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The Characters – 
 
The Writer – a novelist, funded by the Alfred Lansing Foundation, who works 
part-time as an adjunct fiction instructor and a temp. 
 
Margot Whitfield – the newly hired executive director of The Alfred Lansing 
Foundation.  She previously worked in the finance industry, but has recently 
moved to a non-profit. 
 
The Writer’s Dad – he sits outside his house in Oklahoma, watches birds, and 
calls his son to leave long messages on an antiquated answering machine. 
 
Notes:  Projections happen simultaneous to text.  The Receptionist at Alfred 
Lansing is a pre-recorded voice. 
 
The writing of a disappearance in two parts was supported by funding from a 
Jerome Foundation Travel and Study Grant.  It has been further developed at The 
Playwrights’ Center, Luna Stage, the FLEET at Bootleg Theatre, the Great Plains 
Theatre Conference and HERE Arts Center in New York. 
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Part One 
The Present and the Recent Past 

 
  In darkness, projected: 
 
  THE PRESENTAND THE RECENT PAST  
 

The Writer appears slowly in a pool of light.  As the lights come to full, 
the projected text fades.  The writer is well dressed, but his clothes are 
crumpled.  He speaks with a crisp cadence and has a wry sense of humor. 
 

The Writer 
I return home one night on the public bus. 
 

Pause. 
 

The Writer 
I return home. 
 
 Pause. 
 
One night – One night I return – On the public bus – One night I return home – I 
return home. 
 
I return home one night on the public bus from working a job at – I can’t 
remember where, at least I say I can’t it’s not like I’ve tried.  It’s not even that 
important.  Except, well, I guess it is.  God’s in the details.  Or the devil.  
 
Let me try that again. 
 
I return home one night on the public bus from working some kind of temp job 
…  No, sounds vague.   
 
I return home one night on the public bus from working my temp job in 
downtown Minneapolis (good enough).  It is late March 2009, spring in most 
places, but here firmly winter.  A blanket of grey snow on the ground, a slate sky 
spits sleet into my teeth as I step off the public bus – 
 
Or no.  Maybe I return home by car?  
 
Yeah, in 2009 when I’m not temping I am an adjunct fiction instructor with an 
hour-long commute (two hours round-trip), which is actually less time spent 
than what it takes to read inane blog posts masquerading as fiction written by 19 
year olds.  Oh, and a few weeks before, running late I get a speeding ticket, 
which I figure is twenty percent of my total salary, so that, plus the cost of gas, 
plus the hours of reading inane writing and, really, what’s the point? 
 
But that doesn’t have anything to do with this. 
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The Writer 
I return home one night (on the public bus or by car, grey snow, slate sky, sleet in 
my teeth) and open my mailbox to find a very important letter I have been 
waiting quite a while to receive.  You see, I applied for a grant back in – well, I 
don’t remember when, but it was a grant for emerging artists (funded by The 
Alfred Lansing Foundation) for research to create a “new work.” 
 
I am going to create something new and innovative (at least I hope) in the genre 
of historical fiction and the envelope is thick enough that it looks like a ‘yes,’ but 
you know, like most writers I’m so used to hearing ‘no’ I tell myself – 
 
“Yes, the envelope is thick, but that’s only because they’ve included lengthy 
information on how to re-apply during the next “cycle,” or perhaps they’ve 
included a few hand-scrawled notes from the committee?” 
 
This goes through my head during the three seconds it takes to pick up the letter, 
glance at the return address, and tear it open. 
 
There it is. 
 
Black ink, thick white paper, the smell of an administrative assistant’s perfume 
wafting off of Margot Whitfield’s neat and efficient signature. 
 
Oh, yes, right!  Margot Whitfield, their recently hired Executive Director.  She 
used to work in corporate America for a financial firm.  She had a transformation 
after the mortgage crisis (she may have been the only one) and she left her 
corporate job to fund the arts.   
 
Yes, it’s true.  
 
This acceptance is a high I can ride for – Oh, you know, a few hours until the 
reality of how hard it is going to be to actually write this “new work” suddenly 
hits me and then the letter … goes into a drawer.   
 
It’s as if it never arrived.  No, actually even worse, because it has.  And now what 
was previously just an idea – to write an epic, American story set in the place 
where I grew up (my home) the geography of which is utterly imprinted (no, 
seared) onto my brain – is now – a reality. 
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The Writer 
The idea for my proposal came to me from my brother.   
 
