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INT – CLASSROOM, DAY

The teacher. MRS. BEAVER (40-ish) is lecturing on the Scarlet Letter.  Some students take notes, but one, ELISE (17), just fidgets, doodles in her notebook and stares off into space.

MRS. BEAVER 

(Background monologue)

So as you can see, Hester had to struggle with not only her own sins but also the sins of society, which she did not recognize as such until the point of epiphany.  I think we can all learn from her story, not only in enriching our literary devices by studying those that Hawthorne employed, but also by realizing the inner and outer struggles of our daily lives, realizing what letter is emblazoned upon our chests, and how best to deal with that.  Corresponding with that, write a two page essay on the subject, comparing and contrasting yourself to the protagonist….

ELISE V.O.

(Dominant, simultaneous as teacher’s monologue)

I ponder my future.  I ponder how reading Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter has impacted it.  I ponder how my own life parallels that of the protagonist Hester Prynne, and how I can further my personal growth by applying what I learned in reading of her struggles. I ponder how I can possibly answer such questions in a full two-page essay.

Her pen suddenly leaks.

ELISE V.O. (CONT’D)

Especially when my damn pen just pooped blue ink all over.

MRS. BEAVER

This assignment is due Friday.

ELISE

(looking at her desk)

Poop.

MRS. BEAVER

What did you say, Elise?

ELISE

(Gesturing to the mess.)

Poop.

MRS. BEAVER

I will not put up with that sort of language in class, young lady.

ELISE

(under her breath)

Shit.

ELISE V.O

Aiden is not in this class.  He has the other English teacher, Mrs. Dix.  We suspect these poofy-haired ladies do not have perfect marriages.  We suspect my teacher is having an affair with Mrs. Dix’s husband, Mr. Dix.  We suspect this must be a big pile of poop for the leftover spouses – unless they too are being mutually unfaithful.
ELISE

Can I go to the bathroom to get this cleaned up?

MRS. BEAVER

That won’t be necessary.  Class, begin formulating your ideas.  I’ll be right back.

She gets paper towels from her desk and exits.  

Elise looks out the window at the shrubs.

ELISE V.O.

I’ve looked out this window for approximately 7.3 months now. It’s not much of a view.  The only thing out there is barely-pruned, nondescript shrubbery.  “Arborvitaes,” they’re called.  They’re out enjoying this nice April morning and I’m not.

Mrs. Beaver returns with wet paper towels and scrubs Elise’s desk.

ELISE V.O.

I’m trapped under the hovering cloud of JC Penny old-lady fragrance that follows my teacher wherever she goes.

Mrs. Beaver finishes, and turns to leave.

ELISE

Mrs. Beaver?

MRS. BEAVER

(Stopping)

Yes?

Elise cringes away from the teacher’s bad breath.

ELISE

Why are we doing this assignment?  I don’t know how to connect my life to the protagonist.  I’ve never had an illicit affair with a minister, and as you can see I have no letter emblazoned anywhere upon me.

ELISE V.O.

Immediately as I say this, I imagine how Aiden would correct me, if he were here.

AIDEN V.O

What about your bra.  Doesn’t that have an A on the tag?

ELISE V.O.

(Frowning)

Only Aiden can say stuff like that too me.  I’d get my thugs out after anyone else.

MRS. BEAVER

Hasn’t there been a time in your life when you felt ostracized from society?

ELISE

(Glancing around, pretending to be frightened)

Yes.  Right now.

Mrs. Beaver sighs heavily.  Elise buries her head in her arms, then peers up at her teacher.

MRS. BEAVER

If it’s such a problem for you, why don’t you write about what your life IS like and then we’ll see what kind of grade I feel like giving you?

Elise grins as Mrs. Beaver walks away.

ELISE V.O.

It’s some sort of accomplishment to get the teacher to change your assignment and then adopt the same sarcastic attitude she disapproves of on you.  How’s that for cool poop?  I can’t wait to tell Aiden.

INT – HALLWAY, DAY

Elise is pacing around impatiently, constantly checking her watch.  Other students pass by, going to their lockers and to class.





ELISE



Dammit.  Where is he?  He’s usually here by now.  

Continues pacing, hopping, whatever.

ELISE (CONT’D)

I really have to pee.  (Pause) Dammit.

AIDEN (17) finally jogs up.  .

AIDEN

Obese Elise.

ELISE

What took you so long?

AIDEN

Sallie – you know, that chic on the yearbook who’s always running around taking pictures?

Elise scowls.

AIDEN (CONT’D)

She stopped me in the parking lot, asking if she could get a picture of me and my VW.  It’s going to go on the Transportation spread of Student Life.  Me and the  bug are going to be famous!

