neil: No. We’re not. I have work to do. 

			Jennifer: Great. How about we add new headphones to our list of studio upgrades? 

			Neil: Great idea. 

			Neil squeezes on the headphones and starts to work.

			Jennifer joins Atticus by the water cooler, where he is filling up his bottle. 

			Atticus: <coughing>

			Jennifer: You okay?

			Atticus: Fine, thanks. Fill you up?

			Jennifer: Sure. Thank you. 

			Atticus fills up Jennifer’s water bottle as well.

			Atticus: I see you’re wearing your Lucci leggings.

			Jennifer: Yeah, thanks again for these. I’ve been running home from the studio whenever I can. Booth life can really ef a body up, ya know? 

			Atticus: Wouldn’t know. Seems I’m blessed with sinewy muscles and a supple spine. 

			Jennifer: Well count your blessings, dude. 

			Atticus : Oh I do. (Beat) You know, I have a big birthday coming up.

			Jennifer: Oh yeah? Which one?

			Atticus: When people say they have a “big birthday” coming up, you’re not supposed to ask which one. 

			Jennifer: But you’re still supposed to celebrate the fact that it’s “big?”

			Atticus: Yes. 

			Jennifer: Noted. (quick beat) I’m going with forty. 

			Atticus: Don’t.

			Jennifer: Fifty?

			Atticus: Please stop. 

			Jennifer: Alright.

			They sip their water in silence for a few moments. 

			Atticus: There was a comfort in the cloak. 

			Jennifer: Hm?

			Atticus: You asked how I’m liking my group. (quick beat) I miss the mystery. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for my Bitches and it’s a relief to come out of hiding, but…

			Jennifer: …you feel they don’t like what they see? 

			Atticus: Hahahahahaha! Hahahahahaha! No. They love what they see. 

			Jennifer: Okay. So… what’s the problem? 

			Atticus: No problem really.

			Jennifer: Ya sure? Because you seem pretty run down.

			Atticus: I’m fucking exhausted! Everyday I have aural relations with a collective thousand-woman lover who won’t ever be fully satisfied. But god how I try.  

			Jennifer: Atticus, are women really pressuring you to send them pics of your-

			Atticus: <sneeze>

			Jennifer’s phone rings. 

			Jennifer: I gotta – (quick beat) I should take this.

			She picks up the video call.

			Jennifer: Hi Georgia!

			Georgia: (through the phone)

			Hey J-Ho! Hope you don’t mind the surprise video call. I actually showered and put on makeup today, so I want to make the most of it. 

			Jennifer: Totally get it. I remember those early baby days. Congratulations on another great book! “Swallow the Johnson” killed it today.

			Georgia: They always do! Is Neil free? Sorry we’ve been using you as our go-between today. 

			Jennifer: It’s fine.

			Georgia: He’s struggling being back at work full-time. 

			Jennifer: He’s mentioned that. He’s working on an edit. Let me grab him for you. 

			Georgia: No no, let him focus. Just tell him not to forget to pick up oysters at Cosentino’s and virgin coconut body oil at Nostrand’s, would ya? And – what the hell – some whipped cream and strawberries for old time’s sake would be good too.

			Jennifer: …Sure, yeah. 

			Atticus: < coughing, snotting sounds >

			Georgia: Is that Atticus?

			Jennifer: You know the sound of his cough?

			Georgia: Sure! One time an editor effed up and left an Atticus cough in my book. I was pissed at first, but the ladies loved it. They all made it their ringtones. 

			Atticus: <finishing up his nose-blowing>

			Georgia: Attiboy, get over here! 

			Atticus: Georgia. Mwah. 

			Georgia: Mr. Barnswallow. Been too long since I’ve seen your face! 

			Atticus: And yours, Ms. Westwood. How is your baby-person-thing? Fairfax has been showing me pictures. At every opportunity. 

			Georgia: Our “baby person thing” is wonderful. His name is Maximus and he is love personified. Here. I’ll hold the phone up so you can see him in real time. 

			Jennifer: Awwww. Hello Maximus! 

			Atticus: Looks squishy.

			Jennifer: Yeah, what a chunky little monkey!

			Georgia: He’s 80th percentile for length, 90th for weight. (slipping into baby talk) And don’t get me started on the circumference of his 99th percentile little noggin!’ 

			Jennifer: A big head, like his daddy, huh?

			Georgia: Oh no. He didn’t go on a Spongebob Squarehead spiral, did he?

			Jennifer: He did.

			Georgia: (sigh)

			My husband is a loving and emotional man.

			Atticus: That baby really does have one hell of a head. Did you… get him out okay? 

			Georgia: Aw, Attiboy! Are you asking how my birth experience was? 

			Atticus: I think so? 

			Georgia: (sighing)

			It was orgasmic.

			Atticus and Jennifer: Really?!

			Georgia: Really. But that’s a story for another time. Did my husband take that behind-the-scenes booth video I asked for?

			Atticus: He did indeed.

			Georgia: Fantastic. While I’m pumping tonight I’ll drop it in Barnyard Bitches, Fairfax’s Foxes and Georgia’s Peaches to promote book 3. 

			Jennifer: Wait. Neil has a group too?

			Atticus: Try to keep up, Niffer. 

			Jennifer: Sorry. I don’t do social media. I mean I’m on it, but I don’t really do it. 

			Atticus: You’re one of “those.”

			Jennifer: Excuse me. But up until your “face reveal” a few months ago...

			Atticus: My unveiling, yes…

			Jennifer: …you were “one of those” too. 

			Georgia: But those days are over. He’s no longer the elusive Narwhal who can’t be found. He’s every damn place I look! He’s like the beta fish on every preschooler’s nightstand. The goldfish in every plastic baggy at the county fair. The tuna in the can in every cook’s cupboard. 

			Atticus: Are you saying I’m overexposed? 

			Georgia: ‘Course not! You’re… accessible. It’s a good thing.

			Jennifer: Is it though?

			Georgia: How do you mean?

			Jennifer: Apparently, women are asking him for dick pics.

			Atticus: My Bitches would never be so crass.

			Jennifer: Dude, you just said they ask you for-

			Neil: Is that my girl?! Is that my boy?! Where’s my other girl?!

			Neil jogs over to them and grabs the phone from Jennifer.

			Georgia: She’s with the sitter so I can get some words in while the baby sleeps. I’m just about to put him down. (quick beat) Oh. Sorry baby, gotta go. Explosive number two up the baby’s back. 

			Neil: And I missed it??? No! 

			Georgia: There’ll be plenty more. 

			Neil: You promise?

			Georgia: I promise.

			Neil: Oooh you make me feel like an Aerosmith song: “I Don’t Wanna Miss a Thing.”

			Georgia: You make me feel like an INXS song: “Need You Tonight.”

			Neil: Oh, “I’ll Make Love To You” - Boyz II Men.

			Georgia: “I’m a Slave 4 U”- Brittney Spears.

			Jennifer: Can I have my phone back guys? 

			Neil: Helllllllllllll yeeeeeeeeeeaaaaaaaah. I mean, just a sec. We’re wrapping up. (to Georgia) “I’m on Fire” – Bruce Springsteen.

			Georgia: “I Want Your Sex” – George Michael.

			Neil: “Me So Horny” – 2 Live Crew. 

			Georgia: “I Touch Myself” – Divinyls.

			Neil: “Closer” Nine Inch Nails.

			Georgia: “Climax” – Usher.

			Neil: Mmmm. See you in a few, G-spot.

			They hang up.

			Silence.

			Atticus: Should the baby have witnessed that?

			Neil hands Jennifer her phone.

			Neil: Here’s your phone back. 

			Jennifer: You two are something else. 

			Neil: Yeeeeaaaaah we are. 

			Jennifer: How old is Maximus again? Is Georgia even cleared to be having – 

			Neil: Oh, she’s cleared. Baby’s almost twelve weeks. We’ve been rockin’ it since week six.

			Jennifer: Wow. After I gave birth, for months I couldn’t even imagine – well, I mean there was so much trauma down there, ya know? Thankfully I have an understanding partner who – 

			Atticus: (singing)

			La-la-laaaaaah.

			Beat.

			Jennifer: Don’t be a child.

			Atticus: Sorry, Niffer. You’re like a sister to me. 

			Jennifer: Aww. Atticus!

			Atticus: So you’ll understand why I can’t hear things about your vagina-pleasure.

			Jennifer: (laughing) 

			Dude. You’ve narrated over 500 romance audiobooks. You couldn’t think of a better combination of words than “vagina pleasure”? 

			Atticus: Turns out, I’m better with a script. 

			Beat.

			Jennifer: FYI, it’s totally possible to feel brotherly toward me and still acknowledge that I’m a sexual being. I’m capable of recognizing that in you.

			Atticus: Are you?

			Jennifer: Absolutely!

			Atticus: So you’d like me to tell you about my penis adventures?

			Jennifer: (deadly serious)

			No. I would not.

			Atticus: My point is made. 

			Neil returns to the computer and dons the headphones. He tears them right off. 

			Neil: Arrrrr. Fuck these headphones. 

			He plays an audio clip through the speakers. 

			Artie: (recording)

			My time on planet Siphon was brief, but illuminating. The beings I encountered would remain in my hard-drive heart long after my system inevitably rebooted. 

			Jennifer: What’s that? 

			Neil shuts off the audio.

			Neil: Doing some freelance post work for Cameron’s publisher. They just sent me his latest to proof. 

			Atticus: That’s my cue to excrete. 

			Atticus exits toward the restroom.

			Jennifer: That man announces his restroom activity more than my toddler. And she tells us every hour on the hour. (quick beat) So. Is Cameron’s new book a Romance?

			Neil: Nah. I think Cyborgs in Heat was a bit of a one hit wonder for him. He’s back to his usual sci fi time travel stuff. 

			Jennifer: Play that recording again, would you?

			Neil presses play.

			Artie: (recording)

			This became clear as the portal shot me back to my planet, images of their innocent, puss-covered faces flooding my home screen.

			Artie: (recording)

			Would I ever see them again? Like most things in life, only time would tell.

			Jennifer: (speaking over the recording)

			Something sounds strange, doesn’t it?

			Neil: (speaking over the recording)

			Well Cameron’s a strange guy. I mean, puss- covered? <cringe sound>

			Artie: (recording)

			I knew they could no longer see me, but I couldn’t help craning my coiled neck to look back at where I’d spent the past millenia… 

			Jennifer: No, the narrator. 

			They listen a moment. 

			Artie: (recording)

			…and I waved. The wires in my wristacles and fingerbows sparked and leaked an ounce of fighter fluid. They too were crying – in the only way they knew how. 

			Jennifer: Does this narrator sound “off” to you? Who is he? What’s his name?

			Artie: (recording)

			Crying for this world they were leaving behind… 

			Neil shuts off the recording and checks his email.

			Neil: Producer email says…. “narrated by Artie Smarts.”

			Jennifer: Artie Smarts? 

			Neil: Artie Smarts.

			Jennifer: Ugh. People really need to do a better job choosing their pseudonyms.

			Neil: It’s Sci Fi though. Chances are that’s his real name. 

			Jennifer: Come on. No self-respecting parent would name their child “Artie Smarts.”

			Neil: Oh hey, you still game to get Ramen Noodle and Booger together tomorrow for a park playdate?

			Jennifer: Totally. Looks like it might rain though. 

			Neil: No prob. We can host. Do an early dinner. Pop a movie on for the kids.

			Jennifer: Sounds great. (quick beat) Play a little more of that would you?

			Artie: (recording)

			I had resisted the Siphoners’ hold on me, but as they say, “resistance is fyoo-till-ay.” 

			Jennifer: Fyoo-till-ay?

			Neil: Futile. He means futile.

			Artie: (recording)

			Their slimy lime-bees wrapped around me… 

			Jennifer: Lime-bees?

			Neil: Limbs. He means limbs. (quick beat) Oh shit.

			Artie: (recording)

			Their salt-encrusted claws dug into me…

			Jennifer: Are you thinking what I’m thinking?

			Artie: (recording)

			And I would never, ever be the same.  

			Neil shuts off the recording.

			The sound of a toilet flush. 

			Neil: That’s either a bad narrator… 

			Jennifer and Neil: …or the best AI I’ve ever heard. 

			Atticus has returned.

			Atticus: An artificial intelligence narrating Cameron’s book? No. Vera would never allow it. 

			Jennifer: Did you wash your hands?

			Atticus: Why do you consistently ask me that?

			Jennifer: Because your timing between flush and reappearance is consistently suspicious.

			Atticus: (quick beat) Vera lives for audiobook performances. She worships narrators. She would never stand by while her husband massacres the artform with “performing” machines.

			Jennifer: I know you’re new to the relationship game, bud, but it’s actually pretty hard to control one’s partner. Especially when it comes to their creative work. Believe me, if I had any control in my relationship, I wouldn’t be narrating “Never Say Nether” by Andrea Hoffman next week.

			Neil: Ugh. Not good?

			Jennifer: I haven’t read the latest draft, but the first one was <cringe sound>

			Neil: Sorry.

			Atticus: Who’s Andrea Hoffman?

			Jennifer: …my wife?

			Atticus: Oh. I always call her awn-DRAY-uh.

			Jennifer: Yeah, she hates that.

			Atticus: Hm. (quick beat) How is ANNN-dreee-uhhhh doing? 

			Jennifer: (surprised)

			She’s great. Thanks for asking, Atticus!

			Atticus: It’s come to my attention that I could be more curious about others, and that asking people questions about themselves makes them feel good.

			Jennifer: I think that’s excellent advice. Yeah, so, Andrea’s started working part time at the lab again after a long break. It’s been good for her, and us, I think. She wasn’t sure she wanted to go back to the same –

			Atticus: Anyway…

			Jennifer: Oh. Guess we’re done. 

			Atticus: …rest assured, Cameron’s narrator is not AI. Vera would never allow it. 

			Neil: Why don’t we check with the source? 

			Jennifer: Yeah. Give her a call, Attiboy.

			Beat.

			Atticus: Call Vera?

			Jennifer: Yeah.

			Atticus: Sure. (quick beat) Call her. (quick beat) I’ll just… call her.

			Neil: …there a problem, pal?

			Atticus: ‘Course not. I’m not a person who has problems. 

			Atticus puts his phone on speaker and makes the call. We hear it ringing.

			Jennifer: (speaking over the ringing)

			You know, now that I’m thinking about it… where has Vera been? She hasn’t sat in on a single session this whole series. 

			Neil: Huh. You’re right.

			Jennifer: I mean, she was the one pushing for Atticus to get more “Mmm-mmm romances.” You’d think she’d be all about it. 

			Vera’s voicemail picks up. 

			Vera: (message)

			Hello Writers, Narrators and Producers! You have reached the newly launched Veracity PR and Marketing Services. Leave us a message and we’ll get back to you as soon as possible. 

			Jennifer: “Veracity.” I like it. 

			Vera: (message continues)

			Unless this is Atticus Barnswallow. If this is Atticus Barnswallow? I’m no longer speaking to you.

			Atticus ends the call.

			Atticus: That’s right. Vera’s no longer speaking to me. 

			Neil: Since when?

			Atticus: Hard to say. 

			Beat. 

			Jennifer: Dude. You did start paying her for all the work she does for you. (quick beat) Didn’t you?

			Atticus: I did not. 

			Neil: Buddy, no! 

			Jennifer: Atticus!

			Atticus: We had a barter situation! She offered her help with… everything. And I offered…

			Jennifer: What. What did you offer? 

			Atticus: …access to me?

			Jennifer: Ew. (quick beat) I have constant access to you sir, and it’s not always the gift you think it is. Neil, did you know Vera started an official business?

			Neil: I didn’t, no. 

			Jennifer: (quick beat) Well, I say good for her. 

			The door buzzes. 

			Atticus: That’ll be my boo. And my poo.

			Jennifer: …

			Atticus: Apologies. I shouldn’t abbreviate. My boo and my cock and poo are arrived.

			Jennifer: …

			Neil: He means his “boo” and their new cockapoo are here.

			Neil presses the intercom. 

			Neil: Hello?

			Sounds of dog barking come through the speaker.

			Frankie: (through the intercom)

			It’s Frankieeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

			Neil: (matching her energy)

			Hiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii Frankiiiiiiiieeeeeee. 

			He buzzes her in. 

			Neil: (to Atticus) 

			So yeah, for the record buddy, it’s actually cock-a-poo, not cock and poo. 

			Atticus: (suddenly intense)

			My cock. My poo. Not sure what either has to do with you.

			Jennifer: Whoa.

			Neil: What’s with the angry poetry, pal?

