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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.
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*** NO TICE ***

The am a teur and stock act ing rights to this work are con trolled ex clu sively
by THE DRA MATIC PUB LISH ING COM PANY with out whose per mis sion
in writ ing no per for mance of it may be given. Roy alty must be paid ev ery
time a play is per formed whether or not it is pre sented for profit and whether 
or not ad mis sion is charged. A play is per formed any time it is acted be fore
an au di ence. Cur rent roy alty rates, ap pli ca tions and re stric tions may be found 
at our website: www.dramaticpublishing.com, or we may be con tacted by
mail at: DRA MATIC PUB LISH ING COM PANY, 311 Wash ing ton St.,
Woodstock IL 60098.

COPY RIGHT LAW GIVES THE AU THOR OR THE AU THOR’S AGENT 
THE EX CLU SIVE RIGHT TO MAKE COP IES. This law pro vides au thors
with a fair re turn for their cre ative ef forts. Au thors earn their liv ing from the
roy al ties they re ceive from book sales and from the per for mance of their
work. Con sci en tious ob ser vance of copy right law is not only eth i cal, it en -
cour ages au thors to con tinue their cre ative work. This work is fully pro tected 
by copy right. No al ter ations, de le tions or sub sti tu tions may be made in the
work with out the prior writ ten con sent of the pub lisher. No part of this work
may be re pro duced or trans mit ted in any form or by any means, elec tronic or 
me chan i cal, in clud ing pho to copy, re cord ing, vid eo tape, film, or any in for ma -
tion stor age and re trieval sys tem, with out per mis sion in writ ing from the
pub lisher. It may not be per formed ei ther by pro fes sion als or am a teurs with -
out pay ment of roy alty. All rights, in clud ing, but not lim ited to, the pro fes -
sional, mo tion pic ture, ra dio, tele vi sion, vid eo tape, for eign lan guage, tab loid, 
rec i ta tion, lec tur ing, pub li ca tion and read ing, are reserved.

For per for mance of any songs, mu sic and re cord ings men tioned in this
play which are in copy right, the per mis sion of the copy right own ers must 
be ob tained or other songs and re cord ings in the pub lic do main sub sti -
tuted.
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IM POR TANT BILL ING AND CREDIT RE QUIRE MENTS

All pro duc ers of the play must give credit to the au thor of the play in all pro -
grams dis trib uted in con nec tion with per for mances of the play and in all in -
stances in which the ti tle of the play ap pears for pur poses of ad ver tis ing,
pub li ciz ing or oth er wise ex ploit ing the play and/or a pro duc tion. The name
of the au thor must also ap pear on a sep a rate line, on which no other name
ap pears, im me di ately fol low ing the ti tle, and must ap pear in size of type not
less than fifty per cent (50%) the size of the ti tle type. Bio graph i cal in for ma -
tion on the au thor, if in cluded in the playbook, may be used in all pro grams.
In all pro grams this no tice must ap pear:

“Pro duced by spe cial ar range ment with
THE DRA MATIC PUB LISH ING COM PANY of Woodstock, Il li nois”

In ad di tion, all pro duc ers of the play must in clude the fol low ing ac knowl -
edg ment on the ti tle page of all pro grams dis trib uted in con nec tion with per -
for mances of the play and on all ad ver tis ing and pro mo tional ma te ri als in
size of type not less than 50% the size of the au thor’s name:

“In spired by the life and art of Della Wells”
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Don’t Tell Me I Can’t Fly was pre miered by First Stage
Mil wau kee, Mil wau kee, Wis., Oc to ber 2011. The pro duc -
tion was di rected by Mark Lutwak, SDC, with the fol low -
ing art ists:

CAST

Alma Bridge. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Tif fany Yvonne Cox
Leon Bridge. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Chauncy Thomas, AEA
Aunt Franny. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Chinai J. Hardy, AEA

Young per form ers were dou ble cast:

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

PRO DUC TION TEAM

Sce nic De signer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Collette Pol lard, USAA
Cos tume De signer. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Daryl Har ris
Light ing De signer . . . . . . . . . . . . . Den nis Parichy, USAA
Sound De signer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Matt Whitmore
Stage Man ager . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Michele Hand, AEA
As sis tant Stage Man ager . . . . . . . . . . . . Thomas J. Novak
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Don’t Tell Me I Can’t Fly

CHAR AC TERS:

TONIA (from ANTONIA) BRIDGE, age nine 
THEO MOORE, age nine
ALMA BRIDGE, early thir ties
LEON BRIDGE, late thir ties
AUNT FRANNY, for ties

The char ac ters are Af ri can Amer i can.

THE TIME AND PLACE: It is Mil wau kee, 1964, fall.
The liv ing-din ing room of a mod est house, in a work ing 
class neigh bor hood.