ELISE

I had Journalism 1 with Sallie.  

(Stops scowling)

So are those new pants or what?

AIDEN

(Glancing down at his pants)

These?  No.  I wear them almost every day.

ELISE

Oh, well, they look… uh, different, or good or something.

Aiden looks at her funny.  

ELISE (CONT’D)

My two page Scarlet Letter essay is due today.  I really want to get a good grade on this.  So can I read it to you real quick?

AIDEN

Alright.

ELISE

Listen carefully.  You can tell me if it has any problems so I can fix them in anatomy class.  

(Brings the paper up to her face)

AIDEN

(Interrupting)

Hey, that’s only one page.  You said this was supposed to be a two page essay, right?

ELISE

Yeah.  But it’s saturated with the brilliance of two.  Now listen – and be sure to tell me about any mispellings.

(Holds paper to her face)

“My life – “

AIDEN

(Interrupting)

Listen for misspellings?

ELISE

It’s not like I’m going to catch them.  I’ve already seen them, haven’t I?

Aiden rolls his eyes.

ELISE

Ok, here I go.  I’m starting.  No interruptions this time.  This is it:

“My life is like an arborvitae.  There are several noteworthy things about arborvitaes.  First of all, if you see the word in print, you do not know how to pronounce it, let alone what it means.  Second, if you can say it and know what it refers to, it is doubtful you know how to spell it.  

How did such a tedious bit of shrubbery get such a long, weird, misspellable and tongue-trippable name?  Etymologically speaking, arbor means tree and vit means strength or life.  Therefore, according to the science of words, an arborvitae should be a huge, strong tree, like Red Oaks or something.  There should be a good, solid etymological reason for it not referring to some huge, strong tree, and the reason should involve processes such as extensions, radiations, generalizations and specializations – perhaps a metathesis here and there.  I am not aware of any such good reason.  My suspicions are that the bush stole the name, citing some vague discrimination issue to justify the theft.  It probably belonged to a sturdy pine somewhere in Canada at some point.

I said that my life is like this treacherous, hypocritical arborvitae, but I lied.  Perhaps this makes me treacherous and hypocritical myself, therefore invalidating my own self-judgment.  However, I believe I am merely, well, a liar.  Which does not mean to say I am especially treacherous or hypocritical, because, like Ender said, sometimes lies can be counted on more than truths. 

Actually, I cannot confidently confirm that vit means strength or life.”

ELISE

(Glancing back up at Aiden)

Any typos?

He raises his eyebrows, looking at her skeptically.  

ELISE (CONT’D)

Don’t worry.  I put Card’s Ender’s Game in the Works Cited.

AIDEN

You aren’t going to actually turn that in, are you?

ELISE

(Shrugging)

I’m supposed to write about my life.

AIDEN

You’re supposed to pass English too.  Or have all your aspirations for being a junior next year panicked and fled?

ELISE

Aiden, calm down.  Geez.  I’m making B’s in all my other classes.  I’ll probably make a C in this one.  You’re not my father.

AIDEN

(Half-heartedly trying to joke)

For crying out loud.  

ELISE V.O.

That’s supposed to be a joke.  I always complain about my dad saying that.  I don’t feel like finding that funny right now though.

Elise stares at him coolly.  

ELISE

The bells about to ring.

AIDEN

Whatever.  

He turns to walk down the hall.

ELISE V.O.

When Aiden and I part ways in the morning, he usually says “See ya sucker.” Not “Whatever.”  But I agree.  Whatever.  

(Pause)

I forgot, I still have to pee.

Elise runs off to the bathroom, only to find it’s not going to service her one bit.

INT – CLASSROOM, DAY

Elise is sitting in another class, this time Anatomy, again  not paying much attention.

ELISE V.O.

All day arborvitaes stay on my mind.  I guess they make as good of a distraction as anything else from the general poopy mood of what should be a hope-inspiring, life-confirming the-end-is-near Friday.  

ANATOMY TEACHER

An allergy, contrary to popular belief, does not refer to anything that gives one indigestion.  An allergy is an abnormal sensitivity to certain substances that are harmless to most people. 

ELISE V.O.

I guess my problem with this class isn’t that I’m allergic to science, then.  And I guess Aiden’s problem isn’t that he’s allergic to me.  Nothing that easy to explain.


I think I am allergic to arborvitaes though.  In the spring they bloom into big yellow bee-grabbing flowers, their pollen invading my nose, drowning my eyes in tears – an overall conquest of my senses.  I should be able to enjoy lunch outside on days like this, but I can’t because that stupid bush.  It’s spring, and even though I am by no means a young man, my thoughts of fancy should be turned to love.   

Instead, my thoughts are turned to inflicting revenge upon the evil arborvitae.