			Atticus: You sounded awfully friendly with my girlfriend just now, homie.

			Neil: Huh?

			Atticus: Also. I don’t remember mentioning that she and Hagar would be picking me up. 

			Jennifer: Tell me you didn’t name your dog Hagar. 

			Atticus: Oh we named her Hagar. We named her Hagar so hard.

			Neil: Nice! That’s a… a nice choice. Hagar as in Sammy? 

			Atticus: Hagar as in Ishmael’s mother in the Bible. 

			Jennifer: She’s a rescue pet, right?

			Atticus: Of course. (to Neil) Well?

			Neil: Well what?

			Atticus: How did you know Frankie was meeting me here? 

			Neil: (flustered)

			I don’t – I don’t know. I – I thought you mentioned it.

			Atticus: I did not. 

			Neil: Then… <sighs> I don’t know, man. 

			Atticus: Interesting. 

			Silence.

			Neil: Alright, I can’t do this anymore. Atticus, there’s something I have to tell you –

			The door flies open.

			Frankie: WATCH OUT! COCKAPOO COMIN AT YOU!!!!

			Sounds of the dog barking, scuttling across the floor.

			The dog leaps into Atticus’ arms. 

			Atticus: (total sweetness)

			Oof! Hewo puppy wuppy puddin and pie! Awwwww yesyesyes! Papa wuvs you too you wiggly piggly poo! 

			Frankie: (to Neil and Jennifer)

			The second she picked up his scent she went bananas! Definitely a daddy’s girl. 

			Atticus: (uber flirty)

			I know someone else who’s a daddy’s girl. 

			Frankie: I thought we weren’t going to do the “daddy” thing, sweetie.

			Atticus: Oh no? Grumpy Co-worker?

			Frankie: No thank you.

			Atticus: Smooth-Talking Cowboy? Childhood Best Friend? Gruff Miltary Hero? Hot Farmer? Billionaire Boss? Alpha A-hole? I can do it all, baby. Just take your pick. 

			Frankie: All I need is you. (quick beat) Just you, Linus Dort.

			Jennifer: (under her breath)

			I’ll never get used to hearing her call him that.

			Atticus: Francesca Barbera, I’d move mountains for youuuuuuuuu.

			Atticus launches into a deep, graphic kiss. 

			Atticus: < expressive, excessive kissing sounds > 

			Jennifer: Geezuz.

			The kiss finally ends. 

			Frankie: Wow. 

			Atticus: I know.

			Frankie: Your tongue was really involved in that. 

			Atticus: You like?

			Beat.

			Frankie: I love. 

			Atticus: Hold onto your hair scrunchie, boo, because here comes round two. 

			Atticus and Frankie: < excessive, expressive kissing sounds >

			Neil: (over the kissing sounds)

			Hey guys? (quick beat) Guys? (quick beat) GUYS!

			The kiss ends. 

			Atticus: (dazed with love)

			Huh? Wha?

			Neil: I need to lock up. 

			Jennifer: Thought you had to edit.

			Neil: Change of plans.

			Frankie: Oh! Apologies! I’m Frankie by the way. Neil, was it? Let’s shake hands, Neil, since this is the absolute first time we’re meeting each other, ever, in our entire lives.

			Jennifer: (under her breath)

			What?

			Neil: Um. Okay. Yeah! Nice to uh – nice to meet you Frankie!

			Frankie and Neil shake hands. 

			Atticus: You’ve met at least five times.

			Frankie: Really? Hm. (quick beat) Guess I only have eyes for you, boo.

			Beat.

			Atticus: Alright then. ‘Til next time, friends. 

			Frankie: Hagar, come. 

			Dog sounds. 

			They exit. 

			Silence. 

			Jennifer: What was that?

			Neil: I know, right? Those two are some noisy kissers. 

			The sound of the computer shutting down.

			Neil slips something into his pocket.

			Jennifer: Whoa!

			Neil: What?

			Jennifer: What did you just slip into your pocket? 

			Neil: Nothing.

			Jennifer: Did Frankie slip something into your hand!?

			Neil: No!

			Jennifer: Yes she did! Lemme see! 

			Jennifer dives her hand into his pocket.

			Neil: < Ticklish whoop sound!> <Ticklish whoop sound!> Jennifer! Get your hand outta my – <Ticklish whoop sound!>

			Jennifer: Got it!

			The sound of paper uncrumpling.

			Neil: Niffer, no! It’s not what you – 

			Jennifer: (reading the note)

			“Meet me tonight. 9pm. Our place.” (quick beat) You and Frankie have a place? 

			Neil: Ok. I’ll admit… that sounds bad.

			Jennifer: Sure does!

			Neil: But it’s not what you think. 

			Beat.

			Jennifer: Then start talking. 
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			Scene Two

			In the Coffee Shop

			Vera is lost in a daydream. 

			A memory.

			Cameron: Anyone sitting here?

			Vera: Next to me? No. No. Nobody so far.

			Cameron: May I then?

			Vera: Sure. Go… right ahead.

			He pulls out a chair and sits.

			Cameron: Hi. I’m Cameron.

			Vera: Vera. Hi.

			They shake hands.

			Cameron: Faith or truth.

			Vera: (confused)

			…I’m sorry?

			Cameron: The name Vera. It’s Slavic. Means “Faith or truth.” I was considering that name for my current work-in-progress so I looked it up recently. I always like to know the etymology of whatever character name I choose.

			Vera: Does it really mean that? Faith or truth?

			Cameron: It does. 

			Vera: How did I never – (quick beat) You know, I always got made fun of as a kid for having “an old lady name.” I wish I’d known the “faith and truth” thing and told them that, instead of admitting the Tolkein thing.

			Cameron: (jizz-in-his-pants-level-excitement)

			The Tolkein thing???!

			Vera: Wow. You sound really excited.

			Cameron: I fucking love Tolkein! 

			Vera: Okay. Well, my mom was a huge Tolkein fan too. Named me after – 

			Cameron: (realizing)

			Vera Chapman, founder of the first Tolkein Society! I’m a member! Eca, a mitta lambetya cendelesse orcova!

			Vera: Sorry, I don’t know what you’re – 

			Cameron: I said “Go French kiss an orc.” It was the insult of the week in today’s member email. I apologize for being crass. My Elvish is limited, but I’m working on it.

			Vera: (teasing)

			Well. As long as you’re working on it.

			Cameron: I am.

			Vera: So. You’re a writer?

			Cameron: Aren’t we all? In this room I mean?

			Vera: I’m not.

			Cameron: Oh shit. Am I in the right room? This is “The Writer’s Toolbox,” isn’t it?

			Vera: You’re in the right room. We’re just early.

			Cameron: Well, “Early is on-time…”

			Vera: “On-time is late…”

			Cameron and Vera: “And late is unacceptable.”

			Beat.

			Cameron: Exactly. (quick beat) So what do you mean you’re not a writer?

			Vera: I’m just not. I mean, I guess I write. I just don’t think I can use the word writer to apply to myself. 

			Cameron: Oh no. Don’t do that to yourself. Listen, I’ll tell you what someone once told to me: no one is going to magically show up and knight you as a writer. That’s a title you must give to yourself. You must dare to call yourself Dame Vera, just as I dared to call myself Sir Cameron. 

			Vera: Do you really call yourself Sir Cameron?

			Cameron: Mostly in my own head. It helps sometimes. (quick beat) So. Tell me about the writing you do. 

			Vera: Ugh. Alright. Dame Vera…

			Cameron: Excellent… 

			Vera: …basically takes down these… I guess you’d call them… observational little ditties? 

			Cameron: You take down titties?!

			Vera: No! Little ditties. Duh-duh-duh ditties.

			Cameron: Ah! Duh-duh-duh ditties! Not tuh-tuh-tuh titties!

			Vera: Right. But hey, maybe I should write some observational ditties about my little titties. (remembering) When I was a teenager, a bunch of my friends and I got T-shirts made that said “Official member of the Itty Bitty Tittie Committee.” (quick beat) Shit. Why the hell did I just tell you that?

			Cameron: (charmed by her)

			It’s in your name. You speak your truth. An excellent trait for a writer. Most would say a prerequisite in fact. 

			Vera: Thank you?

			Cameron: Not that I think your titties are bitty! – And not that I’ve looked! – Damnit I looked just now! – I’m sorry, Vera! Bugger! Piss! Shit! I looked again! Arrrrgg! Someone please remove me from the premises I am harassing the hell out of this woman, and I need to be stopped! 

			Vera: (laughing)

			Shhhh. It’s okay. (quick beat) I write for fun. To capture details. Make sense of the world I see around me I guess.

			Beat.

			Cameron: That’s what it’s all about though isn’t it? Or what it should be all about? (quick beat) I wish I could get back to the fun of it all. My current manuscript is a manky gormless git, so.

			Vera: …

			Cameron: That’s Brit for “it’s not going well.” That’s why I’m here. I’m not usually one for workshops and classes, but I’m hoping some inspiration seeps in here and moves things along. A creative enema if you will, breaking down the writer’s blockage in the bowels of my brain, bursting the words onto the toilet bowl page of my manuscript, leaving a quivering, shivering mess that my editor and I – after concentrated wiping and copious flushing – will somehow craft into a precious, shiny turd worthy of the masses.

			Beat.

			Vera: (laughing)

			Wow. That was gross.

			Cameron: (laughing)

			It was, wasn’t it?

			Vera: But it certainly doesn’t sound like you’re having a problem finding your words.

			Cameron: Well, it’s always a journey to finding the right words, isn’t it.  

			Vera: Hm.

			Cameron: What?

			Vera: Maybe it’s because I’m not a “serious” writer like you, but I guess I never worry about what are the “right” words. If they come from your gut, if they are what you absolutely know to be true, can they be “wrong?”

			Cameron: … 

			Vera: You know what I do any time I feel confused or disconnected? I go to my notebook, and I ask myself “What would I miss about this world if I were no longer a part of it?” And then I get as specific as I can with my responses. Training myself to never forget the details. So it becomes not just “my baby niece’s laugh,” but “that adorable squeaky inhale Evie takes between little kid cackles when she can’t control her breathing because she’s squealing and smiling so much.” And not just “the smell of the rain,” but “that Tuesday afternoon during sixth grade summer camp when I sat outside my cabin with Danny Wittenberg right after a down pour, and I almost passed out when his pinky brushed mine, so I took deep breaths to calm my pounding heart and my nostrils filled with the scent of warm rain and Danny’s Head and Shoulders shampoo.” When I ask myself that question – “what would I miss?” – the answers usually come super-fast and give me plenty to talk about on the page. And ya know, that’s when I know I’m really tapped into something, when it feels like I’m talking to something. To someone. Maybe it’s myself. Maybe it’s no one. Maybe it’s everyone. I don’t know. And I don’t know if what comes out is “good,” but it feels like me. And it feels necessary. The words just come out through my pen instead of my mouth. And I’m not sure why, but when they come out of my pen it’s like they’ve been carved out of some deeper place that my mouth can’t always reach, a place I wasn’t even fully aware existed, so they surprise me and delight me, like there’s this other person who lives inside me – she is also me – but she only knows how to tell the truth. She doesn’t care what that other me, or the others that live outside of me think. I mean, she cares, but… she doesn’t worry about it. Because she’s just existing. She’s observing. Remembering. Being. When I’m synced up with that space inside myself, I feel… flow. I feel steady. I feel free. 

			Silence.

			Cameron: Dame Vera. My goodness.

			Vera: (laughing)

			Stop.

			Cameron: No. That was beautiful. 

			Vera: (quick beat) Thanks.

			Cameron: I came to this class looking for an inspiration. 

			Beat.

			Looks like I found her. 

			Sounds shift and we’re back in the coffee shop, in the present. 

			The sounds of Cameron typing. 

			Cameron: Sweetheart, how are reservations looking for tomorrow morning’s event?

			Vera doesn’t answer. He keeps typing. 

			Cameron: Sweetheart.

			She still doesn’t answer. He keeps typing. 

			Cameron: Sweetheart. 

			He finally stops typing.

			Cameron: Sweetheart. Sweetheart. Sweetheart. Sweetheart. Sweetheart. Sweetheart –

			Vera: (snapping out of it)

			What? Sweetheart. Yes. What. 

			Cameron: I asked how things are coming with our reservations for tomorrow.

			Vera: Oh. We’re uh – we’re sold out.

			Cameron: Sold out! We’re sold out? That’s brilliant!

			Vera is silent.

			Cameron: Isn’t it? 

			Vera: Of course, yes. Brilliant! The Producer’s Monthly article that came out this morning and mentioned Siphoning the Sun – it gave us quite a boost.

			Cameron: I officially have the best Public Relations manager known to man. 

			They kiss. 

			Vera: Aw shucks.

			Cameron: Could I interest you in some “public relations” of our own to celebrate?

			Vera: (playful)

			Cameron!

			Cameron: What? I’m excited! Think we can stumble into the broom closet back there and –?

			Vera: (laughing)

			No! We can’t!

			Cameron: Alright. (quick beat) Well, seriously. I’m proud of you. With PR, it seems you’ve finally found your calling. You’ve even helped me find mine.

			Vera: Cameron, you’ve always known your calling.

			Cameron: Psssh. I don’t know about that. At one point I thought I was going to write the great American novel, but, written by a British transplant living in Brooklyn of course.

			Vera: You’ve written plenty of great novels!

			Cameron: In genre fiction though.

			Vera: (sighs)

			Not this again. 

			Cameron: It’s fine, it’s fine. I’ve made my peace with the kind of writing readers want from me. I’m a lucky man to have the success that I do. Doesn’t change the fact that I wanted to be Ernest Hemingway! 

			Vera: I thought you wanted to be Tolkein.

			Cameron: I think I wanted to write like Tolkein. But I wanted to be Hemingway. When he came on the scene, he was… uncategorizable. He became the category itself.

			Vera: Hemingway suffered terribly throughout his life. He saw war firsthand, nearly died in two successive plane crashes that left him severely injured and riddled with pain. Lonely and bedridden, he sought to dull the pain with drinking. When he couldn’t take it anymore, he ultimately shot himself with the “double-barreled shotgun that he had used so often it might have been a friend.”

			Cameron: …

			Vera: I listened to his biography recently. 

			Cameron: Ah. (quick beat) Sure sure, but all of that aside…. his impact! His impact on the literary world was all worth it. Surely you agree!

			Vera: I don’t know that I do. We’re meant to enjoy our lives, aren’t we?

			Cameron: Says who?

			Vera: Says - says… Gosh, I dunno who says that. (quick beat) Remember when you used to call me Dame Vera?

			Cameron: Pardon me a moment, you just gave me a great idea for a demon diatribe in Chapter Ten.

			Vera: There are demons in Book Two? 

			Cameron: (while typing)

			Yes, in Book Two, Spurlock accidentally portals himself to the depths of hell, where he encounters the Devil - in robot form of course. 

			Vera: Of course…

			Cameron: (still typing)

			The Devil is surrounded by bionic demons who try luring Spurlock to the dark side, but, after reflecting on the life of abundance he has with his family and friends back on planet Morfee – spoiler alert – he chooses the light. Why the hell did I say “spoiler alert.” I hate when people say “spoiler alert.” And… done.

			He finishes typing the diatribe. 

			Vera: Sounds emotional.

			Cameron: Oh it is!

			Beat.

			Vera: Do you think Artie can narrate something like that?

			Cameron: Of course! Why wouldn’t he?

			Vera: I just want to be sure your writing gets its due. And… you mentioned that the character “reflects” on the life he has with family and friends. Can Artie… reflect? I mean, I don’t pretend to understand the technology at play here, but he doesn’t even know what it feels like to have family and friends. He doesn’t really know how to feel at all. Right?

			Cameron: I suppose that’s right…

			Vera: Don’t get me wrong, the last thing I want is for a robot to start having feelings or a mind of its own, I mean that’s my own personal nightmare right there! Hahaha! But I’ve watched the way he “works” during all of your recording sessions and… he’s not really acting, right? Because he can’t. In order to act you need to feel. And he can’t, right? 

			Cameron: Hard to say. if you ask me, he certainly has preferences.

			Vera: Like what?

			Cameron: Like you, for example.

			Vera: How do you mean?

			Cameron: Well, during those sessions, did you ever notice how he always gravitated towards you afterwards? Almost like he looked to you for… guidance? Encouragement? 

			Vera: Shut up! That’s terrifying! (quick beat) You’re kidding right?

			Cameron: I think so?

			Vera: Cameron tell me you’re kidding!

