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Melinda and the Moth

A ten minute play 
Characters

MELINDA, female, 18, student

MOTH, male, any age, torture victim

Time

The evening before the Science Fair Project is due

Place

America, recently

Synopsis: Melinda and the Moth is a play about a young woman who is experimenting on a moth for a Science Fair project. Melinda believes that if she pulls the wings off a moth she’ll earn an “A” from her teacher in the Science Fair. The moth protests and tries to dissuade Melinda from torturing him. The moth tries many tactics to no avail, and then he chooses to forgive Melinda. The power of his forgiveness empowers Melinda to declare her original path “over” and to choose a different path. 
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Melinda and the Moth
A ten minute play

(MELINDA, a young woman, is seated with a notebook and a dissecting microscope. On the surface of the microscope there is a clear petri dish containing a small moth; it doesn’t have to be visible. There is a notebook near her. She writes in the notebook and speaks.)

MELINDA
Science Fair Project. A close examination of the Mesopotamian Stink Moth. 

Introduction. The Mesopotamian Stink Moth is well known for the mass destruction it has caused throughout our forests. My experiment involves pulling the wings off a Mesopotamian Stink Moth. My hypothesis is that by pulling the wings off a Mesopotamian Stink Moth, the rest of the Mesopotamian Stink Moths will get the crap scared out of them and leave us alone.
Procedure. Step One. Catch a Mesopotamian Stink Moth. Check. Step Two. Place the Mesopotamian Stink moth in a clear petri dish small enough to restrain its movement. Check. Step Three. Place the petri dish on the stage of a standard dissecting microscope. Check. Step Four. Illuminate the specimen.

(MELINDA turns a switch on the microscope. At the same time, a spotlight reveals behind her a man, standing on a box. He is hooded and wears a sheet. His arms are spread somewhat, making him look just a little bit like a moth. The image of the man, as he appears, should immediately be recognizable as the iconic image of the hooded Abu Ghraib electric torture victim.)
Step Five. Use clips to attach the specimens wings to the side of the petri dish.

(As MELINDA appears to attach small clips to the moth, cords appear attached to the man’s limbs.)

Step Six. Pull the cords until the wings separate from the specimen’s thorax.

(MELINDA begins to pull on her specimen. As she does this the cords tighten, extending the man’s arms.)

MOTH
Please don’t.

(MELINDA is not startled in the least.)

MELINDA
Please don’t talk during the experiment.

MOTH
Don’t hurt me.

MELINDA
I have to do this experiment.
MOTH
You could do something else. Maybe a nice experiment on tomato plants or algae blooms or …or mold or something. All the other kids are.
MELINDA
The Science Fair is tomorrow. I’m behind enough as it is. Now hold still!
MOTH
What about seeing how I respond to light? Or different food sources? Something like that?

MELINDA
Boring! Teacher said if I want an A I have to do something that has social significance. 
MOTH
How is pulling my wings off socially significant?

MELINDA
You are a pest that has caused billions of dollars of damage to our country. 
MOTH
Oh, no. Not me. You’re thinking of the Southwest Asian Stench Moth. They’re the ones you want. 

MELINDA
My teacher said – 

MOTH
Well, your teacher’s wrong. 

MELINDA
He suggested this in the first place.
MOTH
Look at the damaged leaves left behind! Our mouthparts don’t leave those marks! That’s the Southwest Asian Stench Moth’s pattern! 

MELINDA
Well it doesn’t matter. Teacher says you’re the pest and the project is due tomorrow.

MOTH
Your teacher’s an idiot.

MELINDA
He gives out the grades.

MOTH
But I don’t even eat trees! 
MELINDA
You’re really starting to annoy me.

MOTH
Look, pulling my wings off won’t stop their caterpillars from eating your trees!
MELINDA
I ought to rip your wings off just because you’re so annoying.

MOTH
There’s so much more I could show you if you don’t pull my wings off.
MELINDA
Like what?

MOTH
Like…how different food sources affect my mating habits – 

MELINDA
Puh-leeze!

MOTH
Or how the changing climate affects my range – 
MELINDA
Not by tomorrow you can’t.

MOTH
Or how if you follow my natural flight, you’ll see that it’s not random at all but traces the path of a simple quadratic equation. No one’s ever noticed that, but if you look closely, you’ll see it. You’ll be the first to discover it. You’ll get an A plus, I’m sure.