I wish I could burn the shrubbery.  Or, on second thought, hell no.  Heavens no.  Earth and Mercury and Mars no.  That would only aggravate my allergies.  I wish I could enslave the plant in a camp in Siberia, or send it off to Mexico to drink the water and poop a lot.  I wish I could stamp them with a big A for Absurd.  I wish I could consume it with my hate and watch it shrivel up under my righteous glare.


Those are only dreams, of course.  I can’t shrivel up the plant as revenge because I’m not actually allergic to its blossom or any other part of it.  In fact, it doesn’t even have those flowers I talked about.  It doesn’t have any flowers at all.  Biologically speaking, one would probably have to ingest an arborvitae leaf in order to obtain an allergic response.  And who would eat an arborvitae leaf? They don’t taste good, probably.  They don’t get you high.  At least, as far as I know they don’t.  

Elise checks her watch.  

ELISE V.O.

Time for a nap.

She lays her head down on her desk.

EXT – OUTSIDE CAFETERIA, DAY

Aiden is waiting along the wall when Elise walks up. They unpack their lunches and begin eating, no longer pissy at each other.

ELISE V.O.

One of the good things about me and Aiden is that we’re so practiced at being friends that after we have a fight, we don’t have to bother discussing our problems or saying we’re sorry.  We’ve already done that part a thousand times in the past, so to save time, we just start acting normal again.

AIDEN

(As a greeting)

Greasy-beast.

ELISE

I had an idea in anatomy class.

AIDEN

You mean a dream right?

ELISE

Give me some credit.  I don’t sleep all through class.  Just through half of it.

AIDEN

Alright, so what was this flash of insight that descended upon you?

ELISE

We should roll up some of those arborvitae leaves.  And smoke them.  

Aiden tries to hide a smile.

ELISE (CONT’D)

This could be our big chance. We could bring on the downfall of the dreaded arborvitae.  We could smoke them during lunch, outside, then act all dopey and hope someone notices. 

AIDEN

We wouldn’t get in trouble since we’re under 18….

ELISE

We can blame all our troubles on the deadly arborvitae addiction we unwittingly fell victim to.  We saw someone on MTV smoke ’em, which made us think we had to do shrub-drugs to be cool.  That way, we could bring on the downfall of MTV, too.

AIDEN

We wouldn’t have trouble convincing people we were desperate to be cool.  I’m just not sure if I want to take part in the ruin of Kurt Loder’s career.

ELISE

There are always casualties.

AIDEN 

Can I ask you a personal question though?

Elise nods.

AIDEN (CONT’D)

Why are you suddenly set on persecuting arborvitaes?  Your essay compared your life to them.  Isn’t that evidence of negative self-concept or something?

ELISE

Please don’t tell the health teacher.  You obviously weren’t listening when you read my paper.  In it, I exposed the arborvitaes for what they are – deceitful little shrubs naming themselves as big strong trees.  They don’t even look that cool.  And I’m quite perturbed that you didn’t listen better this morning.  My paper’s probably riddled with misspellings thanks to you.

AIDEN

Actually, arborvitaes are related to pines.  They’re conifers.  If left alone, they can grow to be quite tall.  Most people subject them to constant pruning, but at maturity an arborvitae can be forty to fifty feet tall.  You should respect them; they’ve been around since primordial days, and can come in a variety of colors, from yellow to bluish to various shades of green.

Elise stares at Aiden, surprised.  

ELISE V.O.

I supposedly have known this boy quite well since middle school.  Where‘d he learn all this shit?

ELISE

Where’d you learn all this shit?

AIDEN

My ecology class.  We have to learn about how people change wildlife and how wildlife adapts.

ELISE

Oh.







(pause)

Even more amazing than the fact that you learned all this to begin with was the fact that you remember it too.

So I guess you pay attention in that ecology class of yours.

AIDEN

Yeah.  I really like it.  Actually, I’ve talked to Mr. Macintosh after class; I think I might major in it in college.  Maybe even be a coastal management specialist or something eventually.

ELISE 

I have no idea what a coast management specialist would do.  Order around beaches and shores?





AIDEN

Well, if you’re into data management, like I’d want to do, you use the information that surveyors, cartographers, mariners and so forth bring in, analyze it, send it to the right channels.  That way ships don’t try to sail when the current’s too rough and no one builds a hotel on a ecologically important sand dune.

ELISE

So I guess being a history teacher is out of the picture now.  And I guess you won’t be starting up a line of sex toys for household pets with me either.

AIDEN

Pretty much.

ELISE

So when were you going to tell your best friend this life-changing decision?

AIDEN

I guess the next time the subject of arborvitaes came up.