Years ago, he sent me a postcard. 
  
My brother sent me a lot of postcards.  He found some in antique shops, 
museums, some he drew by hand.  You see, my brother’s obsession with the past 
and with forgotten history inspired me (and my novel).  This particular postcard 
is of a map of what could have been, in one possible past, the forty-seventh state 
of the U.S, but which actually became the Eastern half of our forty-sixth State …  
Wait, that’s confusing.  Let me start at the beginning.  Let me tell it the way my 
brother would have told it. 
 
In the 1830’s, the federal government moved The Five Civilized Tribes (and later 
many other tribes) to this land and also a section to the west.  These two halves 
formed the outline of the place I have always, for better or worse, called “home.” 
 

 
The Writer 

Oklahoma. 
 
And in 1866, right after the Civil War, an oddly shaped piece in the middle 
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The Writer 
Was taken back (well, the Native treaties were “re-negotiated”) as retribution for 
siding with the Confederacy.  For twenty-three years “The Unassigned Lands” 
(as it was known) sat empty. 
 
Nobody came in.  Nobody came out.   
It was an empty space, a black spot, a small missing piece. 
 
In 1889, the government opened this small piece of land to white settlers, which 
opened a floodgate of taking more and more land away from the Natives. 
 

 
 

The Writer 
For ten years, in the Western half, lands belonging to the Iowa, Sac, Fox, 
Tonkawa, Shawnee, Potawatomi, Cheyenne, Arapaho, Kickapoo, Kiowa, 
Comanche, Apache, Wichita, Caddo, Ponca, Otoe-Misouria, Kaw and Osage 
were opened to settlers. 

 

 
The Writer 

The western half became “Oklahoma Territory.” 
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The Writer 

And the Natives were re-located again, to the eastern half, “Indian Territory.” 
 
And in 1902, the Natives had a map drawn up of that eastern half (the postcard 
my brother sent me).   
 

 
 

The Writer 
A map of a dream of home, a Native state they called Sequoyah.   
 
And they said to the federal government something like, hey, look, you’ve taken 
an entire country away from us and left us with a flat dry plain the Western half  
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The Writer 
of which you just took back, so why not let us hang on to the eastern part of this, 
honestly, worthless piece of nothing? 
 
I spread out all of these postcards around me and as I’m about to begin taking 
notes for the research I hope to do very soon (funded by Alfred Lansing), just as 
my pen approaches paper…  
 

The sound of a phone ringing. 
 
In a pool of light, the Writer’s Dad. 

 
The Writer’s Dad 

Son, how are ya?  How’s the novel?  What’s the weather like?  Hot down here.  
High 90’s in April.  Gonna be the hottest summer on record, I bet.  I bet.  Hottest 
summer.  On record.  I bought a birdbath.  Put it out back, got all kinds of birds 
out there – I saw a blue jay and a cardinal and one of those little yellow finches, 
they’re all over, but they sure are pretty.  They’re all comin’ back north after the 
winter.  Guess they’ll make their way up your way too.  Weather’s so nice this 
year I think they’re gonna make their way north even quicker than usual. 
 

The Writer 
He won’t stop calling.  I never answer.  Sometimes I even pick up the phone and 
hang it back up, but still he – 
 

The Writer’s Dad 
Hey son, me again.  I was sittin’ here watching two sparrows take a bath and I 
got to thinkin’ – 

 
 The sound of a dial tone and 

Light fades suddenly on the Writer’s Dad. 
Writer plunges forward. 

 
The Writer 

Where was I? 
 
Oh, yes.  The postcards.  Sequoyah.   
 
The name the Natives chose for their new state. 
 
I proposed to the Alfred Lansing Foundation that I turn the history of Sequoyah 
into an epic and historical novel, something like – like – epic and historical, but 
also small and personal like – like – I don’t know I can’t think of anything small 
and personal that’s epic and historical, but in order to write it (whatever it is 
going to be) I have to return.   
 
I have to go back.   
 
I have to … go home. 
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Pause. 

 
The Writer 

This makes me anxious like wanting to vomit then pass out then vomit again 
while passed out, but I can’t vomit, so instead I feel sick from the cheap 
processed cow-cheese-bread-dollar-menu-thingie I ate for lunch and then start to 
sweat so profusely my clothes stick to every inch of my skin – all of this just at 
the thought of going back?  What was I thinking?  Why write a grant to return 
home?  I love home in the historical-sense (that’s one thing my brother gave me), 
but not in the real-life-having-actually-grown-up-there-and-then-had-some-of 
the-worst-shit-that-ever-happened-to-me-there sense. 
 