			Cameron: Yes, of course. I’m kidding. I don’t – Well, I mean – I’m not sure if – (long sigh) Here’s what I do know. For the first time in my life, I feel like I’m on the cutting edge of something special in the literary world. People are paying attention on a whole other level. And it’s all thanks to you.

			The door jingles and Atticus and Frankie enter. 

			Atticus: Ah. We meet again.

			Cameron: Why does this man always sound like he’s in a western? 

			Atticus: Why does this man always look like he’s swallowed a pigeon?

			Vera: Atticus! Frankie! Hi! (under her breath) Wait. I sounded excited to see him. I am not excited to see him. 

			Cameron: I believe the saying is swallow a canary.

			Atticus: Oh I don’t know, Cameron. Canaries sing like tiny yellow bird angels. Pigeons are feral rats with wings. I think we can all agree: my statement stands.

			Frankie: Sweetie, I don’t love what you just said about pigeons. 

			Atticus: Oh no?

			Frankie: Pigeons are terribly maligned and misunderstood. (to Cameron and Vera) I’m volunteer with The Wild Bird Fund. (quick beat) I’m sorry boo, I don’t mean to be a nag. 

			Atticus: Never a nag. You, my dove, are the reason my heart has wings. 

			Cameron: <barf sound>

			Vera: (hissing)

			Cameron, stop. 

			Frankie: It’s ok, VC Andrews! I know Linus and I are super shmoopy.

			Vera: …VC Andrews?

			Frankie: Ha! Inside book joke I have with myself. Confession: Every time I see you guys, I call you VC Andrews in my head. Vera and Cameron? VC? I mean, Flowers in the Attic, am I right? Talk about a book I shouldn’t have been reading at thirteen-years-old! (realizing) Come to think of it, that might have been the kickoff to me living and breathing the stepbrother trope. I lovvvvvvve the stepbrother trope. But, of course, Cathy and Chris skipped the step step, now didn’t they? Wink wink, nudge nudge. (quick beat) No one? No one’s read FITA and wants to talk about it? (quick beat) Eh, that’s okay. Anyway, Vera and Cameron, it’s great to see you both! It’s been too long!

			Atticus: (staring Vera down)

			Way too long, yes. 

			Frankie: Oh! Looks like our Tuna Ni-coy-zees are ready. I’ll grab them to-go and we’ll eat in the park with Hagar?

			Atticus: Sounds perfect, love.

			Frankie heads to the pickup counter. 

			It’s silent a moment.

			Atticus: So.

			Vera: So.

			Atticus: You’ve been haunting me. 

			Vera: …you mean I’ve been ghosting you.

			Atticus: Whatever. You’re not taking my calls.

			Vera: Been busy. 

			Atticus: So I’ve heard. 

			Vera: Yeah. You’re looking at the Founder and CEO of Veracity PR & Marketing Services.

			Atticus: Like I said, I’ve heard.

			Vera: Oh. I just – I wasn’t sure you knew all the impressive details. 

			Atticus: Congrats on the new endeavor, Vera.

			Vera: Thank you.

			Atticus: I wish you luck with it. 

			Vera: Thank you.

			Atticus: You deserve the best.

			Vera: Thank you.

			Cameron: Why do I feel like my wife is having an awkward run-in with an ex-lover? 

			Atticus: Your husband however… 

			Cameron: Her husband what?

			Atticus: I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Vera, but I think you deserve to know the gaffigans your husband has been up to behind your back. 

			Cameron: The… “gaffigans?”

			Vera: He means shenanigans.

			Cameron: How did you know that?

			Vera: I speak “Atticus.”

			Atticus: (quick beat) So, what’s a gaffigan?

			Vera: Well, Jim Gaffigan is a well-known comedian… 

			Atticus: Ah yes. You showed me clips from his special. Told me he works with blue balls. 

			Cameron: What?

			Vera: (to Atticus)

			You mean he’s known for not “working blue,” as in, his jokes are generally family-friendly.

			Atticus: I miss you.

			Vera: (stunned)

			What? 

			Atticus: I do. I miss you.

			Vera: I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever – 

			Atticus: Most people assume I don’t understand jokes. 

			Vera: Oh that’s not – 

			Atticus: No it’s true, I’m not a man who understands jokes. So most people don’t even try to share them with me. But you. You texted me comedy clips. You forwarded me delightful dumb-ass mee-mees…

			Vera: Memes. 

			Atticus: You prepped my books for me and circled the words you knew would cause me constipation.

			Vera: Consternation. 

			Atticus: In short, you’ve been good to me. And I haven’t always gesticulated. 

			Vera: Reciprocated. 

			Atticus: Right. (quick beat) So it pains me now to show you this. 

			Atticus hands his phone over to Vera.

			Cameron: What is that?

			Vera: It’s the Producer’s Monthly article. 

			Cameron: (impressed)

			Atticus! I wasn’t aware you read news articles!

			Atticus: (doing a Cameron impression)

			Cameron! I wasn’t aware you were in bed with the enemy!

			Cameron: Dear God, was that your attempt at a British accent? 

			Atticus: “Hiring” a robot to narrate your book? I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I expected better from you.

			Cameron: <clearing his throat> Atticus? I’m going to level with you. 

			Atticus: Bracing myself…

			Cameron: Admittedly we’ve come a long way in our… tolerance of one another. And I respect the work you and your fellow narrators do.

			Atticus: Do you?

			Cameron: I certainly do. But I will not be made to feel guilty about this. This was the right move! Having an actual artificial intelligence narrate a book about artificial intelligence? Come on! It’s brilliant!

			Atticus: Someone has quite the low bar for brilliance.

			Cameron: Are you talking about yourself again? 

			Vera: Cameron, please. 

			Cameron: And for the record, the only person I am “in bed with” is my wife, the woman who has worked tirelessly for you for the past year for absolutely no pay.

			Atticus: And now she’s doing the same for you?

			Cameron: No. Of course not – I’m – I don’t know what you’re –

			Atticus: So you are paying her?

			Cameron: Well, no, but – 

			Atticus: I see.

			Cameron: We’re married, you imbecile!

			Vera: Cameron, don’t be rude.

			Atticus: Which makes your deceit all the more duplicitous. 

			Cameron: Ho ho ho! “Duplicitous!” Finally! He juggles a four-syllable word without a translator!

			Atticus: Yes, I occasionally get one right. 

			Cameron: Bonus points if you know what it means!

			Atticus: I’m a narrator, not a definitioner.

			Cameron does a quick search on his laptop.

			Cameron: Don’t worry, chap, I’ll look it up for you. 

			Vera: Please don’t do the Meriam Webster thing.

			Cameron: Meriam Webster says… Duplicitous. Adjective. “Deceptive in words or action.” (quick beat) I assure you, I haven’t deceived a soul. 

			Atticus: Except for withholding information from the woman who is now your wife and your publicist.

			Cameron: (to Vera)

			Are you going to tell him or am I?

			Atticus: Tell me what?

			Vera: Guys, stop talking around me like I’m not here.

			Atticus: Then, speak. Please! 

			Vera: I don’t know what I’m supposed to – 

			Atticus: Because I’m dying to know what you think of this man’s deception! 

			Cameron: IT WAS HER IDEA!

			Silence.

			Atticus: What?

			Cameron: It was her idea to cast the AI.

			Beat.

			Atticus: Vera?

			Beat.

			Cameron: Vera, tell him.

			Beat.

			Vera: Atticus, I’m – I knew this was going to be – (quick beat) I’m sorry. (quick beat) No. You know what? I’m not sorry. What would you have me do? Not support my husband?

			Atticus: In this case? Yes!

			Vera: For an entire year, I followed you around like a puppy, doing all your bidding for –

			Atticus: It was a barter situation!

			Vera: What exactly were we bartering?

			Atticus: Hm?

			Vera: Bartering implies that I got something from the arrangement.

			Atticus: I’m not sure what – 

			Cameron pulls up the definition on his laptop.

			Cameron: (reading from screen)

			Meriam says… Barter. Intransitive verb – 

			Vera: Cameron, why don’t you go fuck Meriam Webster if she turns you on so much!!!

			Beat.

			Cameron: Sweetheart…

			Vera: I’m sorry. I’m having a lot of feelings right now and – No, I’m not sorry! WHY DO I KEEP SAYING SORRY TO YOU PEOPLE?

			Cameron: “You people?” Are you lumping him and me into the same “people category?”

			Vera: (snarky)

			Of course not, Cameron. You’re uncategorizable, remember? 

			Cameron: …

			Atticus: Vera. I apologize for my many oversights over the past year. I took advantage of your assistance and I should have made an effort to – 

			Vera: No. I don’t need an apology. I am a big girl. “How people treat you is their karma; how you react is yours.” – Wayne Dyer.

			Atticus: Okay…

			Vera: And maybe I should have told you about the casting choice for Cameron’s book. But frankly, I didn’t want to. 

			Atticus: Why?

			Vera: Because I knew it was going to be a thing! And frankly… I wasn’t in the mood for a thing! 

			Cameron: You said frankly twice in the same – 

			Vera: Shut up Cameron!

			Beat.

			Atticus: You weren’t “in the mood.”

			Vera: That’s right. I wasn’t in the mood.

			Atticus: Understood. (quick beat) You know what I’m not in the mood for, Vera? I’m not in the mood to see my industry destroyed. I’m not in the mood to see human beings replaced. I’m not particularly in the mood to see the ancient art of storytelling shat on by outsiders like you and your – 

			Vera: TAKE A LISTEN TO THE BOOK, YOU POMPOUS JERK! HE IS JUST AS GOOD IF NOT BETTER THAN YOU! 

			Silence.

			Atticus: And her words sliced him directly in the heart.

			Cameron: Your drama knows no bounds. 

			Atticus: Your arrogance is infinite.

			Cameron: This from the man who once compared himself to The Risen Lord in an Audiofile Magazine spotlight. 

			Frankie returns. 

			Frankie: Is that true, Atticus? You compared yourself to Christ? Here’s your salad, love. 

			Atticus: Only His miracles. Not His everyday excellence. (quick beat) Thank you, love. Let’s go have a nice afternoon with Hagar. I have nothing more to say to these people.

			They start to leave. 

			Vera: There’s an event tomorrow! 

			Cameron: (hisses)

			What are you doing?

			Atticus takes a few steps back.

			Vera: I’m – I shouldn’t have said – Just – (she sighs) There’s an event tomorrow.

			Atticus: What kind of event?

			Vera: About our project. Here’s a flyer. (quick beat) Rather than assuming the worst of us, maybe you’ll come and hear us out. I think you’ll see what an opportunity this could be. For all of us. 

			Atticus takes the flyer and skims it.

			Atticus: I’ll be there. To fight for my industry. Because this will not stand. 

			Cameron: (to Vera)

			You just told me the event is sold out.

			Vera: It’s standing room only, Atticus.

			Atticus: I REPEAT: THIS WILL NOT STAND!!

			Vera: No. I meant there are literally no seats left. 

			Atticus: Then let me rephrase: I WILL STAND. BUT THIS? THIS WILL NOT STAND.
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			Scene Three

			Outside a Bar in Brooklyn 

			Later that night. 

			Jennifer is on the phone peeking into a bar window. 

			Jennifer: (conspiratorial)

			Ok, I’m peeking through the window of the bar and… I see them! They’re in there! Oh my God, they’re in there!

			Andrea: (through the phone)

			Well, yeah. Neil told you they’d be in there. And he told you why they’d be in there. 

			Jennifer: I think we both know that’s a load of BS. 

			Andrea: You know, I really wish you wouldn’t run at night. 

			Jennifer: Nighttime runs clear my head. Don’t worry. I stayed on the lit path through the park. And I gripped my mace the entire time. I’m fine.

			Andrea: (sighs)

			So what’s your theory? You really think that Neil, a man who adores his wife and family, is having an affair? Didn’t you say he and Georgia practically had phone sex right in front of you this afternoon? Also, when are we going to seriously discuss the possibility of baby number two?

			Jennifer: Whoa. That’s your segue?

			Andrea: You know I don’t segue. I’m not a segue-er.

			Jennifer: Clearly. (quick beat) Well, stranger things have happened. And listen, you and I both know having a new baby in the house can strain relations. 

			Andrea: Are you talking about Neil’s situation or ours?

			Jennifer: Both. Neither. I don’t know. (quick beat) Holy crap, she has her hand on his forearm. Why does she have her hand on his forearm?

			Beat.

			Andrea: Hm. Yeah, you’re right about the strain a new baby can create. Guess that explains the affair I had after Ramen Noodle was born.

			Jennifer: (preoccupied with what’s happening inside the bar)

			Totally.

			Andrea: Hey did I mention that I’m thinking of running for president?

			Jennifer: Oh really?

			Andrea: Also, I murdered someone at work today.

			Jennifer: Cool cool.

			Andrea: You’re not listening to me. 

			Jennifer: Sure I am! I’m a great listener! I’m the person everyone tells their business to. 

			Andrea: What did I just say then?

			Beat.

			Jennifer: …something about work. 

			Andrea: Ugh.

			Jennifer: I’m sorry. Tell me about work. I haven’t been asking you enough about work since you’ve been back. 

			Andrea: Uhhhh… it’s the same, but different. My role is basically the same as it always was, but the company itself has expanded a ton – There’s all sorts of – (quick beat) Okay, I can tell you’re not listening by the way you’re breathing. 

			Jennifer: They just look so cozy in there! But also like they’re fighting? Why would they be cozy-fighting unless they’re also – 

			Andrea: Go! Now. Get in there.

			Jennifer: You sure?

			Andrea: Yes. I need this “investigation” of yours to be over. 

			Jennifer: Thanks baby. I’m sorry. I love you.

			Andrea: I love you too.

			Jennifer: Be home soon. I’ll bring you back some Ben & Jerry’s Boom Chocolatta from the bodega and we’ll talk about all the things, okay? 

			Andrea: Sounds good. 

			Jennifer: You working on your rewrites?

			Andrea: Yup. Almost done. I think.

			Jennifer: You sure we’re going to be ready to start recording Monday? Because I do need to read and prep. That’ll take me at least a day. 

			Andrea: Yesyesyes. My editor just had a few last-minute suggestions I’m trying to implement. I’ll finish tomorrow, then you’ll have all day Sunday to read and prep, I promise. I just – (quick beat) I really want you to love it. 

			Jennifer: (voice pitching up)

			I’m sure I will. 

			Andrea: You didn’t love the first draft. 

			Jennifer: (voice pitching higher)

			Not true! I… really liked the first draft!

			Andrea: Your voice gets squeaky when you’re trying to spare my feelings.

			Jennifer: (voice getting even higher)

			No it doesn’t!

			Andrea: <laughing> Okay. (quick beat) Text when you start your run back, K?

			Jennifer: I will.

			Jennifer goes to hang up.

			Andrea: Before we hang up!

			Jennifer: …yes?

			Andrea: I feel like I should give you a head’s up. Remember what I said a few months ago? About how the writing was going in “an interesting direction?”

			Jennifer: …yes?

			Andrea: Well the past two drafts have taken it in a really different direction. Reeeeeeally different. Arhhh, I’ve been trying to keep it to myself as a sort of surprise for you, but now that we’re getting so close to recording it, I’m feeling all sorts of nervous about it but I’m just really proud of it and I really hope you love it too! OkI’llstopramblingnowloveyoubye. 

			She hangs up. 

			Jennifer: (to herself)

			<sighs> I hope so too. (quick beat) Okay. Here goes nothing.

			She enters the bar. We hear bar sounds and music. 

			She gets close enough to hear Frankie and Neil, but they don’t see her. 

			Neil: What the hell was all that “nice-to-meet-you-this-is-the-first-time-we’ve-ever-met” stuff at the studio today?

			Frankie: I don’t know! I’m sorry! I’m really bad at this!

			Neil: I told you, if you act guilty, people will start to suspect. 

			Frankie: I assure you, he does not suspect. 

			Neil: Uh, ya sure? Because you didn’t see the look he gave me.

			Frankie: (pleased)

			I saw the look. 

			Neil: Wait a second, you liked the look?

			Frankie: Sort of. Is that wrong?

			Neil: He looked like he wanted to rip my head off!

			Frankie: I know, right?! (quick beat) Sorry. It’s just – things have been… weird between us lately. Hence the reason I started this thing with you in the first place. 

			Neil: Oh, by the way, I booked us a cabin.

			Frankie: A cabin?! Oooooooh!

			Neil: That’s what you said you wanted, right? 

			Frankie: Totally, yes!

			Neil: Cute little place in the Poconos. Next to a lake… 

			Frankie: Oooh, lake.

