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“Don't Tell Me I Can't Fly soars.”

— Milwaukee Journal/Sentinel
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“Discover with Tonia and her family that the best you can be is to be
yourself. An inspiring, engaging and delightful look at family life”
—broadwayworld.com.

“York creates a marvelous scenario for overcoming adversity
while also discovering one’s unique soul”
—Postscript Performing Arts, Milwaukee.

Don’t Tell Me I Can’t Fly - Drama. By Y York. Inspired by the
life and art of Della Wells. Cast: 2m., 3w. Nine-year-old Tonia
Bridge is growing up in a working-class, African-American
home in Milwaukee in 1964. Young Tonia’s artistic soul is at
odds with her parents’ fears and pragmatism. Her efforts to
please and appease them are in conflict with her own needs
and desires. Complicating Tonia’s world is her mother’s men-
tal illness and her father’s anger at the insidious racism of the
times, which hampers his own ambitions to pursue a career
in science. Tonia tries to please her mother by wearing safe,
but drab, clothing; she follows the rules in a famous etiquette
book on hair and deportment and manners. She tries to
please her father by making a beautiful science project which
she thinks will make him proud. A different Tonia takes the
stage when she is guiding her friend Theo into the world of
her imagination, or finding a thrill in her secret games with
her dolls. Tonia finds her way, the only way possible, by al-
lowing her parents to see her true self with all its flaws, beau-
ty and possibilities. Single set. Approximate running time: 70
minutes. Code: DE9.

LaNae Ramey as Tonia in First Stage Milwaukee’s world premier production.
Photo: Jessica Kaminski. Cover design: Susan Carle.
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The amateur and stock acting rights to this work are controlled exclusively
by THE DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY without whose permission
in writing no performance of it may be given. Royalty must be paid every
time a play is performed whether or not it is presented for profit and whether
or not admission is charged. A play is performed any time it is acted before
an audience. Current royalty rates, applications and restrictions may be found
at our website: www.dramaticpublishing.com, or we may be contacted by
mail at: DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY, 311 Washington St.,
Woodstock IL 60098.

COPYRIGHT LAW GIVES THE AUTHOR OR THE AUTHOR’S AGENT
THE EXCLUSIVE RIGHT TO MAKE COPIES. This law provides authors
with a fair return for their creative efforts. Authors earn their living from the
royalties they receive from book sales and from the performance of their
work. Conscientious observance of copyright law is not only ethical, it en-
courages authors to continue their creative work. This work is fully protected
by copyright. No alterations, deletions or substitutions may be made in the
work without the prior written consent of the publisher. No part of this work
may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or
mechanical, including photocopy, recording, videotape, film, or any informa-
tion storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the
publisher. It may not be performed either by professionals or amateurs with-
out payment of royalty. All rights, including, but not limited to, the profes-
sional, motion picture, radio, television, videotape, foreign language, tabloid,
recitation, lecturing, publication and reading, are reserved.

For performance of any songs, music and recordings mentioned in this
play which are in copyright, the permission of the copyright owners must
be obtained or other songs and recordings in the public domain substi-
tuted.

©MMXII by
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Printed in the United States of America
All Rights Reserved
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For inquiries concerning all other rights, contact:
Bret Adams Agency, 448 W. 44th St.,
New York NY 10036 e Phone: (212) 765-5630
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IMPORTANT BILLING AND CREDIT REQUIREMENTS

All producers of the play must give credit to the author of the play in all pro-
grams distributed in connection with performances of the play and in all in-
stances in which the title of the play appears for purposes of advertising,
publicizing or otherwise exploiting the play and/or a production. The name
of the author must also appear on a separate line, on which no other name
appears, immediately following the title, and must appear in size of type not
less than fifty percent (50%) the size of the title type. Biographical informa-
tion on the author, if included in the playbook, may be used in all programs.
In all programs this notice must appear:

“Produced by special arrangement with
THE DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY of Woodstock, Illinois”

In addition, all producers of the play must include the following acknowl-
edgment on the title page of all programs distributed in connection with per-
formances of the play and on all advertising and promotional materials in
size of type not less than 50% the size of the author’s name:

“Inspired by the life and art of Della Wells”
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Don't Tell Me I Cant Fly was premiered by First Stage
Milwaukee, Milwaukee, Wis., October 2011. The produc-
tion was directed by Mark Lutwak, SDC, with the follow-
ing artists:

CAST

AlmaBridge. . .. ............ ... Tiffany Yvonne Cox
Leon Bridge. . ............... Chauncy Thomas, AEA
Aunt Franny. . ................ Chinai J. Hardy, AEA

Young performers were double cast:

Tonia Bridge . .......... Ashley Nord & LaNae Ramey
Theo Moore. . . ..... Matthew Wade & Dashaun McCray

PRODUCTION TEAM

Scenic Designer. . ............ Collette Pollard, USAA

Costume Designer. . . .................. Daryl Harris

Lighting Designer. . ........... Dennis Parichy, USAA

Sound Designer . ................... Matt Whitmore

Stage Manager . ................ Michele Hand, AEA

Assistant Stage Manager . ........... Thomas J. Novak
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Don’t Tell Me I Can’t Fly

CHARACTERS:

TONIA (from ANTONIA) BRIDGE, age nine
THEO MOORE, age nine

ALMA BRIDGE, early thirties

LEON BRIDGE, late thirties

AUNT FRANNY, forties

The characters are African American.

THE TIME AND PLACE: It is Milwaukee, 1964, fall.
The living-dining room of a modest house, in a working
class neighborhood.

NOTES:

An ellipsis “...” indicates a thought, a change, a very
brief amount of time has happened but a shift has oc-
curred.

A dash “—” indicates an interruption, usually by the
next speaker, but sometimes by the current speaker in-
terrupting him or herself.
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ACT ONE

(Scene 1. TONIA stands on a stool holding MISS
KATIE KEANE, a white, blonde doll; they are dressed
alike. ALMA, removes pins from TONIA's dress. Party
decorations, sewing items strewn about.)

TONIA. What if we didn’t have a party?

ALMA. Stop squirming.

TONIA. What if nobody comes?

ALMA. Everybody is going to come.

TONIA. What time is it?

ALMA. Plenty of time, if you be still.

TONIA. Aren’t your fingers getting poked?

ALMA. The only thing getting poked is my patience.
TONIA. We should call it off.

ALMA. What?!

TONIA. Your fingers are sore and your patience is sore, all
those screaming children gonna make your ears sore.
ALMA. Tonia, baby. You been asking for a party for as

long as you been talking. We’re having it today.
TONIA. I changed my mind—
ALMA. I know what’s wrong with you.
TONIA (guilty). What—? Nothing’s wrong with me—
What?
ALMA. You got birthday quivers.
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10 DON’T TELL ME I CAN’T FLY Act ]

TONIA. I don’t have those.

ALMA. Birthday quivers, bad as I’ve ever seen.

TONIA. Do your fingers need the doctor? We can go on
the bus.

ALMA. Nobody needs a doctor, I’'m not going to a doctor,
it’s a party, not a doctor, now be still. ...Forty-seven
pleats. Those little girls are going to be so jealous.

TONIA. Daddy says don’t make people jealous.

ALMA. Just a little bit jealous won’t hurt.

TONIA. When’s he gonna be home? Shouldn’t he be
home?

ALMA. He’s off getting...well...never mind.

TONIA. Is it for the party?

ALMA (teasing). Don’t you be pestering him about any
package he might be carrying when he gets home. We
don’t want to spoil the surprise.

TONIA. When he gets home, when Daddy gets home, he
might be tired, he might be too tired from his work to
have a party. He might go to bed as soon as he gets
home.

ALMA. As soon as he gets home he’s going to help me
with these decorations is what he’s going to do.

TONIA. Or we could do science, me and Daddy. I can
show him my science project.

ALMA. Did you finish Miss Charlotte’s book?

TONIA. Yes, ma’am. I used it for my book report.

ALMA. You study that book. That book’s gonna tell you
how to get by. Turn, please. Hand me Miss Katie. You
are a lovely birthday girl. Look at you two. You look
just like Miss Katie Keane, just like I promised. Here,
baby. (She gives TONIA a decorated box.)