But no.  No, that’s not what this is about.  (forget I said that.) 
 
You should only know that I can not go home, I do not want to, there is nothing 
left for me there, not in any real sense. 
 
So, instead of taking advantage of this generous grant from Mr. Lansing (who 
was he anyway?  I should Google that) I read the inane-nineteen-year-old-
blogpost-mini-flash-fiction-tweets and write little notes in red ink in the margins 
(as if I care) and then go out and meet my friend for drinks and he talks about – 
well, I don’t remember what he talks about – but I talk about the novel and how 
it’s about all of this fascinating history that my brother loved and how after I finish it 
and when it is finally published I will dedicate the book to him … 
 
 

 
 

 
The Writer 

But he doesn’t seem to care (my friend) we just get more drunk (too drunk) until 
he and I slip out into the night (too old to live the lives we led, too young to 
realize; that’s a great line I should write that down) and then I am alone, can’t 
even remember how we part and I wait for a  bus that never comes and then 
stumble home, walk over an hour to crawl into bed at five AM. 
 
And then, one morning, I wake up. 
 
Six months has passed since I received the letter …  I keep trying to focus on my 
research, but when I do – 
 
 In a pool of light, the Writer’s Dad. 
 

The Writer’s Dad 
Hey, son.  I just saw a red-tailed hawk swoop down on top of my birdbath and 
kill a robin.   Haven’t seen that before.  Out in the country sure, but not here 
inside the city limits.  It’s beautiful down here.  Absolutely beautiful.  Best  
weather I’ve ever seen this time of year.  The best.  Nice up there?  Ooh, looks  

FOR MY BROTHER, 
WHO TAUGHT ME TO VALUE THE PAST 
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The Writer’s Dad 
like it’s snowing already.  Well … Maybe I should come up there and see ya.  
Doesn’t look like you’re gonna come down here and I understand that, sure, 
don’t worry about that, but I might come up there.  I just might do it. 
 
 The sound of a dial tone and  

The Writer’s Dad disappears into darkness. 
 

The Writer 
My dad will never leave home.  He’s just like my brother … 
 
The day I left home for good (I knew I should’ve stayed, that if I didn’t 
something terrible might happen) my brother begged me not to leave and then 
my dad blamed me for … 
 
But we don’t have to talk about that. You see, up here I can shut all that out.  Up 
here in my studio apartment, ensconced in a constant blizzard (grey  
snow, slate sky, sleet in my teeth) like I’m trapped inside the drabbest most 
consistently boring snow globe man ever manufactured, a thousand miles from  
home, I am safe – I press a button on my antiquated answering machine, 
connected to my outdated landline, and my dad’s voice disappears … 
 
Has it really been six months since I received the letter?  
 
I have to finish (or at least start) this novel, if for no other reason than I can not fail 
and so I pick up the phone and dial Alfred Lansing. 
 

The sound of a phone ringing – it seems like an excessive number of rings, which 
creates an awkward moment between The Writer and the audience.  Finally: 

 
Receptionist (recorded voice) 

“Hello, you’ve reached the Alfred Lansing Foundation, helping artists create art 
since 1979.  You’ve reached us on a weekend.  Sorry, we’re not open.  Call back 
on Monday, or leave a message.”  
 
 Dial Tone.   
 

The Writer looks at the audience, annoyed. 
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The Writer 
This small detail inspires me to lie in bed and drink Jameson for the rest of the 
weekend.  And later, Sunday night, as I cast my drunk eyes over my tiny studio I 
have an idea – not for my novel, but for life, about how to live.   
 
I look at every little thing I own (the mattress, Ikea chair, a moleskin black 
notebook lying on the floor that doesn’t have a single word written inside it – 
where did that even come from?) and I can see that all of it is meaningless 
because none of it suggests anything about my own history. 
 
So I drag and carry, bag and box every little last thing I own, I throw it all out 
into the hallway and then come back into my empty apartment, the sound of my 
feet echoing off the bare walls, I open my window, sit beneath it, listen to the 
sounds of the city, and I think –  
 
Yes.  This.  This is me. 