NOTES:

An el lip sis “…” in di cates a thought, a change, a very
brief amount of time has hap pened but a shift has oc -
curred.

A dash “—” in di cates an in ter rup tion, usu ally by the
next speaker, but some times by the cur rent speaker in -
ter rupt ing him or her self.
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ACT ONE

(Scene 1. TONIA stands on a stool hold ing MISS
KATIE KEANE, a white, blonde doll; they are dressed
alike. ALMA, re moves pins from TONIA’s dress. Party
dec o ra tions, sew ing items strewn about.)

TONIA. What if we did n’t have a party?
ALMA. Stop squirm ing. 
TONIA. What if no body co mes?
ALMA. Ev ery body is go ing to come.
TONIA. What time is it? 
ALMA. Plenty of time, if you be still.
TONIA. Aren’t your fin gers get ting poked?
ALMA. The only thing get ting poked is my pa tience.
TONIA. We should call it off.
ALMA. What?!
TONIA. Your fin gers are sore and your pa tience is sore, all 

those scream ing chil dren gonna make your ears sore.
ALMA. Tonia, baby. You been ask ing for a party for as

long as you been talk ing. We’re hav ing it to day.
TONIA. I changed my mind— 
ALMA. I know what’s wrong with you.
TONIA (guilty). What—? Noth ing’s wrong with me—

What?
ALMA. You got birth day quiv ers.
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TONIA. I don’t have those.
ALMA. Birth day quiv ers, bad as I’ve ever seen.
TONIA. Do your fin gers need the doc tor? We can go on

the bus. 
ALMA. No body needs a doc tor, I’m not go ing to a doc tor,

it’s a party, not a doc tor, now be still. …Forty-seven
pleats. Those lit tle girls are go ing to be so jeal ous.

TONIA. Daddy says don’t make peo ple jeal ous.
ALMA. Just a lit tle bit jeal ous won’t hurt.
TONIA. When’s he gonna be home? Should n’t he be

home?
ALMA. He’s off get ting…well…never mind.
TONIA. Is it for the party?
ALMA (teas ing). Don’t you be pes ter ing him about any

pack age he might be car ry ing when he gets home. We
don’t want to spoil the sur prise.

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 go ing to help me
with these dec o ra tions is what he’s go ing to do.

TONIA. Or we could do sci ence, me and Daddy. I can
show him my sci ence pro ject.

ALMA. Did you fin ish Miss Char lotte’s book?
TONIA. Yes, ma’am. I used it for my book re port.
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 birth day girl. Look at you two. You look
just like Miss Katie Keane, just like I prom ised. Here,
baby. (She gives TONIA a dec o rated box.)

TONIA. What’s this?
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ALMA. What could it be, a box on a birth day? I won der.
(To the doll.) What do you think it is, Miss Katie?

TONIA (open ing it, get ting happy). I thought the dress was 
my pres ent.

ALMA. Miss Katie Keane needs a pres ent, too. (TONIA
re moves a doll’s long blonde wig.) That’s her “long-
hair op tion.” So she can be like the lit tle sham poo girls
on TV.

TONIA (wav ing the wig, an nouncer voice). “Silky shiny
smooth.”

ALMA. It’s not a flag, Tonia. 
TONIA. “Fly ing be hind 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 qui etly with her hands in her lap. She is a good 
lit tle girl who does not squirm while her mama makes
her pleats.

TONIA. Katie squirms worse than me.
ALMA. A lit tle lady who is never late get ting up.
TONIA. She’s still asleep when I’m al ready home from

school.
ALMA. A lady who eats ev ery thing on her plate.
TONIA. She don’t eat noth ing but sweets—I clean my

plate.
ALMA. Her teeth so white. This lit tle 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-talk ing fool.
ALMA (firmly). No one would ever take her away.
TONIA. She can’t go some where with out me.
ALMA. Never taken away to live with strang ers. 
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TONIA. What strang ers? We’re not al lowed to talk to
strang ers.

ALMA. A lady who is quiet. Sub dued. 
TONIA. I’m sub dued… What’s sub dued?
ALMA. A per fect lit tle eight-year-old girl, just like you.
TONIA. I’m nine.
ALMA. You are eight. You are eight to day.
TONIA. I’m nine to day. I’m fourth grade. That’s nine.
ALMA. Eight. You are eight. If any one asks, you are eight 

years old. Do you un der stand me?
TONIA. I’m nine— 
ALMA. Antonia Bridge. (Fiercely.) If I have any thing left

for you, any thing at all, it is this: you are eight years
old. To day. That is how old you are. If any one asks,
you say, “Eight, I am eight.” Tell me how old you are.

TONIA. I’m eight, Mama.
ALMA. Your col ors are muted, your legs are cov ered, your 

shoes are clean and your stock ings are mended—just
like Miss Char lotte says in her book.