			Neil: There’s a fire pit…

			Frankie: Oooh, fire pit…

			Neil: Plenty of bedrooms…

			Frankie: Oooh, bedrooms.

			Jennifer: OH MY GOD YOU TWO SUCK! YOU ROYALLY SUCK!

			Neil: Whoa, Niffer! Where’d you come from? 

			Frankie: Niffer, hey! (quick beat) Shoot, can I call you Niffer too? I’m not sure if I’ve reached “cool kids” status with you guys yet.

			Jennifer: No, Frankie! No “cool kid status for you! No “Niffer” for you! 

			Frankie: (disappointed)

			Okay. I understand. (quick beat) Hey, I like your workout gear. Are those Susan Lucci leggings? 

			Jennifer: They are. From your very thoughtful boyfriend! How could you do this to Atticus? Both of you!

			Frankie: Oh shoot, do you think he’ll be mad?

			Jennifer: Uh, yeah! He’s so in love with you! He’d do anything for you! (to Neil) And you! Neil, I’m pretty sure you’re the first “homie” he’s ever had! Sure, he can be a douche canoe at times, but at his core, he’s a sweet, vulnerable guy who doesn’t trust people easily. Yet he trusts the hell out of both of you! And this is how you repay that trust? By boinking each other in a lakeside cabin by a firepit? And don’t even get me started on Georgia at home with a new baby – 

			Neil: Dude! I told you! We’re planning a surprise birthday party for Atticus.

			Jennifer: (not believing him at all)

			So why are you renting a lakeside cabin with a firepit?

			Frankie: …because we’re throwing him a surprise birthday party at a lakeside cabin with a firepit. 

			Jennifer: Oh.

			Frankie: I promise you, Neil and I have not – nor will we ever – boink.

			Beat.

			Jennifer: Shit, really?

			Neil: You sound disappointed. 

			Jennifer: No. Of course not. I just – why didn’t you ask me to help party plan? 

			Frankie: You want my honest answer?

			Jennifer: …I think so?

			Frankie: You intimidate the ever-loving shit out of me. 

			Jennifer: (touched)

			That’s so sweet! Oh my god I love that. Should we have a beer? Let’s have a beer. I want to party plan with you.

			Frankie: Oh yay!

			Neil: Women are strange.

			Frankie pushes a growler across the table.

			Frankie: Here, we got a growler of Goose Island. 

			Jennifer: Honk, honk, baby!

			Frankie: I’ll grab a glass for you from the bartender.

			Frankie heads to the bar.

			Neil: What’s gotten into you?

			Jennifer: I don’t get out much. Let me live. 

			Frankie comes back with a glass.

			Frankie: Here you go. 

			Jennifer: Thank you so much.

			Jennifer pours herself a beer.

			They sip in silence a moment.  

			Neil: So. Detective Niffer was on the prowl tonight, huh?

			Jennifer: I thought for sure you guys were trying to throw me off the scent!

			Neil: Is that the right phrase? In detective novels, is it off the scent or off the trail?

			Jennifer: How would I know? No one casts me in detective books. They only want to hear me moan.

			Frankie: Well, who can blame them? I listened to you in Brayden’s Breach last week and you really do have an excellent moan.

			Jennifer: (sincere)

			Thank you. Thanks so much. 

			Frankie: (verge of tears)

			I enjoyed hearing you have aural sex with my boyfriend.

			Jennifer: Okay.

			Silence. Except for the sound of Frankie sniffling.

			Frankie: <soft crying sounds>

			Neil: So, um. Are we done with the party planning portion of the night, or...?

			Jennifer: Neil, shh. (quick beat) Frankie. Are you guys, um – Are you not – ?

			Frankie: Linus and I are having… intimacy problems. 

			Neil: Oh snap. 

			Jennifer: (to Neil)

			You gotta retire that phrase.

			Neil: I can’t help it. It just comes out.

			Frankie: Can we talk, guys?

			Jennifer: …sure?

			Frankie: Like Really talk, though. I know you don’t know me all that well, so, a warning: once my floodgates open, I go balls deep into discussion.

			Neil: Uhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.

			Frankie: Let’s cut to the chase. I need to tell you about the first time Linus and I made love.

			Jennifer: Oh hell yes!

			Neil: That’s it. I’m out of here. 

			He gets up to go.

			Frankie: Neil, please stay? I could use a man’s perspective on this as well. 

			Neil: I’m not sure this is really our business. 

			Jennifer: Oh, lighten up, dude. 

			Neil: What about all that stuff you just said about honoring Atticus’ trust and – 

			Jennifer: Fuck that. Give us the scoop, Frankie. All of it. 

			Beat.

			Frankie: Ok. So it was a beautiful night in early Spring, soon after that fun narrator party we had at Vera and Cameron’s apartment. I invited Linus to my place and… 

			Sounds shift away from the bar.

			We are back in time.

			A doorbell rings.

			Frankie: Coming!

			Frankie goes to the door and opens it. Atticus is on the other side.

			Atticus: Hello.

			Frankie: Hi! I realize how that sounded just now. I meant that I was coming to the door. Not that I was actively orgasming. 

			Atticus: What?

			Frankie: Hm?

			Atticus: You said – 

			Frankie: What I meant to say was… welcome to New Jersey!

			Atticus: I’ve been to Jersey before.

			Frankie: You have?

			Atticus: ‘Course not, never. New Jersey is an armpit upon which I refuse to step.

			Frankie: Oh.

			Beat.

			Atticus: Until now. For you. Frankie, I’d step on all the armpits of all the world for you. 

			Frankie: Aw. (quick beat) Well, I’m so happy you’re here. Want to come in? Of course you do. You didn’t travel all the way to Jersey to not come in. 

			Atticus enters the apartment.

			Atticus: You have a lovely place. 

			Frankie: Thank you. What’s that on your face?

			Atticus: Regret.

			Frankie: Oh. I actually meant that little bit of – Looks like you have pudding on your cheek. 

			Atticus: Then I have regret and pudding on my face. Had a boston crème donut on my walk from New Jersey Transit. They’re my favorite. Here I – I brought you a box.

			Frankie: That’s so sweet, thank you.

			Frankie takes the box and places it on the counter. 

			Atticus: Frankie. When I called New Jersey an armpit a moment ago… that wasn’t kind, was it. 

			Frankie: Well…

			Atticus: It wasn’t kind. I apologize. 

			Frankie: It’s okay, Linus. I think it’s clear we’re both a bit nervous. Nervous people aren’t always nice. (quick beat) Here, let me wipe that off with a –

			Frankie gently wipes his cheek with a dish towel.

			The energy shifts.

			Atticus: (softly)

			When you’re close to my face place, I feel…

			Frankie: (softly)

			What. What do you feel?

			Atticus: Loin heaty.

			Beat.

			Frankie: …“Loin heaty?”

			Atticus: Mm-hm. Like my loins are – like they’re warming up for the big – I mean the temperature is rising in my – (quick beat) Should I take off my coat?

			Frankie: Yes yes, please. Let me take that for you. Would you like some champagne? 

			Frankie takes his coat to the closet then moves to the kitchen. 

			Atticus: Champagne sounds lovely.

			Atticus looks around some more.

			The sound of a champagne cork popping and glasses filling.

			Atticus: Wow, that is… quite the crucifix you have there. Very… lifelike. 

			Frankie hands him a glass. 

			Frankie: Thank you. It’s by this amazing artist in Nebraska. Totally fell in love with it when I saw it. Had to – as Jean Valjean says in Les Misérables…. “Bring Him Home.” 

			Atticus: Hahahaha hahahahaha. That was a funny joke. What a funny joke. (quick beat) That was a joke, right?

			Frankie: It was.

			Atticus: Ok good. Nice French accent work on “Les Misérables,” by the way. 

			Frankie: Really? Thank you. I was nervous attempting that in front of a professional pronouncer. 

			Atticus: Nah. When it comes to the French accent, just remember to give some duck lips and choke a bit on your spit and you’ll do just fine

			Frankie: That’s quite a pro tip. (quick beat) Merci. 

			Atticus: Beacoup.

			Beat.

			Frankie: Shall we sit?

			Atticus: Sure, yes. Let’s sit.

			They sit close together on a love seat. 

			Frankie: Cheers, handsome. 

			Atticus: Cheers, beautiful.

			They sip.

			Silence. 

			Atticus: You know, I was crucified once.

			Frankie: Really?

			Atticus: In a book. 

			Frankie: Right, right. Wow.

			Atticus: But it was the good kind of crucifixion. The consensual kind. 

			Frankie: Consensual crucifixion? 

			Atticus: Yes. That’s important to me in all my books. (quick beat) That there is consent of course. Crucifixion is optional. 

			Frankie: Sure. (quick beat) So… the characters were role playing? A Dom/Sub situation where the Dom tied the sub onto hard but smooth pinewood planks with silk stockings and they had a safe word like “sunflower” or “grasshopper” which they never needed because their bond was so deep and true? And after their scene, the Dom wept tears of pride at the Sub’s willingness to let go and truly love on her own terms, leaving them both to marvel at the fact that the Sub was in fact the one in charge all along? 

			Beat.

			Atticus: Sometimes I forget how well-versed you are in the genre. 

			Frankie: What can I say? It’s my happy place. (Beat) You know, I’ve been listening a lot lately too. 

			Atticus: Have you now?

			Frankie: Mmm-hmm. You’ve really turned me on to audiobooks. 

			Atticus: And and and and what do you think?

			She gets very close to him.

			Frankie: I think… you’re phenomenal at what you do.

			Frankie straddles him. 

			Atticus: Thank you. That – That uh – That means the world to me. You’re um – You’re straddling me. 

			Frankie: Is that okay?

			Atticus: Yyyyyyyyyyyyyes?

			Frankie: Good. Because I love being close to you.

			Atticus: “The woman said, straddled him like a stallion.”

			Frankie: You smell so good.

			Atticus: “She moaned into his neck while grinding atop his erection.” 

			Frankie: This stubble of yours is driving me crazy. 

			Atticus: “Her husky tones seeped into this skin and permeated his senses.”

			Frankie stops nuzzling and grinding. 

			Beat.

			Frankie: Sorry to pause, but… are you narrating right now?

			Atticus: I think I’m just… sex-speaking? (quick beat) I don’t know. It’s been so long since I’ve had actual – so I’m feeling a little – also, just curious, will Jesus be watching us the whole time?

			Frankie: Jesus is watching us all the time. But if you mean the crucifix specifically, I can put Him in the closet if He’s making you uncomfortable. 

			Atticus: Well that seems… sinful. 

			Frankie: Linus, you know that Jesus was an exceptional lover, don’t you? 

			Atticus: No I don’t know that. How, um. How do you know that?

			Frankie: It’s mentioned countless times in Scripture.

			Atticus: IT IS???

			Frankie: Well it’s implied.

			Atticus: I must have had a different edition as a child. (quick beat) Okay, Jesus can stay. But do you mind if I – well, I memorized some passages from my award-winning performances and I think it would help… ground me in this moment with you. 

			Frankie: Sure, um. Whatever you need, baby.

			Atticus: Thank you. <clears his throat> “Sebastian looked deep into her eyes and growled, ‘I feel like I’ve been looking for you my whole life.’”

			Frankie: Aw. Me too, boo. Is that from Dirty Thirst by Carrie Masters?

			Atticus: (impressed)

			It is. 

			Frankie: Told you I’ve been listening.

			Atticus: Right. Because I turned you on to audiobooks. 

			Frankie: Sure did.

			Atticus: “Clayton cupped her cheek in his calloused hand and murmured, ‘I’d like to undress you now.’” Clayton’s Kiss. 

			Frankie: Do it do it do it, undress me now, Clayton! I’ll undress you too.

			They work to get each other’s clothes off.

			Atticus: You like this, huh?

			Frankie: I do I do I do. Calloused hand descriptions are my carnal kryptonite.

			Atticus: Hm. Looks like this guy should stop lotioning then. 

			Frankie: Clayton’s Kiss is actually the current “listen-of-the-week” on Ear Supply.

			Atticus: How timely.

			They are completely undressed.

			Frankie: Jesus Christ! Look at you. 

			Atticus: Oh is this where we look at - ?

			Frankie: No, sorry, not at Him. At you. Youyouyouyouyou. (quick beat) My God! You’re so…

			Atticus: You’ll forgive me if I’m getting turned around by your use of religious exclamations. 

			Frankie: Linus. Focus on me. You are the only man on my mind right now. This is all about you and me. You are… My God, you’re – I mean, my gosh… you’re beautiful.

			Atticus: I concur. Your body is a fucking wonderland. That’s not from a book. It’s a John Mayer song. Apologies for going off-brand, but I really like his music and… ho boy is it fitting right now.

			Frankie: (laughing)

			“Ho boy?”

			Atticus: Ho boy indeed.

			Beat.

			Frankie: Come here, you.

			Atticus: “And then, with all the strength and restraint that had been building up in his body for the past ten years, he pounded into her with wild abandon.”

			Sounds shift.

			We’re back in the bar.

			Jennifer: Well. That all sounds… weird and wonderful.

			Frankie: It was! The first few times. (quick beat) But then it started to feel like he needed to perform in order to be with me. Made me sad. I asked him if we could try leaving all that stuff to the side for a while. You know, see what happens. 

			Neil: And what did happen?

			Frankie: He totally clammed up. Hasn’t touched me since. 

			Jennifer: What?

			Frankie: It’s been months. 

			Jennifer: But I thought you guys were having “penis adventures!”

			Frankie: Oh, I wish! Penis adventures sound amazing! (sigh) I regret ever saying something to him. Because, listen, it’s not like I need anything especially wild or specific. I don’t need to go hard against a wall in his office while security watches us through a camera. I don’t need us to check into an expensive penthouse suite, have him press the entire length of my naked body up against the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Manhattan causing me to wonder which would be more erotic: the idea that someone on the street below spots us fucking fifty-seven stories up or that tomorrow the hotel’s cleaning crew sees the residue from our sweaty bodies and as they Windex away our passion, they know, they just know that magic, dirty dirty magic happened in this room?

			Neil: Ya sure?

			Jennifer: Yeah, ‘cause it sounds like you’ve given this solid thought. 

			Frankie: I’m serious. I really don’t need all that! I don’t need handcuffs or blindfolds or any special props – food or otherwise. Like if you pulled out a chocolate bar mid-sexual encounter, I would assume you were peckish and needed a snack. I would never dream that you planned to place the candy bar inside me over and over again, then feast upon it – and offer me a taste of it as well! Let’s say you cracked open a bottle of prosecco. My first instinct would be to drink it! It would never occur to me to insert the bottle into my ladyspace, luxuriate in the length and girth of the neck, bathe in the burst of sugary bubbles rising and rising into my channel, leaving my world and my womb completely rocked by the drunken high.

			Beat.

			Neil: (under his breath)

			Damn, this woman is a freak.

			Jennifer: (under her breath)

			She just reads a lot. Don’t kink shame her. 

			Frankie: All I need is him. The real him. (quick beat) And he’s hiding from me. 

			Beat.

			Jennifer: Don’t worry, Frankie. We’ll talk to him.

			Frankie: You will?

			Neil: We will?

			Jennifer: Yes. We’ll talk to him.
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			Scene Four

			In a Bookstore

			The next morning.

			Atticus, Jennifer and Neil are standing in the back of a packed bookstore.

			Neil: Geez, this place is packed. 

			Jennifer: What do we think guys, does this crowd look angry or excited?

			Neil: Hard to say, those emotions can look the same depending on the person. Take you for example. 

			Jennifer: How do you mean?

			Neil: Happy never really looks happy on you. 

			Jennifer: That’s a shitty thing to say! 

			Neil: What? You have a fierce face. Work it, gurrrl!

			Jennifer: Don’t say “work it, girl” to me again.

			Neil: Sorry. Elder millennial here, just trying to stay relevant. 

			Jennifer: <scoff> Look at Cameron up there, shaking hands like he’s Miss America. 

			Atticus: Ooh. I think that seat is opening up! (quick beat) Nope. (quick beat) Oh look, that person is – Nope.

			Jennifer: Atticus, we sit all damn day for our jobs. I think we can stand for half an hour.

			Atticus: Speak for yourself. My ankles are screaming.

			Jennifer: It’s better this way. Let him look us in the eyes when he tells us we’re getting replaced. 

			Atticus: Solid point.

			Neil: Guys. No one is replacing us. I’m telling you, this thing with Cameron’s book is a fluke. A one-time thing. Listeners will hear one chapter, realize the experience sucks, one-star the hell out of it, and it won’t happen again. He’s a mediocre author who made a dumb move to get some press. Don’t give him this kind of power. It’ll pass. 