TONIA. What’s this?
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Act 1 DON’T TELL ME I CAN’T FLY 11

ALMA. What could it be, a box on a birthday? 1 wonder.
(To the doll.) What do you think it is, Miss Katie?

TONIA (opening it, getting happy). 1 thought the dress was
my present.

ALMA. Miss Katie Keane needs a present, too. (TONIA
removes a doll’s long blonde wig.) That’s her “long-
hair option.” So she can be like the little shampoo girls
on TV.

TONIA (waving the wig, announcer voice). “Silky shiny
smooth.”

ALMA. It’s not a flag, Tonia.

TONIA. “Flying behind her as she runs in the wind.”

ALMA. Give me that. (She puts the wig on KATIE
KEANE.) Miss Katie Keane does not run in the wind.
She sits quietly with her hands in her lap. She is a good
little girl who does not squirm while her mama makes
her pleats.

TONIA. Katie squirms worse than me.

ALMA. A little lady who is never late getting up.

TONIA. She’s still asleep when I'm already home from
school.

ALMA. A lady who eats everything on her plate.

TONIA. She don’t eat nothing but sweets—I clean my
plate.

ALMA. Her teeth so white. This little lady eats her peas.

TONIA. Then her teeth would be green.

ALMA. She never talks back, never makes a fuss.

TONIA. She’s a back-talking fool.

ALMA (firmly). No one would ever take her away.

TONIA. She can’t go somewhere without me.

ALMA. Never taken away to live with strangers.
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12 DON’T TELL ME I CAN’T FLY Act 1

TONIA. What strangers? We’re not allowed to talk to
strangers.

ALMA. A lady who is quiet. Subdued.

TONIA. I'm subdued... What’s subdued?

ALMA. A perfect little eight-year-old girl, just like you.

TONIA. I’m nine.

ALMA. You are eight. You are eight today.

TONIA. I’'m nine today. I’'m fourth grade. That’s nine.

ALMA. Eight. You are eight. If anyone asks, you are eight
years old. Do you understand me?

TONIA. I’'m nine—

ALMA. Antonia Bridge. (Fiercely.) If 1 have anything left
for you, anything at all, it is this: you are eight years
old. Today. That is how old you are. If anyone asks,
you say, “Eight, [ am eight.” Tell me how old you are.

TONIA. I’'m eight, Mama.

ALMA. Your colors are muted, your legs are covered, your
shoes are clean and your stockings are mended—just
like Miss Charlotte says in her book.

TONIA. Maybe you should put Katie down—

ALMA. Be sure you follow Miss Charlotte’s rules, Tonia.

TONIA. I know the rules.

ALMA. I should have followed the rules.

TONIA. You did, you followed the rules, Mama, you did.

ALMA. I didn’t learn the rules.

TONIA. Mama...you want tea? You want me to make
your tea?

ALMA (exiting to kitchen). 1 am hollow.

TONIA. You’re not hollow.

ALMA. Hollow... (She exits, letting KATIE KEANE fall;
TONIA picks up the doll.)
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Act 1 DON'T TELL ME I CAN’T FLY 13

TONIA (to ALMA). You're not... (Sigh.) What are we go-
ing to do, Katie?

(THEO leaps out from hiding.)

THEO. You can play with me.

TONIA. Hey—!

THEO. Where’s the cake? Can I have cake?

TONIA. What are you doing here, Theo? You’re going to
upset Mama.

THEO. She didn’t see me. Can we play “The Adventures
of Miss Katie Keane”?

TONIA. Quiet—

THEO (whispers as he gets TONIA’s paintbox). Paint a
picture.

TONIA (takes the paints from him). Don’t touch my paint-
box.

THEO. Paint me with Katie Keane.

TONIA (puts box back). I’'m not painting a picture—

THEO. But you can. Painting is quiet.

TONIA. You have to go—

THEO. I have to stay. (Lying.) I have to borrow. My mama
sent me.

TONIA. Your mama doesn’t send you here.

THEO. She does to borrow.

TONIA. We don’t have it.

