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AN EXCERPT

Cast of Characters:

ZERO - 17, non-binary, disconnected, in for knifework
JULIA - 17, female, surly, in for fire cracking
HARRISON - 17, male, ephemeral, in for fisticuffs

Place:
In and around St. Vedastus Academy for Misguided Teens, a New England boarding
institution for troubled youth

Time:
Mid-Autumn

SYNOPSIS:

Deep in the woods of rural Connecticut lies a brick-laden Victorian mansion, the St.
Vedastus Academy for Misguided Teens, a refuge for the newly violent, mildly
sinister, and willfully corrupt. Zero is at least two of these things, and even in the
eyes of more deviant classmates, suffers social death for it. When schoolmate
Harrison discovers a seemingly bottomless pit in the forest floor, Zero sees an
opportunity to claw a way to the top of the heap. But a strange compulsion begins
to overtake Zero, and the pit appears to be expanding larger and larger and larger,
threatening to swallow them all. ZERO is a narrated tale of the inexplicable and the
unspeakable, a darkly comedic allegory about the relationship between addiction
and empathy, the danger of simple solutions, and whether ‘nothing’ actually exists

anyway.

TRIGGER WARNINGS: This play includes all the things. This ain’t no Disney
Channel sh*t.
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Scene One
01110011011000110110010101101110011001010010000000110001

(Silence. ZERO'’s voice cuts through the silence like a hot knife through
sorbet. The lights burst up on ZERO, addressing the audience.)

ZERO:
In the night—

(The sound of banging on a window, the panicked voice of HARRISON)

HARRISON:
Zero—Zero come quick—!

ZERO:
[ was up, always up, drawing circles onto my limbs with a rusted out paperclip, but
that voice

HARRISON:
Zero! He’s gone!

ZERO:
That voice has a way of catching my attention.

(Lights up on a window frame, on the figure of HARRISON, tall, fit, eyes wide
like headlights. ZERO throws open the window.)

Jesus, Harrison! It's fuck o’clock in the morning! You wanna wake the floor?

HARRISON:
No, I—

ZERO:
You wanna get tied up by Proud Mary?

HARRISON:
Lord no, [—

ZERO:
Christ, you're three flights up—scaled the side of the building, Har? Fucking Spider-
man or some shit?

HARRISON:
He’s gone, Toby'’s gone, and I don’t know what to do.
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ZERO:
(to audience) Toby, Harrison’s pet iguana, AKA Grandmaster Flyswatter, AKA the
Creeper, breaks out, like, once every two weeks. Hangs on the side of walls with his
green talons, nipping flies out the air, snapping spiders from their webs, then makes
his way back to Harrison’s room to bask in the glory of his heat lamp. He’s not gone.

He’s always somewhere.
(to HARRISON) He’s in the house.

HARRISON:
This is different, Zero.
ZERO:
How'’s it different, Har?
HARRISON:

He’s out. I can feel it. He's out.
Come with me. Come find him.

(ZERO turns to the audience)

ZERO:
From the window, a crisp breeze cried October, a breeze that knew to ride high
through the third floor, a breeze that said stay indoors, it’s too cold, you don’t need
another letter of reprimand, but then Harrison put his arm out, grabbed my wrist—
squeezed my wrist in those unusually strong fingers, and he looked up at me—

HARRISON:
Please, Zero. I'm scared.

ZERO:
[s it the dreams again?
(to audience) But then I'm pulled through the window like a rabbit through a looking
glass and me and Harrison are outside, outside where it’s dark and cold and the
moon is out above our heads. We scaled down the crumbling brick face of the St.
Vedastus Academy for Misguided Teens and cut through the gravel yard to the chain
link fence wrapped around the property like a headscarf on a cancer patient. Both
barefoot.
Harrison pointed to an iguana-sized gap where the fence met the gravel.

(A searchlight streams past them, HARRISON ducks, ZERO does not.)

HARRISON:
Here! He went through here!

ZERO:
That’s a leap, Harrison—there’s no way to—
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HARRISON:
You have to trust me. You have to trust me.

ZERO:
(to audience) Harrison pulled out a knife, a small sharp blade, a glorious little shiv,
ground down from a butter knife snatched from the mess, and I felt my heart skip.

HARRISON:
Not for you, Zero.
ZERO:
Yeah, but if [—
HARRISON:
This isn’t for you—
ZERO:

Do you want me to come with you or not?
(HARRISON reluctantly hands ZERO the knife.)
Little shiv like this. What harm can it do?

