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“I would ar gue that the fu ture of our coun try hangs in the
bal ance be cause the fu ture of mar riage hangs in the bal -
ance. Is n’t that the ul ti mate home land se cu rity, stand ing up
and de fend ing mar riage?”

— Sen a tor Rick Santorum
on the Gay Mar riage Amend ment as

 re ported by the As so ci ated Press
on July 14, 2004.

* * *

A Mother’s hard est to for give.
Life is the fruit she longs to hand you,
Ripe on a plate. And while you live,
Re lent lessly she un der stands you.

— Phyl lis McGinley 
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IM POR TANT BILLING AND CREDIT RE QUIRE MENTS

All pro duc ers of the play must give credit to the au thor of the play in all
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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 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
DRA MATIC PUB LISHING COM PANY of Woodstock, Il li nois”

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:

“Or i ginally pro duced by Geva Thea tre Cen ter,
Roch es ter, New York, on March 15, 2006.

Mark Cuddy, Ar tis tic Di rec tor,
John Quinlivan, Man aging Di rec tor.”

Work on IRON KISSES was sup ported by the New Har mony Pro ject

The fore go ing cred its shall be in a size and type no less than twenty-five
per cent (25%) as that used for the ti tle of the play.:
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NOTES FROM THE WRITER

I’ve of ten de scribed writ ing plays as a kind of “ac cept ing an
in vi ta tion.” Some times that in vi ta tion has come from the sim -
plest im age, some times from the emerg ing story, some times
from the struc ture of the story, and al ways from a char ac ter who 
sim ply re fuses my re fus als.

Iron Kisses is a play about a brother and sis ter who play ev -
ery one in their fam ily. Mostly they play their par ents (as well as 
them selves) and while on the face of it this choice might risk
seem ing like a gim mick, I love the pure the at ri cal ity of it, the
truth in the lit tle de tails, and the shift ing per spec tives and point
of view. But it’s also emo tion ally true, that idea that no mat ter
how much we might try, fam ily is pro foundly in es cap able.

At its heart, Iron Kisses is about a fam ily strug gling to rec og -
nize it self as it’s breath lessly chang ing and evolv ing in ways un -
imag in able not just fifty years ago, but even ten years ago. It’s
about that nag ging sense that we all, at one crit i cal time or an -
other, “be come” our par ents. But it’s also about grief, about the
ways we grieve, about our need to be with peo ple we love when 
we’re griev ing, even if we don’t know how to do it. Grief is
lonely. It’s also messy. By the time we get to the end of Iron
Kisses and re al ize how the end of the play is also the be gin ning
of the play—the char ac ters’ grief makes mean ing out of ev ery -
thing that’s come be fore.

While it’s up to a di rec tor and the ac tors to make any pro -
duc tion per sonal and fully re al ized on their own terms, not sur -
pris ingly I have some big fat opin ions about how the play works 
best. In no par tic u lar or der:

— The tran si tions that Billy and Barbara make as they go
back and forth be tween play ing both Mom and Dad should be
sim ple and clear. Au di ences get it. It’s about es sence…less re -
ally is more.

5
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— I pre fer that the play be pro duced with out an in ter mis sion. 
It’s de signed to play straight through (at about 90 min utes)
which not only serves the story but is also my love let ter to ac -
tors who can re mark ably trans form them selves (and us) as sto ry -
tell ers and char ac ters.

— Mu sic can be very help ful through out. It’s del i cate—but
def i nitely worth the trou ble.

Finally: I started writ ing Iron Kisses while a writer in res i -
dence at The New Har mony Pro ject in south ern In di ana. One
morn ing dur ing my res i dency, I was at break fast and shared a
ta ble with a hand ful of folks—in clud ing the four-year old son of 
one of the dramaturgs there that sum mer. The dramaturg (Di ane) 
told me a story of how her son Corey had re cently drawn a
self-por trait which in cluded hair of hap pi ness. When I heard
Corey’s story, I felt some thing crack open in side my heart, I
could n’t get back to my play soon enough, and within days I
had fin ished the first scene of the play. With Corey’s per mis -
sion, I’ve in cluded a copy of his self-por trait. Thank you, Corey. 

You and your story are proof
that plays can re veal them -
selves in the most mys te ri -
ous—and sur pris ing ways.

                — James Still
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Deep est thanks to Peo ple’s Light & Thea tre Com pany
for work shop and de vel op ment sup port of Iron Kisses: Da -
vid Bradley, Mi chael Cruz, Jeep, Shan non O’Donnell,
Kathryn Petersen.