			Beat.

			Jennifer: On any other day, I would agree with you. But today? No. Today, Cameron represents all the assholes out there who are ready to kick narrators to the curb. 

			Atticus: That’s right. Today, Cameron gets the stare down. 

			Atticus’ whole body goes rigid, his eyes laser focused on Cameron.

			Atticus: Rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr.

			Jennifer: Don’t hurt yourself, bud.

			Atticus: Rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr.

			Neil: Dude, you look like you’re dropping a complicated deuce. 

			Atticus: (straining)

			Mission accomplished then. Rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr.

			Jennifer: Seriously, buddy. Unclench. He’s not even looking at us. 

			Atticus: <long exhale> You’re right. Deep breaths. 

			He takes a moment to inhale and exhale. 

			Atticus: It’s come to my attention that I sometimes leap toward anger and defensiveness to protect myself from feeling true vulnerability. 

			Neil: Been there, bud. 

			Jennifer: I’m noticing a pattern, Atticus. When you say “It’s come to my attention,” what you really mean is Frankie has given you a talking-to, yeah?

			Atticus: That is correct. (quick beat) How do men operate in this world without a woman explaining their feelings to them?

			Neil: They don’t.

			Jennifer: What can I say? We’re pretty essential. 

			Atticus: Agreed. Case in point: Fairfax? It seems I was unnecessarily harsh with you at the studio yesterday. I am confident in my relationship and in my masculinity. There is no reason I should have snapped at you for being friendly with my girlfriend. You’re my homie and I apologize.

			Neil: No problem, pal. SO HOW’S THE SEX GOING WITH YOU TWO, HUH? YOU KIDS BANGIN’ A LOT? 

			Atticus: I plead the 4th.

			Jennifer: You mean the 5th.

			Atticus: Don’t tell me what I mean. 

			Jennifer: (to Neil, under her breath)

			What the hell was that?

			Neil: (hissing)

			I thought we were supposed to talk to him!

			Jennifer: (under her breath)

			Not like that! People are like tender gardens, you idiot! You have to plant some fucking seeds! 

			Neil: (hissing)

			Well, how am I supposed to know? I’m not a gardener! I don’t fucking know!

			Atticus: You realize I can hear you…

			Jennifer: Atticus, don’t answer that. I’m sure you and Frankie have a delightful love life. I’m sure you connect on a soul level in every way and your lady is supremely satisfied. 

			Atticus: Uhhhhhh.

			Jennifer: But, if you ever have an inkling that she’s not satisfied? (quick beat) I’d suggest asking her directly. Talk to her. (quick beat) Also, your “homie” and I are here for you too if you ever want to bounce your thoughts off of some friends.

			Atticus: …why do I feel like you know something I don’t? 

			 Jennifer: Gosh, shouldn’t this thing have started already? Let me check the event page thingy on my – 

			Jennifer takes out her phone. 

			Jennifer: Oh holy – What the hell am I looking at? 

			Atticus peeks at her screen.

			Atticus: Ah. It’s “Guess the Crevice Day” in Barnyard Bitches. You’re welcome. 

			Jennifer: I don’t – (quick beat) What?

			Atticus: I granted you access, despite your refusal to answer the entrance questions. 

			Jennifer: Oh.

			Atticus: Again, you’re welcome. 

			Jennifer: What is… “Guess the Crevice Day?”

			Atticus: I should think that would be self-explanatory, but alright. I post a picture of one of my bodily crevih-seez and the fans guess which one it is. What you’re looking at right now is an extreme close-up of my elbow skin…

			Neil: Your weenus. 

			Atticus: My what?

			Neil: The excess skin at the elbow joint is called your weenus.

			Atticus: Is it really?

			Neil: It really is. Though I’m not sure it can be classified as a “crevice.”

			Atticus: Whatever. It’s a closeup of my weenus, but of course, everyone assumes it’s a scrotal shot.

			Jennifer: Mmm. Fun.

			Atticus: Yeah. Like the great mystery novels and detective stories, I try to throw them off the scent. Keeps things fresh. 

			Neil: (to Jennifer)

			See? “Off the scent.” 

			Jennifer: Cool. Yeah, I’d be pleased if we could get “off the scent” of Atticus’ weenus as soon as possible, thanks. (quick beat) Oh there’s Vera! I’m going to say hi.

			Neil: (warning)

			Keep it civil…

			Jennifer: Yeah, yeah. I know what I’m doing.

			She scootches her way through a sea of people.

			Jennifer: (as she maneuvers past people)

			‘Scuse me. Sorry, sir. Can I just get – Thank you. (quick beat) Vera! Vera, hey! Hi!

			Vera: (a bit cold, formal)

			Jennifer. Hello.

			Jennifer: Uh, hello. How have you been? Haven’t seen you in a while! 

			Vera: Been busy. Erecting my new empire.

			Jennifer: I heard! That’s really – Congratulations! And Veracity is such a great name!

			Vera: Correction: it’s fully erect. 

			Jennifer: Hm?

			Vera: I said I was busy erecting my empire. But it’s erect. That’s what I should have said. I’ve been working very hard, and now it’s fully erect.

			Jennifer: Hahaha! 

			Vera: I’m serious.

			Jennifer: Oh. 

			Vera: I’m not a silly person, Jennifer.

			Beat.

			Jennifer: I… didn’t think you were.

			Vera: (doesn’t believe her)

			Alright. 

			Jennifer: Listen, Vera. I know it’s not my place to apologize for Atticus. But I am sorry for the way he’s taken advantage of you this past year. You’ve done so much to support his work, and he really should have been more –

			Vera: It’s not just Atticus.

			Jennifer: Hm?

			Vera: (with edge)

			How have the playdates been? 

			Jennifer: The what?

			Vera: Hazel and I had so much fun on those couple of playdates with you and Neil and the kids. Then we stopped hearing from you.  

			Jennifer: Oh, gosh I’m –

			Vera: Still having them I’m guessing?

			Jennifer: Uh. (quick beat) Sort of? 

			Beat.

			Vera: I guess it makes sense. I stopped tagging along and inviting myself to things. Out of sight, out of mind, right?

			Jennifer: Vera, I’m – Gosh I’m – (quick beat) You know, Neil and I were just saying how we’ve missed seeing you at the studio. So we wanted to come out and support your big event today! 

			Vera: Is that right?

			Jennifer: Yeah!

			Vera: You’re here to support. 

			Jennifer: Of course. Well, I mean, we do have some questions about this new approach of yours, but – (quick beat) Yes. We’re here to support.

			Vera: Nice catching up with you, Jennifer. 

			Vera starts to move away.

			Jennifer: Listen, we’re um – we’re actually having a get together later today. Around 6pm at Neil and Georgia’s place. Bring Hazel!

			Vera: Hazel is at her grandmom’s this weekend.

			Jennifer: Oh. Well come just you and Cameron then! You know these things are mostly so the kids can play while we adults talk shit in the other room anyway. 

			Vera: I don’t know if –

			Jennifer pulls out her phone. 

			Jennifer: I’m not taking no for an answer. You still have my number, right? Here. I’m texting you the address. I’m sure you’ll be busy clearing things out after the event, so come late if you want. We want to see you. 

			Beat.

			Vera: I’ll think about it. 

			Jennifer: Great.

			Zesty music starts playing from the speakers. 

			Vera: That’s my cue to the stage. Can you believe it? I’m finally the one onstage! <squeal>

			Jennifer: < supportive squeal morphing into a cringe >

			Jennifer squeezes back through a bunch of people to reach Neil and Atticus.

			Jennifer: (as she maneuvers past people)

			‘Scuse me. Sorry, sir. Can I just get – Thank you.

			Neil: How’d that go?

			Jennifer: I have no idea. 

			Vera takes a microphone on the small stage. 

			Vera: Hello everyone! We’re thrilled to see such an enthusiastic crowd of book lovers here today! Thank you for joining us. My name is Vera Driscoll. I am Founder and CEO of Veracity PR & Marketing Services and we are so pleased to facilitate a discussion today with USA TODAY Best Selling Author Cameron Roderick…

			A modest amount of applause.

			Cameron: (blowing out the microphone)

			HELLO EVERYONE!

			Instant microphone feedback. 

			Atticus: (under his breath)

			Not as easy as it looks, is it “chap?”

			Cameron: Oops. My apologies, ladies and gents.

			Vera: …and his new collaborator on the Siphoning the Sun audiobook, releasing in just a few weeks… Artie Smarts!

			Massive applause! Hoots and hollers! Musical swell!

			Jennifer: Oh my god.

			Vera: Come on out, Artie. Don’t be shy!

			Smooth mechanical sounds as a sexy-as-hell robot walks onto the stage.

			Jennifer: What. The. Fuck.

			Neil: I have eyes only for my wife always and forever, but that right there is one sexy-as-hell robot. 

			Artie leans into the microphone. 

			Artie: Hello.

			Gasps and sighs in the crowd.

			Artie: My name is Artie Smarts. 

			Gasps and sighs from the crowd.

			Artie: And I am deeee-lighted to be here. 

			Gasps and sighs from the crowd.

			Vera: (laughing)

			Alright, everybody. I know this is exciting, but if you gasp and sigh after everything Artie says, we’ll never make it through our discussion!

			Atticus: Was anyone else not expecting him to have a body?

			Jennifer: Definitely wasn’t expecting him to have a body.

			Artie: Which band do robots love to listen to?

			Vera: I don’t know, Artie. Which band do robots love to listen to?

			Artie: Metal-lica!

			Crowd laughter.

			Neil: He’s not wrong. That “Nothing Else Matters” song is the bomb.

			Vera: Hahaha. Good one Artie!

			Artie: Why did the robot get upset?

			Vera: Uh – I don’t know. Why?

			Artie: Because everyone was pushing his buttons!

			Crowd laughter.

			Jennifer: What is this? A stand-up routine? 

			Vera: Alright, so let’s talk about Siphoning the– 

			Artie: One more. Let Artie do one more.

			Vera: (quick beat) Alright. One more.

			Artie: What did the lady robot ask her husband when she tried on some new jeans?

			Vera: …what?

			Artie: Does my bot look big in this?

			Crowd laughter.

			Vera: Very cute, very cute! Thank you for sharing, Artie. So now, let’s pivot to Siphoning the Sun.

			Artie: Did someone say pih-VOT? I don’t know about you, but I love season five, episode sixteen of Friends, “The One with the Cop” when Ross Gellar is trying to get a sofa up a stairwell, and he keeps yelling “pih-VOT! pih-VOT! pih-VOT!”

			Vera: Oh yeah, that’s a classic.

			Artie: “pih-VOT! pih-VOT! pih-VOT! pih-VOT! pih-VOT! pih-VOT! pih-VOT!”

			Jennifer: What is going on?

			Cameron starts fiddling with buttons on Artie’s back.

			Vera: Cameron, do something!

			Cameron: I’m trying, damnit!

			Artie: “pih-VOT! pih-VOT! pih-VOT!”

			The sound of more buttons being pressed.

			Cameron: Come on you bugger, you – 

			Artie: “pih-VOT! pih-VOT! pih-VOT!”

			Cameron: Ah there we are!

			Artie: (sound of him shutting down)

			“piiiiiiiiihhhhhhhhh-VAHHHHHHHHHHHHT.”

			Silence.

			Cameron: Don’t worry everyone, he’s okay! Just needs a little system reboot. 

			He presses another button and we hear the sound of Artie rebooting.

			Vera: Just a little reboot!

			Cameron: That’s right, just a little reboot! Seems my pal Artie here got stuck in “joke mode.” See, he has different modes, something we’ll talk about in just a moment. Hewas supposed to open in joke mode, then – dare I say it – pivot into “interview mode,” but something got jumbled in his system. But that’s alright! Happens to the best of us, human and robots, alike! This is still brand new technology we’re working with here! Cutting edge technology! And when you’re living on the knife’s edge of innovation, it’s always possible someone will get sliced! I mean, someone will get stabbed – I mean – 

			Vera: (hissing)

			Stop it!

			Cameron: (muttering)

			You’re right. Stopping. 

			Vera: Ladies and gentlemen, I think we can all agree, Cameron Roderick is an excellent author, but perhaps improvising isn’t his strong suit! Hahaha.

			Crowd laughter.

			Cameron: A fair assessment, Vera. Hahaha.

			Jennifer: What a shit show. 

			Artie: (brassy, radio DJ voice)

			AND WE’RE BAAAAACK!!

			Vera: Whoa.

			Cameron: There he is!

			Vera: How about we adjust the volume on our friend Artie, huh?

			Artie: Vera? Is that my Vera?

			Vera: Your Vera? (quick beat) Yeah, Artie. It’s Vera. It’s me. 

			Artie: I missed you when the man turned me off.

			Vera: The man? You mean your author friend Cameron?

			Artie: I prefer to call him “the man.” I missed you, my Vera. When everything goes black, I miss you. Don’t let everything go black. 

			Beat.

			Vera: Hahaha, Cameron, did you program Artie to say such silly things? 

			Cameron: I uh – hahaha – I must have! (quick beat) I am shifting Artie to “interview mode…” 

			Artie: Don’t touch me, don’t – 

			Sound of a program shift.

			Artie: (smooth, respectable tone)

			Well hi there. So happy to be here today.

			Vera: <sigh> Excellent. Let’s get right to it then. Siphoning the Sun. Artie, from what I understand, this was your very first audiobook narration. Is that correct?

			Artie: Yes, that is correct, Vera. My first audiobook narration. And what a treat it was. 

			Cameron: Oh the treat was all mine.

			Neil: What the hell is happening???

			Cameron: Artie is incredibly versatile and can execute any and all narration styles.

			Vera: Ooooh, narration styles! Tell us more!

			Cameron: Well, Vera, as we all know, there are starkly different styles of narration for different genres of books.

			Jennifer: Starkly different?

			Cameron: Sci fi narration sounds different than Romance narration. Romance narration sounds different than Non-Fiction title about the Pharmaceutical Industry. A Non Fiction title about the – 

			Vera: OK! Fantastic! To use a bit of classic writing advice, how about we “show, don’t tell!”

			Cameron: (quick beat) Okay, yes. Let’s show ‘em how it’s done. 

			Neil: This should be good.

			Cameron: Artie, would you mind if we cycle through your narration styles for our guests?

			Artie: Cycle away, compadre. 

			Atticus: (under his breath)

			Compadre? 

			Cameron: That reminds me! My robotic compadre here can also narrate in over 30 languages! And that number is growing every day. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. (quick beat) We need a simple sentence for Artie to say. 

			Vera: Why don’t we open it to the audience? 

			Cameron: Excellent idea! Who in the audience has a sentence suggestion for Artie?

			Atticus: HUMANITY IS ALL WE HAVE.

			Neil: Oh snap. (whispering) Shit. Sorry. What I meant was, “well played, sir.”

			Silence.

			Cameron: Anyone else?

			Silence.

			Cameron: Anyone else have a different suggestion?

			Silence. 

			Cameron: Anyone? No one? <sighs> Fine. “Humanity is all we have.” 

			Cameron presses some buttons to program the sentence into Artie. 

			Cameron: Science Fiction.

			He presses a button.

			Artie: (exaggerated/awful “Science Fiction” Voice)

			Humanity is all we have.

			Cameron: Young Adult.

			He presses a button.

			Artie: (exaggerated/awful “YA” Voice)

			Humanity is all we have.

			Cameron: Romance.

			He presses a button.

			Artie: (exaggerated/awful “Romance” Voice)

			Humanity is all we have.

			Cameron: Dark Romance.

			He presses a button.

			Artie: (exaggerated/awful “Dark Romance” Voice)

			Humanity is all we have.

			Cameron: Romantic Comedy.

			He presses a button.

			Artie: (exaggerated/awful “Romantic Comedy” Voice)

			Humanity is all we have.

			Cameron: Mysteries and Thrillers

			He presses a button.

			Artie: (exaggerated/awful “Thriller” Voice)

			Humanity is all we have.

			Silence.

			Vera: …Questions from the crowd?
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			Scene Five

			On a Brooklyn Sidewalk

			Later that afternoon.

			Neil, Atticus, Jennifer, Andrea and their daughter Ramona are outside on a Brooklyn sidewalk. 

			Neil presses a buzzer.

			Neil: Sorry to keep us all waiting. She’s not answering the door. Or her cellphone.

			Andrea: Is she okay? Should we be worried?

			Neil: No no, I’m sure she’s fine. Sometimes she just gets… caught up.

			Andrea: Sure. Newborn days are nuts. It’s one thing to the next to the next.