THEO. I didn’t say what it is yet.

TONIA. We’re all out.

THEO. You can show me your science project. I like it.

TONIA. No.

THEO. I'm doing bones. A skeleton. Like in Dr. Sorkin’s
office. I drew like you showed me so the bones stand
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14 DON’T TELL ME I CAN’T FLY Act ]

out sharp. The library lady got me a book. Bones are
very scientific.

TONIA. Mine is scientific.

THEO. Not as scientific as bones.

TONIA. Yes, it is. And it’s beautiful and it’s accurate and
factual. First prize.

THEO. They didn’t vote yet—the science fair is next week.
Can [ stay for the party?

TONIA. No!

THEO. I like your new dress.

TONIA. Why?

THEO. It’s new, it’s nice, you’re pretty.

TONIA. T hate it.

THEO. It’s just like Miss Katie Keane.

TONIA. She hates it, too.

THEO. You and Katie Keane are dress-alike twins.

TONIA. We have to wear gray because it’s subdued!

THEO. What’s “subdued”?

TONIA. Subdued is...the opposite of red.

THEO. I like red.

TONIA. We do, too. Inside we’re red. Outside we’re sub-
dued.

THEO (barely containing his joy). 1 brought you some-
thing.

TONIA. You did?

THEO. It’s red!

TONIA. What is it?

THEO. Something wonderful.

TONIA. Did you make it?

THEO. No.

TONIA. Did you buy it?

THEO. No.
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Act 1 DON’T TELL ME I CAN’T FLY 15

TONIA. Something you found on the ground?

THEO. Not even close.

TONIA. Where is it?

THEO. My pocket, it’s in my pocket, I love it, it’s in a
box, and it’s red! (Gives her the box, which she opens.)
Good, huh?

TONIA. It’s a Coca-Cola cap.

THEO (proudly). 1t’s lucky for tests. And it’s red.

TONIA. A Coca-Cola cap.

THEO (defensive). It’s my only one.

TONIA. It’s a lucky charm and...it’s a thumb hat.

THEO. Yes! For rainy days so your thumb stays dry.

TONIA. It’s a thumb hat when it isn’t a...pirate patch.

THEO (pirate voice). Har-de-har-har, me hearties.

TONIA (pirate voice). Walk the plank, walk it now.

THEO (pirate voice). No, no, do not make me walk the
plank.

TONIA (pirate voice). Dive down into the deep dark water.

THEO (pirate voice). I’'m drowning...

TONIA (hero voice). You won’t drown, this Coca-Cola
cap will be your life preserver!

THEO (pirate voice). 1 am saved.

TONIA. Wherever did you find this great Coca-Cola cap?

THEO. From the first and only Coca-Cola I ever got to
drink. I got a Coca-Cola for my birthday. The cap helps
me remember the bubbles. The Birthday Fairy brought
it.

TONIA. The who?

THEO. Birthday Fairy. She knows if you’ve been bad or
good?

TONIA. What’s she look like?
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16 DON'T TELL ME I CAN’T FLY Act

THEO. She’s pretty and she wears lots of colors and flies
like Superman.

TONIA. I never heard of a Birthday Fairy.

THEO. She doesn’t mind. She’ll bring you something any-
way. Can I stay and see what it is?

TONIA. You have to go.

THEO. But I always get to come to your party.

TONIA. You don’t because I never had one.

THEO. Yes. When you got cake all over yourself, and
your daddy yelled at you to use your fork.

TONIA. That was your birthday at your house.

THEO. The time you didn’t bring me a present.

TONIA. That was your birthday, too!

THEO. Well then you owe me. You come to my parties, |
get to come to yours.

TONIA. Only girls are allowed.

THEO. Not Sarah.

TONIA. How do you know?

THEO. Not Lydia. Not Marcy. I asked.

TONIA. Why did you do that?!

THEO. Because I did. Who gets to come?

TONIA. It’s a secret.

THEO. I won’t tell.

TONIA. You can’t be here, Mama don’t—

(MR. BRIDGE enters with a bag. THEO hides.)

MR. BRIDGE. Alma, I brought the— Hey, Birthday Girl.
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