Thanks to The New Har mony Pro ject for giv ing me a
quiet place to start writ ing this play at the 2004 conference
where I was a writer in residence.

More deep thanks to Marge Bet ley and Geva Thea tre
Cen ter for pro vid ing work shop and de vel op ment sup port as 
part of Hibernatus In ter rup tus. Spe cial thanks to Pe ter
Amster, Ryan Artzberger, Jen Kern and Frank Ca val lo.
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IRON KISSES pre miered at Geva Thea tre Cen ter, Mark
Cuddy, ar tis tic di rec tor, in Roch es ter, New York, on March 
17, 2006. Di rec tion was by Steph a nie Gilman, sce nic de -
sign by Wil son Chin, cos tume de sign by Anne R. Emo,
light ing de sign by S. Ryan Schmidt, sound de sign by Dan -
iel Baker, orig i nal mu sic by Mat thew Sut tor and the Bro -
ken Chord Col lec tive and dramaturgy by Marge Bet ley.
The stage man ager was Alexandra M. Backus. The cast
was:

BARBARA . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Mary Ba con
BILLY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Ja cob Blumer

* * * *

IRON KISSES was a win ner of The Arch and Bruce
Brown Foun da tion Prize for Playwriting.
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IRON KISSES

A Play in One Act

CHAR AC TERS:

BILLY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . mid-30s to 40s
BARBARA . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . mid-30s to 40s

SETTING: A small town in the Mid west and San Fran -
cisco.

TIME: Now.

Scene 1: Iron Kisses
Scene 2: The Long Di vi sion of My Mother
Scene 3: Hap pi ness Is What You Can Bear
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IRON KISSES

SCENE ONE:

In the dark we hear the old Fifth Di men sion re cord ing of 
Laura Nyro’s “The Wed ding Bell Blues,” or some thing
sim i lar. As the song builds, we be gin to see slides from
wed dings, lots of dif fer ent wed dings from dif fer ent
eras—like a fam ily scrap book. Brides and grooms that
sheep ishly look to ward the cam era with hope and fear.
Wed ding dresses that mark the chang ing styles of a cen -
tury. The pic tures might in clude a bride and groom feed -
ing each other wed ding cake, the iconic im age of the
bride and groom kiss ing on the “You may kiss the bride” 
cue, the bride and groom flanked by both sets of par ents, 
a line of brides maids, etc. Sud denly there is a photo of
two men. They are arm in arm, smil ing gid dily, both in
tuxes. It’s the 21st century. At first glance they might be
mis taken for two grooms men, two friends, two broth ers
even. But the photo dis solves very slowly into an other
photo: the same two men are kiss ing on the mouth. It’s
ro man tic and ten der. The Fifth Di men sion are fad ing
away—and the im age blurs—but it never dis ap pears
com pletely. The photo of the two men kiss ing might re -
main in ghostly view through out the rest of the scene.

Lights bloom on stage to re veal A MAN—he’s one of the
kiss ing men in the photo. On stage, he might be sit ting in 
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a chair. He’s hold ing a me dium-sized beau ti ful wooden
box. You know if he opens the box that the air will fill
with the scents of long ago, with fin ger prints, with hope.

He slowly opens the box and looks in side, pull ing out a
stamped, hand writ ten, opened en ve lope.

BILL’S MOM. Well…it’s a wed ding in vi ta tion. Any one
can see that. It came in the mail mixed up with a VISA
bill, and a news let ter from my church, a cou ple of of fers 
for un lim ited night min utes if you switch to a dif fer ent
long-dis tance car rier, and a two-dol lar cou pon off a cer -
tain brand of cheese. I saw the wed ding in vi ta tion right
away be cause it was the only en ve lope with a hand-writ -
ten ad dress. Have you no ticed how we just don’t get that 
much hand writ ten mail any more? Ev ery one’s just so
busy. (She turns the wed ding in vi ta tion over and over in
her hands. Then, dis cov ery:) The stamp is one of those
“LOVE” stamps. My son used to col lect stamps. He’d
say that get ting a stamp from some far-away coun try
made him feel like he’d get to go there some day. (Beat.
Looking at the wed ding in vi ta tion.) It was the hand writ -
ing that I rec og nized. It’s my son’s hand writ ing. (From
the wooden box, she pulls out a child’s draw ing, worn
and frag ile.) He prob a bly does n’t want me to tell you
this, but for years I kept a pic ture that Billy drew for me 
when he was a lit tle boy… For years it hung on our re -
frig er a tor, next to foot ball and bas ket ball sched ules. It’s
Billy’s self-por trait. All around the face there’s these
squig gly yel low lines, see, which I thought was sup -
posed to be his hair. But Billy had dark hair so I asked
him why he had drawn his self-por trait with yel low hair. 
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And Billy said, “That is n’t my hair, Mom. That’s my
hap pi ness.” He signed it, “To Mommy—Love, Billy.”
(She gives the drawing to some one sit ting in the au di -
ence.) You can just pass it around. I would like it back
when you’ve looked at it though.