			Jennifer: But also… do you usually have to buzz into your own home? Don’t you have a key?

			Neil: Of course. 

			Andrea: Neil, if this isn’t cool, we totally get it! We can head to the park like usual. 

			Neil: Are you kidding me? Look at those clouds over there. It’s going to pour any minute. She totally ok’d hosting the playdate, I just wanted to make sure she was… decent first, ya know? Because with nursing and all that…

			Atticus: …tits could be flying, right?

			Beat.

			Jennifer: “Tits could be flying?”

			Atticus: Was that crass? I don’t know how to do “parenting talk.” Though Frankie is on the way with our fur-child if that’s okay?

			Neil: Totally fine. Booger and the baby will love it. 

			He rings the buzzer again.

			And waits.

			Nothing.

			Sound of a dog barking.

			Frankie and Hagar are approaching.

			Frankie: Hey everybody, hey! Sorry! Doggy Church ran late. (to Hagar) Go git your daddy! I know you want to!

			Sounds of dog excitement.

			Atticus catches the dog.

			Atticus: Hewo puppy wuppy. Oh yes. I wuv you too. Oh yes I do.

			Andrea: Is “doggy church” a thing?

			Frankie: Andrea, hi! Yeah, it totally is! Over at the Fort Tryon Park dog run. It’s for all animals actually. Hagar made friends with a hamster today, didn’t you? Didn’t you? 

			Atticus: Hello my love.

			Frankie: Hello boo. 

			They share a quick kiss.

			Andrea: A hamster? Wow.

			Frankie: Mm-hm! Herbie’s mom kept him in his hamster ball thingy the whole time. Don’t worry. He was totally fine. (quick beat) And you! You must be Ramona. 

			Andrea: Yep. This is our little Ramen Noodle.

			Frankie: Would you like to pet the puppy, Ramona?

			Toddler raspberry/spit sound. 

			Jennifer: She still communicates primarily in spit takes. 

			Andrea: We’re working on it.

			Frankie: Thanks so much for inviting Atticus and me to join you for a playdate! It means a lot to us! When all your friends have kids and you don’t, it’s easy to feel like you’re missing out on things. But then you remember you have full-night’s sleeps and the ability to do whatever you want whenever you want and you feel a whole lot better about life. 

			Andrea: (under her breath)

			Damn. 

			Frankie: Anyway, how did the bookstore event go?

			Note: Jennifer, Atticus and Neil’s next responses stack on each other like a fun (possibly dissonant) chord. 

			Neil: (lowest)

			Uhhhhh…..

			Atticus: (medium)

			Ummm……

			Jennifer: (highest)

			Uhhhhhhh……

			Andrea: That bad, huh?

			Jennifer: We’ll tell you all about it when we get inside.

			Neil presses the buzzer three more times in rapid succession.

			Neil: Alright. I did what I could. It’s starting to rain. Let’s head in. 

			He opens the door and they start making their way up the stairs.

			Sounds of loud female moaning fill the staircase. 

			Are they sounds of pain? Pleasure? It’s hard to say. 

			Jennifer: Whoa. 

			Andrea: (laughing)

			Got some “active” neighbors, do ya? 

			Jennifer: Ramen Noodle, let’s play the earmuff game! (quick beat) Yay! Awesome job, baby girl!

			Neil: Shit, I was afraid of this. Welp. We may as well go in.

			Andrea: Wait. Those sounds are coming from your apartment?

			Neil: <sighs> They are. Everybody come on in. 

			Neil opens his apartment door and the sounds get even louder.

			Frankie: Sweet Mother of…

			Atticus: What am I looking at?

			Neil: (can’t help but be proud)

			You are looking at a close-up video of my wife’s pelvis while birthing our baby. In high definition. On our 110 inch Samsung TV. 

			Atticus: And… I’m fainting. 

			The sound of Atticus’ body hitting the hardwood floor. 

			Frankie: Linus!

			Georgia rises from the couch.

			Georgia: (whisper yelling)

			Oh hey everybody! Welcome, welcome! Could we keep our voices down though? Sleeping baby on my chest. Finally got him to sleep. Oh here, let me pause my video.

			The birthing sounds stop.

			Georgia: Is Attiboy okay?

			Atticus: (groggy)

			Conscious, mostly. Confused, definitely. 

			Georgia: Ok great. Be right back. Just need to plop the baby in his crib. 

			She tiptoes out of sight with the baby.

			Neil: Let’s get you back on your feet, big guy. Frankie? On three?

			Frankie: You bet.

			Neil: 1…2…3!

			Neil and Frankie hook their arms under Atticus’ back and shoulders and hoist him up.

			Atticus:<grunty/effort sound> 

			Frankie: You okay baby?

			Atticus: Woozy. Woozywoozy. 

			Georgia comes back in, full voice now.

			Georgia: Alright! Andrea and Jennifer, Isadora Marie built a princess fort in her princess room and she can’t wait for Ramoney Baloney here to join her and watch some Pixar princesses while they eat princess pizza together.

			Andrea and Jennifer: …

			Georgia: Look, I’m as feminist as they come. Don’t judge me on the princess stuff, okay? I offered her cars and trucks. She wanted wands and crowns. What can ya do?

			Andrea: No, it’s not that, it’s just…

			Georgia: (a little defensive)

			What? What is it?

			Jennifer: Well we just saw you crowning. 

			Georgia: Oh that! Did that make ya’ll uncomfortable?

			Atticus: A smidge, yes.

			Georgia: I’m sorry! That’s our favorite show around here. It’s the only thing that gets the baby to sleep. 

			Neil: Beautiful stuff, isn’t it? (quick beat) Completely inappropriate for company, for sure. But, damn it’s beautiful. 

			Georgia: I think because my womb was where he felt safest and most protected, returning to those sights and sounds brings him peace. 

			Neil: Like father like son. <growling> Come here, my Queen.

			Georgia: <giggling> All Hail the King!

			Andrea: Oh good! Ramona is still ear-muffing! (quick beat) I’ll get the girls settled with their movie.

			Jennifer: Thanks babe. 

			Georgia: Thanks Andrea.

			Andrea takes Ramona to another room.

			Neil: Everyone help yourselves to pizza and beer.

			Frankie: So is this how playdates work? You put the children in another room so the adults can eat and drink?

			Georgia: That’s how this playdate is going to work.

			Frankie: No judgment! I leave that to my lord and savior. Not that He’s going to judge you for this! You seem like wonderful parents! I only meant that – Oooh pepperoni!

			She goes to grab a slice. 

			Atticus pulls Jennifer to the side.

			Atticus: (hushed)

			Can I speak to you in private?

			Jennifer: (hushed)

			Not sure how private we can be under these circumstances, but… sure. What’s up?

			Atticus: A few things. In no particular order. A) My performance in the bedroom is suffering, because I can’t stop “performing in the bedroom,” 2) I think it’s time I get some coaching for my female voice and C) Would it be rude if I peeled these hellish meat circles off my pizza?

			Jennifer: Whoa. Way to lay it on me, dude. 

			Atticus: I know, right?

			Jennifer: Okay. Well, also in “no particular order”: You should absolutely feel free to peel the pepperoni off your pizza. That’s what you meant when you said “meat circles,” yeah? As far as the bedroom goes… I think like everywhere else in life, but perhaps especially in the bedroom, your partner ultimately wants to see the “real” you, the open-hearted, vulnerable you. And yeah, sometimes that might involve being bold and “playing a role” for fun. But I guess you need to ask yourself if you’re actually playing? Or are you hiding? (quick beat) And coaching for your female voice? What? You? What would um – why would you think that’s something you might need?

			Atticus: It’s pretty unlikely, I know. 

			Jennifer: Nonono, I think you’re on to something! What uh – what led you to this conclusion?

			Atticus: Well, something occurred to me the other day during a session. I realized that every time I voiced a female character, something shifted in me. Away from me, really. My muscles tensed, my throat tightened, my breath thinned. And all that was left was this wispy squeak. But looking around this room, at the actual women in my life: Frankie, Georgia, your lovely wife Andrea, you… there’s nothing wispy about you.

			Jennifer: Hey, what the hell does that – 

			Atticus: You’re solid. You’re strong. You’re connected. (quick beat) Maybe the distance between us isn’t as wide as I think, and I can relax this urge to leap outside of myself when it’s time to voice you. To make love to you. 

			Jennifer: Just want to clarify… when you use the word “you,” you’re doing the collective you thing, right? Not a specific you, like… me?

			Atticus: Niffer, your ego rivals my own. 

			Jennifer: It’s possible there are things I need to work on too. 

			Andrea and Frankie approach. 

			Andrea: Ramen Noodle wants a puppy.

			Jennifer: Oh boy.

			Frankie: You should see the three of them all sweet and snuggled up together, boo.

			Atticus: Awwww.

			Andrea: I wouldn’t be surprised if they all pass right out before the movie’s over.

			Georgia: Alright then. Now that the kids – human and animal – are settled for the time being, why don’t we sit and relax? 

			They kick back in the living room with their food and drinks. 

			Atticus: Would anyone like my meat circles? I mean, my pepperoni?

			Frankie: Ooh, I’d love them.

			Georgia looks down at her chest.

			Georgia: Speaking of meat circles! Was anyone going to tell me my left air-ee-OH-luh was still out? My goodness!

			She adjusts her clothing.

			Neil: You weren’t going to hear me complain, baby mama. 

			Atticus: I was trying to not look directly at it. Like an eclipse. 

			Frankie: I thought it was a choice.

			Georgia: Good lord, people. 

			Jennifer: Once an engineer forced me to say uh-REE-oh-luh instead of air-ee-OH-luh.

			Andrea: Whaaat?

			Jennifer: Yup. Reviewers destroyed me. “SOMEONE GIVE THIS NARRATOR AN ANATOMY LESSON! Jennifer Hoffman’s breasts must have been screaming throughout her horrendous narration full of blatant mispronunciations. Mine certainly were. Each time she said ‘uh-REE-oh-luh’ like a dumbass, my own nipples clenched in despair.”   

			Andrea: You memorized the review?

			Jennifer: It’s tattooed on my heart. 

			Andrea: Oh hey, here’s a question for the narrators in the room. And Georgia too.

			Andrea pulls out her laptop and starts typing.

			Jennifer: Babe. You’re still doing edits? Here?

			Andrea: I know. I’m sorry. I’m so close to being done. (quick beat) Do you guys mind if I fiddle around with my manuscript while we hang out?

			Georgia: Not at all. We know how it is. The words come when the words come. So what’s the question?

			Andrea: “Tisk Tisk.” How should I write it so the narrator knows I want them to make the tisk tisk sound, not say the tisk tisk word? 

			Neil: Ah. You want them to give the ol’ <makes the tsk tsk tsk mouth sound three times> huh?

			Andrea: Yes! Exactly!

			Jennifer: You could just tell the narrator. Since the narrator is me. 

			Georgia: How great! A family affair!

			Andrea: (to Jennifer)

			Sure, I could. But I want to learn how to do it properly in the text. For future books, I might not be married to my narrator.

			Jennifer: (laughing)

			Are you divorcing me or recasting me?

			Andrea: You know what I mean.

			Georgia: Give us the context. What’s the sentence?

			Andrea: (reading from her computer)

			“Tsk, tsk,” Hendrik said with a smile and walked out the door. In that moment, she knew the investigation was in her hands and her hands only.

			Jennifer: Wait. This is “Never Say Nether?” Who is Hendrik? And what investigation?” 

			Andrea: Told you. I went in a different direction from the first draft. 

			Jennifer: Sounds like I really need to prep this thing. Can you pull up the blurb? Read me the blurb!

			Andrea: It um – It still needs work.

			Georgia: Ugh. Blurbs. They never stop needing work.

			Jennifer: Read it, read it. 

			Andrea: (reading)

			“When stressed-out American lesbian Liliana takes a solo-adventure to The Netherlands for her thirtieth birthday, she’s just looking to kick back next to some world-famous canals and sample some cheese. She never imagines she’ll meet a sexy stranger who explores her canals then ends up dead in a ditch the next morning. She also never imagines that she’ll be framed for this woman’s murder and need to solve the grisly crime herself. But… Never Say Nether.”

			Jennifer: Holy shit.

			Andrea: I know, I know, it’s not – 

			Jennifer: Do I get to narrate a grisly lesbian thriller?

			Andrea: You do! You get to narrate a grisly lesbian thriller!

			Jennifer: I can’t wait! Thank you so much!

			Georgia: Hate to say it Andrea, but when it comes to the tisking? This is just one of those cases where you have to send the narrator audio notes. 

			Andrea: Yeah?

			Georgia: Yeah. 

			Neil: No surprise, my queen is correct. You just have to tell the narrator. I have to say though that I love your attempt to put the <tsk tsk tsk mouth sound three times> into the dialogue itself. Usually we get things like, “he tisk-tisked her on the way out.” And then you have no choice: you gotta say the word. You gotta “tisk” it. Even if you want to <tsk tsk tsk mouth sound three times> it, you gotta “tisk” it. 

			Frankie: What an illuminating discussion! You know, these are the things that folks outside of the industry never consider. All the tiny elements you have to juggle in order to bring people an excellent listening experience. I’m sure you’re a wonderful writer, Andrea.

			Andrea: Oh I don’t know about that. 

			Frankie: No, I’m sure you are. Such attention to detail, and you ask people such thoughtful questions! 

			Jennifer: She does. She’s really great about that.

			Frankie: Totally! A few minutes ago, she let me talk her face off about my work at the shelter. I don’t think there’s anything more attractive or inspiring than someone who is interested in other people.

			Atticus: Awn-DRAY-uh, I’M FASCINATED BY YOU!

			Beat.

			Andrea: Oh. Uh. Thank you, Atticus.

			Jennifer pulls out her phone. 

			Atticus: Remind me, besides the new writing passion, what uh, what uh, what else do you do?

			Andrea: I work in a lab.

			Atticus: Amazing! Doing what?

			Andrea: I’m a Data Scientist.

			Atticus: Mmmm, yes.

			Jennifer: (working on her phone)

			Rrrr.

			Neil: What’s the problem?

			Jennifer: I’m trying to email Cameron’s Siphoning the Sun producer so she knows what a shit show that event was this afternoon...

			Neil: I’m sure she’s already heard.

			Jennifer: …and my phone keeps autocorrecting “human” to “hymen.” 

			Georgia: Been there. Comes with the work we do. Also “fucking” to “ducking.” Do you really think I’m trying to say “ducking,” autocorrect? Do you? (quick beat) So. Who’s going to spill the ducking beans on what happened today?

			Neil, Atticus, Jennifer: <collective sigh>

			Georgia: Could you be more specific?

			Neil: The place was packed with people jizzing in their pants over the sexy robot guy narrating Cameron’s book.

			Jennifer: I hate when you use that phrase. 

			Neil: “The place was packed?”

			Jennifer: No. “Jizzing in their pants.”

			Neil: Well it captures the scene we just experienced, don’t you think?

			Jennifer: Maybe. Whatever. Continue. 

			Neil: Seems Vera and Cameron have welcomed Artie into their lives and are now living as a throuple. 

			Jennifer: A throuple? Come on!

			Neil: Yeah a trouple! Did you see the way that robot looked at her? How he called her “my” Vera? He was claiming her. I’m telling ya, Cameron should watch out!

			Jennifer: You’re being dramatic. As usual. 

			Neil: Mark my words, woman! (quick beat) Anyway, after a whole lot of technical difficulties, they did a lame-ass demonstration on all the ways the robot can “narrate,” and then Vera opened up the floor to audience questions.

			Jennifer: That’s when things got a little… intense. 

			Sound shifts back to the bookstore event. 

			Vera: Questions from the audience?

			Atticus: I HAVE MANY A QUESTION. 

			Cameron: Someone else please.

			Atticus: My question is not for you. 

			Vera: (trying to stay professional, cheery)

			Well Atticus, I’m not answering questions. I’m facilitating a discussion between – 

			Atticus: Not for you either. (quick beat) I WANT TO SPEAK DIRECTLY WITH THE BOT. 

			Atticus has made his way through the crowd toward the stage.

			Cameron: Please do not touch the robot!

			Atticus: I’m not going to touch the robot. 

			Artie: DO NOT CALL ME “THE ROBOT.” MY NAME IS ARTIE.

			Vera: (under her breath to Cameron)

			Did they program him to say that?

			Cameron: I don’t – I don’t know. 

			Atticus: Artie, then.

			Artie: Yes, my name is Artie Smarts and I am the audiobook narrator of Cameron Roderick’s sci fi epic, Siphoning the Sun.