TONIA. Maybe you should put Katie down— 
ALMA. Be sure you fol low Miss Char lotte’s rules, Tonia.
TONIA. I know the rules.
ALMA. I should have fol lowed the rules.
TONIA. You did, you fol lowed the rules, Mama, you did.
ALMA. I did n’t learn the rules. 
TONIA. Mama…you want tea? You want me to make

your tea?
ALMA (ex it ing to kitchen). I am hol low.
TONIA. You’re not hol low.
ALMA. Hol low… (She ex its, let ting KATIE KEANE fall;

TONIA picks up the doll.)
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TONIA (to ALMA). You’re not… (Sigh.) What are we go -
ing to do, Katie?

(THEO leaps out from hid ing.)

THEO. You can play with me.
TONIA. Hey—!
THEO. Where’s the cake? Can I have cake?
TONIA. What are you do ing here, Theo? You’re go ing to

up set Mama. 
THEO. She did n’t see me. Can we play “The Ad ven tures

of Miss Katie Keane”?
TONIA. Quiet— 
THEO (whis pers as he gets TONIA’s paint box). Paint a

pic ture. 
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 paint ing a pic ture— 
THEO. But you can. Paint ing is quiet.
TONIA. You have to go— 
THEO. I have to stay. (Ly ing.) I have to bor row. My mama 

sent me.
TONIA. Your mama does n’t send you here.
THEO. She does to bor row.
TONIA. We don’t have it.
THEO. I did n’t say what it is yet.
TONIA. We’re all out.
THEO. You can show me your sci ence pro ject. I like it.
TONIA. No.
THEO. I’m do ing bones. A skel e ton. Like in Dr. Sorkin’s

of fice. I drew like you showed me so the bones stand
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out sharp. The li brary lady got me a book. Bones are
very sci en tific.

TONIA. Mine is sci en tific. 
THEO. Not as sci en tific as bones. 
TONIA. Yes, it is. And it’s beau ti ful and it’s ac cu rate and

fac tual. First prize. 
THEO. They did n’t vote yet—the sci ence fair is next week. 

Can I 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. I 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 be cause it’s sub dued!
THEO. What’s “sub dued”?
TONIA. Sub dued is…the op po site of red. 
THEO. I like red.
TONIA. We do, too. In side we’re red. Out side we’re sub -

dued. 
THEO (barely con tain ing his joy). I brought you some -

thing.
TONIA. You did?
THEO. It’s red!
TONIA. What is it?
THEO. Some thing won der ful.
TONIA. Did you make it?
THEO. No.
TONIA. Did you buy it?
THEO. No.
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TONIA. Some thing 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). It’s lucky for tests. And it’s red.
TONIA. A Coca-Cola cap.
THEO (de fen sive). 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 is n’t a…pi rate patch.
THEO (pi rate voice). Har-de-har-har, me heart ies.
TONIA (pi rate voice). Walk the plank, walk it now.
THEO (pi rate voice). No, no, do not make me walk the

plank.
TONIA (pi rate voice). Dive down into the deep dark wa ter.
THEO (pi rate voice). I’m drown ing…
TONIA (hero voice). You won’t drown, this Coca-Cola

cap will be your life pre server!
THEO (pi rate voice). I am saved.
TONIA. Wher ever 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 birth day. The cap helps 
me re mem ber the bub bles. The Birth day Fairy brought
it.

TONIA. The who?
THEO. Birth day Fairy. She knows if you’ve been bad or

good? 
TONIA. What’s she look like?
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THEO. She’s pretty and she wears lots of col ors and flies
like Su per man.

TONIA. I never heard of a Birth day Fairy.
THEO. She does n’t mind. She’ll bring you some thing any -

way. Can I stay and see what it is?
TONIA. You have to go. 
THEO. But I al ways get to come to your party.
TONIA. You don’t be cause I never had one.
THEO. Yes. When you got cake all over your self, and

your daddy yelled at you to use your fork.
TONIA. That was your birth day at your house.
THEO. The time you did n’t bring me a pres ent.
TONIA. That was your birth day, too!
THEO. Well then you owe me. You come to my par ties, I

get to come to yours.
TONIA. Only girls are al lowed. 
THEO. Not Sa rah.
TONIA. How do you know?
THEO. Not Lydia. Not Marcy. I asked.
TONIA. Why did you do that?!
THEO. Be cause I did. Who gets to come? 
TONIA. It’s a se cret.
THEO. I won’t tell.
TONIA. You can’t be here, Mama don’t— 

(MR. BRIDGE en ters with a bag. THEO hides.)

MR. BRIDGE. Alma, I brought the— Hey, Birth day Girl.
TONIA. Hi, hi, Daddy. 
MR. BRIDGE (dis mayed). Hi… Where are the stream ers?

Aren’t we hav ing a party?
TONIA. You’re too tired for a party.
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