(ZERO turns to the audience, knowingly—a glint of elation behind the eyes.
Returning to the scene, ZERO pries open the gap in the chain link fence, and
HARRISON climbs through. ZERO follows, pockets the knife.)

(to audience) Surrounding the grounds of the illustrious St. Vedastus is dense New
England forest, elms and pines and sugar maple, and Harrison strode deep within,
following a path that didn’t exist. Our feet on fallen leaves like potato chips, tripping
on roots and vines and rotten logs. The cicadas laughed at us in rhythmic gasps.

HARRISON:
(calling) Toby! Toby where are you, buddy?

ZERO:
Shut up!
HARRISON:
It’s too cold out here.
ZERO:

[ know it’s fucking cold out here!

HARRISON:
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[ meant, for Toby.

ZERO:
And for us, Harrison. Too cold for us.

HARRISON:
Toby needs to be in temperature regulated space of approximately 73 degrees!

ZERO:
Then what the fuck is he doing out here!?

HARRISON:
Zero.

ZERO:
(to audience) And at that moment, as he said my name, the light of the moon cut
through the trees, and hit Harrison’s face just so, and [ swear to God he looked
more... more present than [ had ever seen another human being in my life, and I felt
his fingers wrapped around my wrist, and I wondered if my pulse was beating
through his palm because of those energy drinks I threw back at eleven—

HARRISON:
What is that?
(Beat)
ZERO:
What is what?
HARRISON:
That.

(The lights reveal an empty space on the floor of the stage.)

ZERO:
(to audience) A hole, gouged out of the forest floor. A pit, about six feet in diameter,
perfect in its shape, as though the ground had been carved out with a giant awl. The
perfect circle. The perfect circle.

(For a brief moment, the lights burst bright blue. They fade.)

[ felt my scars tingle in perfect circles. Like feathers. Like electricity.
(to HARRISON) Did you feel that?

HARRISON:
He’s down there, Zero.



ZERO — an EXCERPT

I can sense him.
He’s down there.

ZERO:
So go get him.

(HARRISON calls into the pit.)

HARRISON:
Toby!

(It doesn’t echo. The pit swallows his voice. He tries again.)
Toby! Are you down there?

ZERO:
Christ, Har.
How deep do you think that goes?

(HARRISON picks up a stone, and lobs it down the pit. They wait for it to hit
bottom. It doesn’t.)

Bigger. Get a bigger—

(HARRISON picks up a bigger stone, and throws it down the pit. They wait
for it to hit bottom. It doesn’t.)

ZERO:
How deep is this fucking--?

HARRISON:
(an epiphany) Forever, Zero. It goes on forever.

ZERO:
(to audience) Then he broke, he snapped, he cracked at my feet, and he sobbed into
my stomach, and I held his head as he heaved. His fists clutched the back of my
shirt. And we stood like that, Harrison on his knees, me staring down into that
endless hole, his tears wetting the skin on my stomach, both of us waiting to hear a
sound that would never come as the wind lashed the forest around us.

(Lights shift)
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Scene Two

01110011 01100011 01100101 0110111001100101 001000000111010001110111
01101111

(The sounds of a crowded dining room. ZERO addresses the audience.)

ZERO:
St. Vedastus Academy for Misguided Fuckers was built in 1893, an alternative to
prison for juvies who railed against the state, but who were assumed to be
“salvageable.” A Romanesque monolith of brick and turrets buried deep within the
wilds of rural Connecticut. The school was funded founded floundered by a dude
named Bradford Cullis, whose only offspring—a legendary asshole known as
Scully—had torn apart four guys during a poker game with a straight razor. They
found him in a warehouse basement drenched in blood, blade in one hand, two
pair—jacks and nines—in the other. He was 15.

(JULIA, 17, enters holding a tray with a bowl of oatmeal on it. She spots ZERO,
hisses, under her breath.)

JULIA:
Here goes nada.

(JULIA begins to eat. She nonchalantly approaches ZERO, who notices her,
but isn’t speaking to her anyway.)

ZERO:
The school housed forty-three of us, forty-three delinquents between 14 and 18,
tossed at the state for various offenses, violent and not—armed robbery, drug
dealing, car theft, identity theft. St. Vedastus: one part salvation, two parts
penitentiary. Shared living space, shared dining space, shared toilets, shared
showers; private bedrooms, private tutoring sessions, private trysts beneath the
stairwell or in the library stacks. Rough handies delivered in the laundry room;
furtive fucks behind the parking garage. No cellphones, no internet, one basic cable
flat screen with half the channels fucking blocked—no access to the outside world
except what gets smuggled in by the security guards or the cleaning lady or a
misguided family member. Hogwarts for Fucked-up Muggles.