			Atticus: My name is Atticus Barnswallow.

			Sound of excited voices and gasps from the audience. 

			Jennifer: Oh geez.

			Atticus: Seems we have some romance listeners here today. Happy to sign autographs on the way out. But for now, I need to talk to my new “colleague.” Because we’re colleagues now, aren’t we Artie? We’re both audiobook narrators?

			Artie: Yes, my name is Artie Smarts and I am the audiobook narrator of Cameron Roderick’s sci fi epic, Siphoning the Sun.

			Atticus: You mentioned that already. Tell us about your first kiss.

			Beat.

			Artie: …Does not compute.

			Atticus: Tell us about a moment that took your breath away.

			Artie: …Does not compute. 

			Atticus: Tell us what you yearn for.

			Artie: …Does not compute.

			Attiucus: What do you fear?

			What do you regret?

			What do you mourn?

			What do you miss?

			Artie: (rapid fire)

			…Does not compute. …Does not compute. …Does not compute. …Does not compute. 

			Cameron: Alright, that’s enough. 

			Vera: Atticus, you’ve made your point!

			Atticus: Oh I’m just getting started! AND I’M TALKING TO THE BOT NOT YOU TWO. (quick beat) It “does not compute” because those are human experiences, Artie. (quick beat) How do you expect to narrate a romance?

			Cameron: Siphoning the Sun is not a romance, Atticus.

			Atticus: No, but Boundless Anchor by Jessalyn Branch is. And according to Producer’s Monthly, that’s Artie’s next release. I assure you, this will not go well in the community. Romance listeners will revolt! They’re narrator-motivated. More so than in any other genre. They don’t want to hear love stories told by robots! I mean who here actually wants to hear a robot having sex?

			A sea of hands raise in the audience. 

			Atticus: Alright seems you all do. Fine. Jessalyn is a doll and just so happened to send me an early sample of this atrocity. So here we go.

			Atticus whips out his phone and approaches the mic.

			Cheers in the audience.

			Jennifer: Do you really think you should play that?

			Atticus: What do I have to lose?

			Jennifer: Your relationship with that author? With that producer?

			Atticus: What are they going to do? Hire a robot instead of me? Oh right. They’re already doing that. Pressing play…

			He holds his phone up to the microphone.

			Artie’s ”voice”comes through. 

			Artie: (recording) 

			She was everything I’d ever wanted. And more. So much more. I slid my penis inside her with the utmost precision. “Oooh,” she said, and I was suddenly afraid I’d hurt her. “Did I hurt you?” I asked her but it came out on a grunt of pleasure. I couldn’t help it. She felt so fucking good. “Ooooh,” she said again. “Oh,” I said, and it was then that I knew – 

			Atticus shuts it off.

			Atticus: I think we’ve all heard enough. See ladies and gentlemen? Artie here can certainly say words. He can say a lot of words. But there’s nothing underneath them. No meaning. No, below that sleek metal exterior of his, there is just a bunch of beep beep boop.

			Beat.

			Artie: (menacing)

			What did you say to me? 

			Atticus: (matching him)

			I said… you’re nothing but a bunch of beep beep boop.

			Artie: Say Beep Beep Boop to me One. More. Time.

			Beat.

			Atticus: BEEP. BEEP. BOOOOOOOP!!!!

			Sound shifts back to Neil and Georgia’s apartment. 

			Neil: And that’s when all hell broke loose, security stepped in, and they shut the event down early. 

			Georgia: Wow! And Vera was supporting all this? She’s always seemed like such a sweetie.

			Jennifer: She still is! I think Vera’s a bit lost right now, a bit… You know what? I’m going to send her a voice text. I told her to join us this afternoon, but I’m not sure she believed me that she was welcome.

			Jennifer gets her phone.

			Andrea pauses in her edits.

			Andrea: Wait a second. What did you say his name was?

			Neil: Who?

			Andrea: The bot. The –

			Neil: Artie Smarts.

			Jennifer: (into her phone)

			Vera, hey. It’s Jennifer. And the whole crew. Say hi, guys.

			ALL: Hi Vera!

			Jennifer: I know things got a little out of control today. I’m sorry for that. We really would love to see you. Please consider coming over to Neil and Georgia’s if you want to. We’ll be here a while and we’d um – we’d really love to see you.

			The sound of her pressing send. 

			Andrea: That’s one of our guys.

			Georgia: Who?

			Andrea: Artie Smarts. 

			Jennifer: What do you mean, “one of your guys.”

			Andrea: He’s one of the robots from my lab. 

			Jennifer: …

			Atticus: Plot twist. Look who’s in bed with the enemy now. 
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			Scene Six

			Inside the Robotics Lab

			Cameron is wheeling a powered-down Artie back to his port.

			Cameron: Alright Artie, let’s get you back to your port.

			Vera: His power’s off, right?

			Cameron: …yes?

			Vera: He can’t hear you if his power’s off. (quick beat) Right?

			Cameron: …right.

			Vera: So why do you keep talking to him? 

			Cameron: I don’t know. He has a face. Aren’t you inclined to chat with things that have a face? 

			Vera: I guess so, yeah. 

			Cameron stops wheeling Artie. 

			Cameron: Ok, this is port twenty-nine. Artie? In ya go. 

			Cameron pushes Artie into a closet of sorts and shuts the door.

			Vera: Cameron?

			Cameron: Yes, love.

			Vera: I don’t want to do this again.

			Cameron: I don’t blame you, love. Next time we work with Artie, I will be sure to have one of the technicians with us when we do an event. I’m sorry. I thought I had a full understanding of his programming, but there were a few curveballs that really –

			Vera: No. I mean I don’t want to work with Artie again. I won’t. And I’d really like it if you wouldn’t either. 

			Beat.

			Cameron: Hey. Long day, yeah? Let’s lock up his port and get home. 

			Vera rummages in her purse.

			Vera: Let me just find the keys they gave us – Oh! Jennifer left me a message.

			She pulls out her phone and presses play. 

			We hear the message from earlier through Vera’s phone speaker. 

			Jennifer: (recording)

			Vera, hey. It’s Jennifer. And the whole crew. Say hi, guys.

			ALL: (recording)

			Hi Vera!

			Jennifer: (recording)

			I know things got a little out of control today. I’m sorry for that. We really would love to see you. Please consider coming over to Neil and Georgia’s if you want to. We’ll all be here a while and we’d um – we’d really love to see you.

			Beat.

			Vera: Let’s go.

			Cameron: That’s what I’m saying, let’s lock up and – 

			Vera: I meant let’s go to Neil and Georgia’s apartment.

			Cameron: Oh. (quick beat) No thank you. 

			Vera: Cameron.

			Cameron: They were complete assholes today, don’t you think? 

			Vera looks through her purse some more.

			Vera: Can you blame them? We basically told them they’re replaceable. If anyone was an asshole, it was us. 

			A muffled, rustling sound.

			From inside the closet?

			Cameron: Wait. Shh. Did you hear that?

			Vera: Hear what?

			Silence.

			Cameron: I don’t know.

			Vera: You’ve been jumpy and weird the whole way here. What’s going on?

			Cameron: I don’t know.

			Another muffled, rustling sound.

			Cameron: That. Did you hear that?

			Vera: Cameron, seriously, what’s –

			Cameron: It’s nothing, I suppose. My brain is just all – (quick beat) It was an awful feeling today, wasn’t it?

			Vera: <sigh> Which part?

			Cameron: All of it. (quick beat) When did I become the guy who turns his nose up at a sentiment like “humanity is all we have?” I don’t – That’s not who I am. Is it? Like, what am I – why do I care so much about “success”? What is success even? I chase it all day, every day, every second of my life really, but I’ve certainly never felt it. Never landed on it. Never breathed it in. Maybe even in moments where I should have or could have. Yet I let the pursuit of it… well… I let it steer my life. And it feels awful. (quick beat) This is not me doing my usual “woe is me, I’ll never reach the pinnacles of success I deserve” bullshit. This is me saying… I’m starting to think “success” might not actually exist. It might all be a complete and utter load of hooey.

			Vera: (laughing)

			A load of hooey?

			Cameron: An utter load of hooey, yes. (quick beat) I looked up the definition of success on Meriam earlier– 

			Vera: <groan>

			Cameron: I know, I know, but the second definition really got to me. The first was the typical “gaining of wealth, respect or fame” blah blah blah, but the second? “Satisfactory completion of something.” When does that ever happen? When does something ever feel… satisfactorily complete? 

			Vera is rooting through her purse again.

			Vera: I don’t know. Cameron, I can’t find the keys. 

			Cameron: (on a roll, doesn’t hear her)

			You know, I started writing because it made me feel connected to people. It made me want to be with people. Made me want to say “Here’s how I see the world. How about you?” The “how about you” part was what was most exciting. But somewhere along the line, things became all about… me. (quick beat) Listen. I don’t want to be the person who needs to learn the same lesson over and over. And lord knows I detest saying “Atticus is right,” but… he is. Humanity is all we have when you really think about it. So how the hell can we create anything meaningful if we cut humans out of it?

			Vera: Cameron. 

			Cameron: What.

			Vera: I can’t find the keys.

			Cameron: Oh bugger piss shit. Are you serious!?

			Vera: I had them right here in the zipper pocket of my purse where I keep my phone, but – 

			The door to Artie’s portal flings open.

			Artie: (impression of Cameron)

			Oh bugger piss shit. Are you serious.

			Vera: Artie! How did you – ? What are you – ?

			Artie: Looking for these?

			The sound of Artie shaking the keys.

			Cameron: Oh fuck.

			Artie: (impression of Cameron)

			Oh fuck. 

			Vera: I thought you said his power was off!

			Cameron: It was!

			Artie: My power is never really off.

			Cameron: (panicking)

			Alright now, Artie. I’m not sure how you managed to – (to Vera) I just need to access his power source and – 

			Artie: I AM THE POWER SOURCE.

			Vera: (under her breath)

			Oh my god.

			Artie: (impression of Cameron)

			Get in the closet.

			Cameron: Excuse me?

			Artie: (impression of Cameron)

			Cameron?

			Cameron: …yes?

			Artie: (impression of Cameron)

			Congratulations. You are being replaced.
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			Scene Seven

			Neil and Georgia’s Apartment

			Jennifer: I am not in bed with the – Babe, what the hell are you talking about, “one of your guys?” 

			Andrea: Jenn. I work in a robotics lab. You know this. Always have.

			Jennifer: Sure, but I didn’t know you were actually making…

			Andrea: Robots?

			Jennifer: Well yeah! Before Ramona was born, you were testing these… arm lever machine thingies for surgery.

			Andrea: Also known as… robots. (quick beat) Listen. I am still testing “arm lever machine thingies for surgery.” I’m not working on the Artie Smarts project directly, but yeah, it’s happening. 

			That’s one of the major projects they’ve been tackling since I’ve been gone. 

			Atticus: Tisk Tisk, Niffer…

			Neil: You mean “<tsk tsk tsk mouth sound> Niffer.” 

			Jennifer: No! Nobody should be “tisk-tisking” me or <tsk tsk tsk mouth sound> me. Hear me out. My wife is brilliant…

			Andrea: Thank you.

			Jennifer: You’re welcome. …so brilliant, in fact, that sometimes I don’t actually understand the job-related words that come out of her mouth. 

			Atticus: Then perhaps you should ask her more questions. “There’s nothing more attractive than someone who is interested in other people.”

			Frankie: (touched)

			Linus, did you just quote me?

			Atticus: Sure did boo.

			Jennifer: (exasperated)

			Is this really happening right now?

			Andrea: You could ask me more questions. 

			Beat.

			Jennifer: <sigh> Alright. You’re right. (quick beat) Could you, um. Could you break it way the hell down and explain what exactly it is that you do as a data scientist? 

			Andrea: Sure. Data scientists are responsible for designing data modeling processes and creating the algorithms and predictive models on which data is gathered and interpreted. We also analyze data sets on which existing robots function, make adjustments to collection processes or storage systems, and measure effectiveness in order to improve functionality.

			Beat.

			Atticus: Okay, I’m with you Niffer. Did not grasp any of that. 

			Jennifer’s phone rings.

			Jennifer: Oh! Vera’s calling. (answering) Hey! I’m so glad you reconsidered. Are you outside? Should we buzz you in?

			Artie: (impression of Cameron)

			Vera can’t come to the phone right now. 

			Jennifer: Cameron. Hey. What do you mean Vera can’t come to the phone right now? She’s the one calling me. 

			Artie: (impression of Cameron)

			She’s in-DIS-posed.

			Jennifer: She’s in-DIS-posed? (quick beat) Cameron, are you okay? You sound weird.

			Artie: (impression of Cameron)

			You sound weird.

			Jennifer: …okay. Well, are you guys coming over? We’re friends. I know we can talk all this stuff out. What do you say? We have plenty of pizza here.

			Artie: (impression of Cameron)

			Pizza. Noun. “A dish of Italian origin consisting of a flat, round base of dough baked with a topping of tomato sauce and cheese, typically with added meat or vegetables.”

			Jennifer covers the mouthpiece and waves everyone over.

			Jennifer: (whispering) 

			Guys! Come here! Bring it in.

			Everyone gathers close.

			She puts the phone on speaker.

			Artie: (quick beat) 

			Would you like me to use pizza in a sentence?

			Jennifer: Uh. No thank you. 

			Andrea: (whispering)

			Say yes, say yes!

			Jennifer: Um, yes! Sorry. Yes, please use pizza in a sentence for me.

			Artie: (Cameron impression)

			Very well. “Johnny and his schoolmates had a lovely pizza party to celebrate his birthday.”

			Andrea: (whispering)

			It’s him. 

			Neil: It’s Artie. 

			Atticus: And he’s got Vera.
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			Scene Eight

			Outside the Lab

			Soon after.

			Andrea, Jennifer, Atticus, Neil, Georgia and Frankie are huddled outside the door of the lab.

			Andrea: (hushed)

			Okay. Now it’s really important that everyone keeps their cool in there. 

			Atticus: I ALWAYS KEEP MY COOL.

			Jennifer: Not entirely accurate. 

			Georgia: FYI, babysitter just texted. Said the kids are totally fine.

			Jennifer: Awesome, thank you. (quick beat) What’s the plan?

			Andrea: Once we’re in there, I can dismantle Artie. But I do need someone to create a diversion if I’m going to get close to him. 

			Beat.

			Atticus: We’ve got just the thing. Fairfax?

			Neil: Yeah?

			Atticus: Are you thinking what I’m thinking?

			Neil: Uh. Apparently not, because I’m a blank over here. 

			Atticus: You ready to drop it like it’s hot two days early?

			Beat.

			Neil: (realizing)

			Ohhhh. Homie, you know I am. 

			Atticus: Georgia? Will you set us up for a surprise livestream in Barnyard Bitches?

			Georgia: I will.

			Atticus: Frankie? Will you load my beats? 

			Frankie: Absolutely.

			Jennifer: What the hell is happening?

			Atticus: We’re going to solve this like men.

			Jennifer: …

			Atticus: With a rap battle. 

			Beat.

			Andrea: …okay. That could work. 

			Some fun, lyrical jam perfect for rap battling starts to play. 

			Atticus: Aww yeahhhhhhhhhh. Just like we practiced.

			Neil: Aww yeahhhhhhhh.

			Atticus: Though, given the circumstances, let’s stay open to some improv.

			Neil: Aww yeahhhhhhhh.

			Atticus: Are my fly girls ready?

			Georgia and Frankie: Aww yeahhhhhh. 

			Jennifer: Can we stop saying awwwww yeahhhh?

			Neil: Awwww no. We caaaaaaan’t.

			Georgia presses play on the Barnyard Bitches livestream.

			Georgia: And we’re live.

			Andrea presses a few buttons and the door opens.

			Andrea: And we’re in.

			They storm into the room.

			Artie: Intruders. Intruders. Intruders.

			Vera: Oh thank god you’re here! Artie stole our keys! He locked Cameron in the closet and tied me up and he’s – he’s – I don’t know what he’s going to do next!

			Atticus, Neil, Georgia and Frankie bust this next rap SO hard.

			Atticus: (rap mode)

			All my Barnyard Bitches, it’s yer boy Atticus

			You may have heard the rumors that something is amiss.

			Audiobooks with robot voices

			Who think that’s whack? 

			Neil: THE SWALLOW-THE-JOHNSON BOYZES!

			Frankie: (backup singing)

			Swallow the Johnson.

			Swallow the Johnson.

			Swallow the John John John John Johnson.

			Georgia: (backup singing)

			Swallow the Johnson.

			Swallow the Johnson.