(When she re turns to her chair, she turns around and is
some one else. Maybe he as sumes a dif fer ent pos ture,
maybe a slightly dif fer ent voice—but not with a lot of ef -
fort. It’s the story that’s im por tant.)

BILL’S DAD (hold ing the wed ding in vi ta tion). When I got 
home from work that day, there was the usual stack of
mail wait ing for me on the kitchen ta ble, just like any
other day. My wife al ways puts the mail in or der of how 
she thinks I’ll want to read it. And on the bot tom of the
pile there was this un opened en ve lope. It was from my
son. (He looks at the in vi ta tion.) Billy—Bill—he al ways 
had very dis tinc tive hand writ ing. Not fem i nine—just
dis tinc tive. When he was first learn ing how to write in
cur sive, must have been in the third or fourth grade, he
used to spend hours on his hand writ ing. He’d fill up
pages and pages with his cur sive hand writ ing. If you
asked him what he was do ing, he’d just say, “Prac -
ticing.” One night af ter the kids had gone to bed and I
was still up watch ing Johnny Car son on the TV, my
wife came in with the fun ni est look on her face. She’d
been pick ing up af ter the kids, in one hand she was
hold ing Barbara’s ba ton, in the other hand was a note -
book that Billy had been writ ing in that day… I re mem -
ber the guests on Johnny Car son that night were Cap tain 
Kan ga roo and Rock Hud son.
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(He shifts in his seat again, be com ing BILL’s MOM
again.)

BILL’S MOM. I was never the kind of mom who went
around snoop ing in their kids’ pri vate stuff, you know.
But this was just a note book, Billy was just a lit tle boy,
he liked to prac tice his hand writ ing. I don’t even think I
meant to look at it—maybe Billy wanted me to see it, or 
maybe God did—be cause it just fell open and I saw
pages and pages of this note book filled with Billy’s per -
fect eight-year-old hand writ ing. It was the same phrase
writ ten over and over and over again. It said— (Pausing, 
then slow, like she’s read ing a for eign lan guage:)
“BILLY LOVES JA SON.” Pages and pages of that.
(Beat.) “BILLY LOVES JA SON.” (Beat.) Well that was 
a long time ago. Un be liev ably long time ago. (Beat.
Then very di rect:) I don’t have a prob lem with Billy be -
ing gay—I re ally don’t. It’s the fact that he loves men
that makes me un com fort able.

(He shifts again, be com ing BILL’s DAD.)

BILL’S DAD. When Billy told me about, you know, when
he told me that he was—you know, ho mo sex ual, I asked 
him when it hap pened, you know, I asked him when he
turned that way, when he knew. He told me he’d AL -
WAYS been “that way”—he’d al ways been gay. Billy
told me that he can’t re mem ber NOT be ing gay, that
he’s been gay for ever. “Even when you were a lit tle
kid?” “Dad, when you’re a lit tle kid, you don’t ask your -
self if you’re gay, you just know who you love.” The
thing about that that I just find im pos si ble to un der stand
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is that I don’t know how I did n’t know. I mean, all those 
years watch ing him and think ing one thing—and then
find ing out later that it was some thing com pletely dif fer -
ent all along. That HE—my son was—some thing com -
pletely dif fer ent. I just never imag ined it, not one of my
own kids, I guess. It just does n’t seem pos si ble that your 
child can keep a se cret for such a long time. And then of 
course you won der what else you might have missed,
what other se crets the world is keep ing from you.