JULIA:
Hey.
Hey.
HEY.
What are you doing?
ZERO:

Of course, it’s high school. So shitty social hierarchy rules apply.
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JULIA:
I'm talking to you.

ZERO:
(nod to JULIA) She is a great white shark—

JULIA:
Christ, if you're stroking out...

ZERO:
Harrison and I are, like, fucking plankton.

JULIA:
[ am NOT calling the nurse for you.

ZERO:
Said Julia, who once set her parents’ house on fire, and then set her grandparents’
house on fire, and then set her case worker’s house on fire, and is now here and not
allowed to touch anything remotely warm.

JULIA:
Hey, Freak-show!

ZERO:
(turning to her) Yeah?
Oh, hey.
Hey.
Julia.

JULIA:
Don’t say my name.

ZERO:
Sorry.

JULIA:
The fuck was that?

ZERO:
What?

JULIA:

Staring off into space like a Goddamn zombie.

ZERO:
Zombies in space?
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JULIA:

[ don’t fucking know.
(Beat. Itis awkward.)

You got a minute?

ZERO:
Me?

JULIA:
No, the fucking tooth fairy.

ZERO:
Yeah, [—

JULIA:

Not here. I need smoke. Up. Before people see us talk.

(JULIA tosses the cafeteria tray aside, leads ZERO up through the mansion to
the fourth floor. ZERO speaks to the audience.)

ZERO:
Falling up flights of stairs through the labyrinthine wood-stained interior of St.
Vedastus, and I could see Julia’s face growing darker and darker like slow blinds
being drawn. We reached the fourth floor balcony window, looking out over the
gravel yard surrounding the school, the chain link fence, and the dense forest
beyond. Julia flung the window open with one tattooed hand, and we crawled out
into the brisk morning air. The wind smelled of storm clouds and decaying leaves
and the faint stank of fireplace smoke from the kitchens. Julia took a deep inhale
before turning to me, eyes blazing.

JULIA:
Where the fuck did you go last night?

ZERO:
[ was in bed. Asleep. In bed.

JULIA:
No, no you weren’t. Don’t lie to me.

ZERO:

Why would [—?

JULIA:
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[ saw you. Out my window. You and André the Fucking Retard—

ZERO:
His name is Harrison.

JULIA:
Sneaking through a gap in the fence. What were you doing?

ZERO:
Nothing.

JULIA:
Bullshit.
You two a thing?

ZERO:
No! No, [—

JULIA:

Huffing paint? Snorting coke? Nah, you're not the type, are you?
(a thought) You weren’t out there, like, torturing small animals, were you?

ZERO:
Fucking gross.

JULIA:
Watch your fucking mouth.
[ know you cut.

ZERO:
Who told you—?

JULIA:
Common knowledge.
Lemme see.

ZERO:
No.

JULIA:

Lemme see or I'll tell everyone you're getting porked by the poster child for “Living
with Autism.”

(Slowly, ZERO shows JULIA both arms, one at a time. There are circle shaped
scars up and down each arm—perfect circles of elevated flesh. JULIA grabs
ZERO’s arm.)
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Perfect little circles.
(JULIA traces the circles with her finger. She is suddenly saddened by this.)

These are no fucking joke, Zero.
Sorry about that. You can cover up.

(ZERO rolls down the shirtsleeves, covering the circles.)
You got a light?

(ZERO takes a book of matches out of a pocket. JULIA's eyes goggle.)
Give it here.

ZERO:
It's contraband, Julia.

JULIA:
Don’t say my name. Give me the matches.

(JULIA pulls a bent cigarette from a pocket.)

ZERO:
You're an arsonist.

JULIA:
Give me the fucking fire.

ZERO:

I'd have to be insane giving a book of matches to a fucking arsonist.

JULIA:
['ve been carrying this fucking cigarette for months. GIVE.IT. TO. ME.

(JULIA snatches the book out of ZERO’s hands. She trembles as she lights her
cigarette. She takes a deep drag, and then exhales, as though she’s exhaling
every stress ever laid on her. ZERO looks out over the balcony, giving her a
private moment as JULIA composes herself.)

[ want to go with you.

END OF EXCERPT