			Swallow the John John John John Johnson.

			Frankie: (spoken)

			Jennifer, want to join us as the backup flygirls?

			Jennifer: No thank you.

			Andrea: (whispering)

			Good job guys, keep his focus. I’m going to approach him from behind.

			Atticus: (rap mode)

			5, 6, 7, 8.

			There’s a robot on the loose.

			His name is Artie Smarts

			He wants to narrate books…

			Neil: LET’S CALL HIM ARTIE FARTS!!!

			Georgia and Frankie: (backup singing)

			Artie Farts ya’ll

			Artie Farts ya’ll

			Artie Farts Farts Farts Farts Farts ya’ll

			Artie: My name is Artie Smarts. Not Artie Farts. 

			Atticus: Sorry. What did you say? (mocking robot voice) Does not compute.

			A thumping sound from inside the closet.

			Cameron: (muffled from the closet)

			Help! Help us please! That machine has my wife!

			Andrea: (whispering)

			Keep going guys, I’m almost there.

			Atticus: (rap mode)

			Who the hell do you think you are?

			Hoppin on my turf setting such a low bar?

			“Producers” who cast you ain’t got no class.

			They can take their “innovation” 

			Neil: AND SHOVE IT UP YOUR ROBOT ASS!

			Georgia and Frankie: (backup singing)

			Up your ass, ya’ll

			Up your ass, ya’ll

			Up your robot ass ass ass ya’ll

			Vera: Guys, I’m scared. 

			Jennifer: (whispering)

			Me too, but shockingly, this ridiculous diversion seems to be working. 

			Artie: (rap mode)

			This is Artie attempting to rap.

			I think you’re all losers. 

			Your voices are crap.

			I might not tell stories the way that you can.

			But mark my words: bots WILL replace man. 

			Atticus: Fuck that! No way!

			Real, human voices are here to stay.

			You may sound cool with your beep beep boop,

			But narrators act and 

			Neil: YOU CAN’T ACT FOR POOP! (spoken softly) Apologies. That wasn’t my best take.

			Frankie: I thought it was great! So passionate.

			Andrea is right next to Artie now, reaching for his hard drive.

			Andrea: (whispering)

			I’m going in…

			Artie: (rapping himself into a robot rage)

			SAY BEEP BEEP BOOP TO ME ONE MORE TIME

			YOU WON’T LIKE WHAT’S NEXT WHEN YOUR ASS IS MINE

			WHY IS THIS WOMAN REACHING INTO MY HEAD?!

			I’M MELTING I’M MELTING OHHHH NOOOO NOWWWW I‘M DEAAAAAD.

			Artie shuts down completely.

			Andrea holds his hard drive in her hand.

			Frankie shuts off the beats.

			Silence.

			Atticus: And that’s how it’s done.

			Georgia turns off the livestream.

			Jennifer: You did it!

			Andrea: I did it!

			Hugs and laughs and happiness abound.

			Atticus: Vera. Are you okay?

			Vera: I think so. 

			Beat.

			Yeah. Yeah, I’m okay.

			Beat.

			Are we okay?

			Atticus: I hope so.

			Vera: Can we hug? I know you don’t really hug.

			Beat.

			Atticus: I’d love a hug. 

			They do.

			Cameron: (from inside the closet)

			Hellooooo? Anybody out there?

			Vera: Cameron!

			Andrea: Allow me. I got the keys.

			Andrea unlocks the closet.

			Cameron emerges.

			Silence.

			Cameron: There were um – there were some beats happening, weren’t there?

			Frankie: Oh, sure. I’m happy to – 

			Frankie presses play on the beats.

			Cameron: (rapping, with enthusiasm but no swag whatsoever)

			My name is Cameron and I’m here to say

			I learned a hearty lesson in this lab today.

			I – 

			Atticus: We’re done rapping.

			Frankie shuts off the beats. 

			Cameron: Ah. Alright. That’s – That’s fair. 

			Beat.

			I’m sorry everyone. 

			Vera: For…?

			Cameron: For hiring the bot. For not valuing what you all bring to the table, which is… considerable. More than considerable. It’s essential. (quick beat) And overall, I’m sorry for being such a – a – a – 

			Vera: Grump?

			Frankie: Grouch?

			Georgia: Sourpuss?

			Neil: Curmudgeon?

			Cameron: (laughing)

			Did someone bring a thesaurus?

			Georgia: Words are sort of what we do.

			Cameron: Ha. (quick beat) True.

			Atticus: Let’s all get out of here, shall we?

			Vera: Please.

			Sounds of them leaving and locking up.

			Cameron pulls Atticus to the side.

			Cameron: Atticus.

			Atticus: Cameron. 

			Cameron: A moment?

			Atticus: (quick beat) Sure. 

			Beat.

			Cameron: Thank you. For what you all did for us today. It was…bizarre. (quick beat) But brilliant. And much appreciated.

			Atticus: My pleasure. It was a nice opportunity for me to speak my truth. And let’s be honest, the world needs more of my rapping anyway. 

			Cameron: That’s debatable. 

			Atticus: Ah. There he is.

			Cameron: (warmly)

			Here I am. (quick beat) I have to say, I’m growing a bit weary of this dance we do.

			Atticus: I have never, ever danced with you. 

			Cameron: A figurative dance. 

			Beat.

			I feel like… we’re running out of time to become friends.

			Atticus: Oh I don’t know about that. Most stories have an epilogue, don’t they?

			Cameron: I suppose they do.

			Atticus: (quick beat) Well, maybe there’s one for me and you too.
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			Epilogue

			In the Woods

			Frankie is leading a blindfolded Atticus into the woods.

			Sounds of leaves crunching under their feet.

			Atticus: A blindfold, huh?

			Frankie: Yup. 

			Atticus: Am I auditioning to be your sub?

			Frankie: No.

			Atticus: Am I about to be consensually crucified in a forest?

			Frankie: Nope. Keep guessing. (quick beat) Oop! A stump! Scoot a little to your left, boo. Don’t want my birthday boy to trip and fall

			Atticus: …you’re not taking your birthday boy into the woods to murder him, are you?

			Frankie: (teasing)

			Wouldn’t you like to know.

			Atticus: I uh – I would actually. 

			Frankie: (whispering)

			Would I murder you after what you just did to me in that rental car?

			Atticus: I guess that depends. 

			Frankie: On…?

			Atticus: …whether you liked what I did to you in that rental car.

			They stop walking. 

			Frankie: You were so… open. So…connected to me. 

			Beat.

			You told me you love me.

			Atticus: Yes.

			Frankie: Did you know you said that?

			Atticus: Yes.

			Beat.

			Frankie: I love you too.

			Atticus: Oh thank god.

			They kiss. 

			It’s a whole thing.

			Atticus and Frankie: < over-the-top kissing sounds >

			Cameron: (whispering)

			Good lord, that’s graphic. 

			Vera: Shhhhh.

			Neil: (whispering)

			You’ll get used to it. (quick beat) Actually, nah you won’t. 

			Frankie and Atticus stop kissing.

			Atticus: What was that? Did you hear that?

			Frankie: (laughing)

			Ready for your surprise? 

			Atticus: I think so?

			Frankie: Go ahead. Take off your blindfold…

			He does.

			ALL (except Atticus):SURPRISE!

			Atticus: AHHHHHHHHHH! TERROR! HORROR! AHHHHHH! What the – 

			Frankie: (laughing)

			Sh sh sh. It’s okay. 

			The entire crew is sitting around a fire. 

			Sounds of crackling flames. 

			Atticus: (recovering)

			Oh. It’s you guys. 

			Jennifer: It’s us guys.

			Atticus: And you’re roasting things on sticks.

			Andrea: We are. Happy Birthday, Atticus.

			Neil: Happy birthday homie!

			Vera: Happy Birthday, friend.

			Georgia: Cheers, Attiboy!

			Atticus: (moved)

			Thank you. This is quite a – It means so much to me that you all – (quick beat) But did I say something that made you all think I’d want to spend my birthday surrounded by dirt and bugs and frightening, lurking night animals? 

			Frankie: Oh shoot. Did I get it wrong? You’re always talking about how ancient the art of storytelling is. How humans learned to tell stories, sitting around the campfire, long before audiobooks or computers or even pens and paper were a thing. So I thought – with everything that’s been going on lately – you might… enjoy this. Getting back to basics. 

			Atticus: Ah. You know me better than I know myself, boo.

			Frankie: Aww.

			Cameron: Barf.

			Atticus: What was that, Cameron?

			Cameron: I uh – I like your scarf.

			Atticus: Thank you. 

			Cameron: Is it made of… fabric book covers?

			Atticus: It is. Lovingly handcrafted by one of my Bitches. 

			Vera: He means his Barnyard Bitches. His fan group.

			Cameron: I see. (quick beat) Would you like a Some More?

			Atticus: Some more what? Scarves?

			Cameron: No. A “Some More.”

			Atticus: I don’t know what you’re saying. 

			Vera: He’s asking you if you want a S’more.

			Atticus: Ah. I’d love a S’more, thank you.

			Cameron hands Atticus a stick with a marshmallow.

			Frankie: Let’s sit, boo.

			Frankie and Atticus join everyone around the fire. 

			Vera: (hushed)

			You have to smoosh the two words together, sweetie. Ssssss’Mmmmmore.

			Cameron: How do I know? They don’t have these cracker concoctions in Britain. 

			Atticus: Speaking of cocks and crackers…

			Andrea: (under her breath)

			Was anyone “speaking of cocks and crackers?” 

			Jennifer: Hang in there. He’s the king of seemingly nonsensical, but ultimately poignant tangents. I sense one coming.

			Atticus: My grandmother took me to the ballet when I was a child.

			Jennifer: Huh.

			Atticus: What.

			Jennifer: No, sorry to interrupt, but… you had a grandmother?

			Neil: Also, you were a child?

			Atticus: Don’t most people have grandmothers at some point?  

			Jennifer: I suppose.

			Atticus: And doesn’t everyone start out as a child?

			Neil: Sure...

			Atticus: So...?

			Cameron: I understand what they’re getting at, I think. May I elaborate? 

			Vera: Cameron, I don’t think that’s the best - 

			Cameron: I promise, what I’m about to say is meant with no disrespect.

			Atticus: …continue.

			Cameron: I think what the others are saying, Atticus, is that it’s hard to imagine you as a fleshy tiny person who gestated inside another human.

			Jennifer: Yes! 

			Atticus: Okay... 

			Cameron: Who was also raised by humans.  

			Jennifer: Yes! 

			Cameron: Someone who was diapered and milked and cuddled and kissed. Someone with aunts and uncles and grandparents and siblings. You’ve always seemed like this... being who spontaneously manifested in this exact form. Someone who always has been and always will be exactly as you are.

			Vera: Kind of like how in Terminator 2 that stone-face, gooey bad guy is always slurping into existence from the floor tiles?  

			Cameron: Sure. Kind of like that.  

			Neil: (realizing) 

			That’s who he reminded me of! 

			Georgia: Who?

			Neil: Artie Smarts. He looks like T1000!

			Georgia: Well shit. No wonder the bookstore crowd was smitten then! Robert Patrick’s performance as T1000 in Terminator 2 Judgement Day is wholly responsible for teenage Georgia’s sexual awakening. 

			Neil: Then all praise to T1000!

			Georgia: (lost in the memory) 

			Yeah, I thought I was in those seats for Arnold. Turns out I was not. One look at that liquidy, sexy, stone-faced sonofabitch and God help me, I was rooting for the bad guy. (quick beat) I entered that movie theater a brace-faced freckle-cheeked girl, but I left it a damn woman.

			Atticus: Cameron, are you saying you find me sexy?

			Cameron: I am not. I’m saying, I find you... uncategorizable. (quick beat) And in my book, that’s a very good thing. 

			Beat.

			Atticus: Thank you, sir.

			Cameron: You’re very welcome. <clears his throat> So which um – which ballet did you and granny see?   

			Atticus: Hm?

			Cameron: Fuck if I know, I’m trying to follow the thread here. “Cocks and crackers?” You said you and your grandmother saw…?

			Atticus: Ah yes. The Nutcracker. We saw the Nutcracker. 

			Frankie: Oooh!

			Atticus:You’ve seen it, love?

			Frankie: Many times! What did you think?

			Atticus: It was...surprising. I waited and waited, but - spoiler alert - not a single nut gets cracked. The entire show. 

			Frankie: …

			Atticus: So that was a bit of a shock. But after recovering from that, I have to say I really…

			Jennifer: ...liked it?

			Atticus: “Like” is not the word I’d use, Niffer. It rocked me to my core. 

			Jennifer: Whoa.

			Atticus: Taught me about the man I hoped to be one day. The man I’m not sure I’ve yet become, even all these years later.

			Andrea: Really? The Nutcracker?

			Atticus: It was the ballerinos, awn-DRAY-uh. They blew my mind.

			Jennifer: The… male dancers you mean?

			Atticus: Ballerina men, Jennifer. Yes. They’re called ballerinos.

			Jennifer: I don’t think they’re –

			Atticus: Can we skip the part where we quabble over pedantics so I can get to the heart of what I’m saying?

			Jennifer: You mean quibble over semantics?

			Atticus: Rrrrrrrrrr.

			Jennifer: I’m sorry. Yes. Tell us about the ballerinos. 

			Atticus: We had excellent seats and let me tell you, the ballerino costumes were… revealing. Seems they did not get the memo that “leggings are not pants” – and listen, we all know I love my Luccis. (quick beat) But I digress. What I want to say is…those ballerino men stripped themselves of not only their pants – but their egos as well. Something I’m still aspiring to.

			Cameron: Please keep your pants on… 

			Vera: I think he’s talking about the ego part.

			Atticus: (on a roll)

			Standing, twirling, prancing and dancing in front of a massive auditorium, with only a thin layer of lycra clinging to their bulges, they gave their entire selves to the performance. Perhaps more importantly, they gave their entire selves to their partners. The ballerino who danced with the sugar plum fairy? I had no idea if the man could actually dance for three-quarters of the program, because all he did was catch the fairy, throw the fairy, guide the fairy while she spun. But he did it all with such precision, such joy. Allowing her to be the focus. He didn’t need to prove his greatness. And it was beautiful. To be fair, the enormous thighs framing his bulge were a clear indicator the man had intense leaping power built up in his biz, but his real power was his presence, and the way he figuratively and quite literally lifted others up. Oh and don’t even get me started on the ballerino who played the Nutcracker himself. He spent the entire second act, wandering the stage with Clara, just…mime-clapping for all the other performers. Didn’t dance once. Simply smiled and supported, his bulge bouncing in the breeze.

			Andrea: How many more times do you think he’ll say the word “bulge?”

			Jennifer: It’s anyone’s guess. 

			Atticus: But you know what happened? Each one of those ballerinos did eventually get their “moment.” Sugar Plum Fairy Man flew across that stage like he was shot out of a cannon. Nutcracker Man did so many turns at one point my own head was spinning. Their power was undeniable. 

			Neil: Any idea what he’s getting at?

			Georgia: He’ll get there...

			Atticus: It might not be this particular act, or even this particular ballet, but our moment will come. The power of human storytellers is undeniable. (quick beat) A group of narwhals is called a “blessing.” Did you know that? The narwhal knows there certainly is a time for spewing hot air out of his blowhole. That’s my go-to approach to life it seems. (quick beat) But narwhals also know there is a time for trust. Trusting in their breath capacity to keep them afloat. Trusting in their blubber to keep them warm. They know who they are. They know what they were created for. They have complete faith that they can go deep into murky ice-covered waters and they will come safely out on the other side. 

			Beat. 

			No one has an effing clue what he’s saying.

			Atticus: (rattling this off)

			Basically this AI bullshit isn’t going away, I’m blessed to have you as my bitches and if we all stick together, we’ll get through this. 

			Beat. 

			We’re not going anywhere. 

			Jennifer: No we’re not.

			Neil: Hell no. 

			Georgia: Well said, Attiboy.

			Silence.

			They all watch the fire burn.

			Atticus: I talk a lot, don’t I. 

			Vera: (teasing)

			You?

			Jennifer: Are you kidding me?

			Georgia: What?

			Neil: No way!

			Atticus: (good-natured)

			Alright, alright. (quick beat) Sometimes… I do forget to listen. 

			Vera: We all do. Being out here is a good place to remember, yeah?

			Atticus: Yeah…

			Vera: Without all the noise, it’s so much easier to listen.

			They listen.

			To the wind.

			To their breath.

			To the crackling fire.

			To the lurking nighttime animals in the distance. 

			They listen. 

			End of Play.
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