MELINDA
Really?

MOTH
I’ll show you. Just take off the clips.

MELINDA
Ha! Nice try.

(MELINDA tightens the cords, ready to pull off MOTH’s wings.)

MOTH
If you rip off my wings you’ll never have another boyfriend again!
MELINDA
Oh no wait. This I need to hear.
MOTH
When our wings get damaged we send out distress pheromones. Smelly pheromones. Why do you think you call us Stink Moths? And the stink will be all over you. And you won’t be able to wash it off. You’ll be covered in stench for a hundred years. No man will touch you.

MELINDA
Whatever.

MOTH
Have you ever smelled one of us?

MELINDA
No, but…

MOTH
Your stench will attract others of my kind. They’ll swarm all over you. Your face, your hair, your eyeballs – 

MELINDA
I’m sure a little soap and water will be plenty – 

MOTH
They’ll attack you, burrow into your body parts, every crack and crevice, lay their eggs in every open orifice, pupate on your warm moistness. 

MELINDA
Funny, I’ve never heard of that happening.
MOTH
Funny, no one’s ever pulled off the wings of a Mesopotamian Tiger Moth for a science fair project.
MELINDA
Stink Moth.

MOTH
Your name for us. Not ours.

MELINDA
That could never happen. But nice try.

MOTH
Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

MELINDA
Prove it, then. If you’re so full of stink, send some out right now. Not too much! Just…a little. To show me you mean business.
MOTH
And then?

MELINDA
If you’re as badass as you say you are…we might discuss the flight pattern thingie.

(MOTH writhes a bit in an effort to release his pheromones.)

MOTH
There! How’s that?

MELINDA
(sniffing) I don’t smell anything.

MOTH
(writhing) What about now?

MELINDA
Nothing. Nada.

MOTH
OK, what about - 

MELINDA
You have ten seconds or I pull!
MOTH
All right, look I can’t produce the stink until I’m dead, but you have to believe me!

MELINDA
I don’t have to believe anyone. I just have to do this project before tomorrow.
MOTH
But you can’t even prove your hypothesis by tomorrow!
MELINDA
Yes I can. I rip your wings off tonight. Tomorrow there are still leaves on the trees. Point proven.

MOTH
That makes no sense. 

MELINDA
It’s good enough for teacher!! Now just shut up and - 
MOTH
You could lie! Just make it up! Pretend you did it! I won’t say a thing.

MELINDA
We have a little something in this country called morality. Now shut the fuck up and let me - 

MOTH
Wait. Before you do. – 

MELINDA
ENOUGH!!

MOTH
I just want to know your name.

MELINDA
What does that matter?

MOTH
Just tell me –

MELINDA
No more tactics!

MOTH
It’s not a tactic. Just tell me your name.

MELINDA
Why?

MOTH
It’s important to me.

MELINDA
WHY??

MOTH
It just is. Tell me.

MELINDA
Melinda.

MOTH
Thank you, Melinda. Do you want to know my name?

MELINDA
(long pause) No.

(MELINDA prepares to pull.)

MOTH
I forgive you, Melinda.

(MELINDA pulls. MOTH’s arms straighten until he forms a cross with his body. MELINDA pulls, but the arms won’t come off.)
MOTH
Well, get it over with for God’s sake!

MELINDA
I’m trying.

MOTH
Come on, Melinda! 
MELINDA
They won’t come off! They won’t come off.
(MELINDA stops pulling.)

MOTH
Try again.

MELINDA
WHAT???

MOTH
Try again. This is very interesting.

MELINDA
Are you crazy?

MOTH
I really had no idea this was going to happen. Try again.

(MELINDA tries again. She clearly doesn’t have it in her to pull off MOTH’s wings. She slumps in defeat.)

MOTH
Amazing. I really had no idea.

MELINDA
It’s over. I’m gonna fail. 
MOTH
Fail?

MELINDA
The Science Fair! Oh my God, I’ve never gotten an F before.
MOTH
You know what they say, Melinda. No experiment is a failure if you really learn something. What did you learn from this, Melinda? What did you learn?

(MELINDA sits quietly and thinks. The light on MOTH disappears. MELINDA begins writing in the notebook. The lights fade on MELINDA.)

End of play

Melinda and the Moth