BILL’S MOM. I used to have this dream, I had the same
dream sev eral times. It was a wed ding. And Billy was
the groom. And the bride was some girl—I did n’t know
her in the dream, she was just this nice girl with blonde
hair. You knew they were go ing to have beau ti ful chil -
dren. Peo ple al ways say that wed dings are re ally for the
par ents. That’s one of the things about all this gay mar -
riage stuff—I don’t think those gay wed dings are for the 
PAR ENTS. I think it’s for the peo ple who are get ting
mar ried! And that just scares me. My prob lem is that I
re ally do like Billy—I do! I like who he is and how he
turned out. Most par ents only dream about hav ing a son
like Billy. You can imag ine them say ing stuff like, “My
son is per fect, I would n’t change a thing about him.”
Well when we say that we don’t re ally mean that our
kids are per fect. We just mean that we’re proud of how
they turned out. And I AM proud of Billy, I am. And I
wish I could say that I would n’t change a thing about
him. But se cretly, I wish he was ex actly the way he is— 
just not gay. I told Billy that one time when we were go -
ing through a dif fi cult pe riod with him, I told him I wish 
you could be ex actly who you are—but not gay! I said I
was n’t try ing to hurt him, I was just be ing hon est. He
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told me that if I loved him, then I loved him be cause he
IS gay, and that I could n’t have it both ways—be cause
it’s just WHO HE IS…and then he said he was n’t try ing 
to hurt me he was just be ing hon est. We did n’t talk
again af ter that for about six months.

BILL’S DAD. Billy and Mi chael have lived to gether for
years. They—they met at the gym. They were both lift -
ing weights. Billy says that on Mon day they did backs
and bi ceps; Wednes day was legs day; Fri day was shoul -
ders and tri ceps; and on Sunday they moved in to gether.
They’ve been in sep a ra ble ever since. We’ve had them in 
our home, they visit us when they can. They’re both
very busy. Billy had brought a cou ple of his other
friends home to meet us over the years. But I never
cared for them much. It was dif fi cult to find any thing to
talk about and I hate to ad mit it but it was al ways a re -
lief when they’d leave. It was dif fer ent with Mi chael.
Mi chael made it im pos si ble for us not to like him. We
liked him from the mo ment we saw him. That sur prised
me. What sur prised me more was that when I saw them
to gether that first time—they looked like a cou ple. I
don’t know how to ex plain that, I don’t think I’ve ever
re ally known a cou ple—men, in a cou ple, I mean; a gay
cou ple. I’ve never known one, or known that I knew
one. But Billy and Mi chael—they just…that sur prised
me.

(BILL’s MOM jumps right in:)

BILL’S MOM. I was a lit tle less im pressed with Mi chael
than my hus band was. On the out side, I’m the one
who’s more out go ing. But on the in side, I’m pretty care -
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ful. Es pe cially when it co mes to my chil dren. I don’t
like watch ing them do things they’re go ing to re gret
later. It’s aw ful not be ing able to save ’em, not be ing
able to help them save them selves. And I did n’t trust
Mi chael. I was wor ried that Billy was go ing to get hurt.
You could see that Billy thought the world of him, the
way he laughed at things Mi chael would say, or, the
way he’d look in my di rec tion full of hope-hope-hop ing
that I’d like Mi chael. That first night, the four of us
were sit ting around the ta ble hav ing din ner. I got up to
see about des sert, and when I looked back, I could see
that un der the ta ble—Billy and Mi chael were hold ing
hands. I re al ized that even though I’d known about
Billy—you know, that he’s gay—I’d known that for
years by then—but I had never thought about Billy
touch ing an other man—like, that, I mean, like—hold ing
hands. I’d thought about other things—you know, sex ual 
things—I’d thought about that, not the de tails, not what
they DID, but I’d won dered about it, you know, about
sex and Billy. I mean, not all the time, I did n’t ob sess
about it, but when Billy told me he was gay I thought
about—well I watch the news. You just—worry. And I
guess I was so busy wor ry ing that I never thought about
Billy hold ing hands with an other man. (She stops. Beat.) 
I did n’t say very much the rest of that eve ning. I know
Billy was dis ap pointed that I was so quiet. I know he
thought that I did n’t like Mi chael. But I was try ing to re -
mem ber the last time that my hus band held MY hand…

(BILL’s MOM drifts off in thought. BILL’s DAD picks up 
the story.)
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BILL’S DAD. Some thing I never told Billy, al though it
was pretty ob vi ous, is that I was ner vous when we met
them to gether that first time. With Billy’s sis ter Barbara, 
I al ways pre tended I did n’t re ally like the guy be cause if 
I seemed to like him TOO much then she’d lose in ter est
in him for sure. But if I acted like I did n’t think much of 
the guy at all then she’d be tell ing us that she wanted to
marry him. I got real good at just stay ing, you know,
right in the mid dle. Right there, in the mid dle. But Billy
is a dif fer ent kind of kid—he never seemed to be so se -
ri ous about some one be fore, the way he was with Mi -
chael. So I just did n’t have much prac tice. It was like
Billy was a teen ager dat ing for the first time and we
were the par ents—which we should have known how to
do, but it was dif fer ent some how. It was like we’d
skipped over that part of Billy’s life and I just did n’t
know what the rules were, I did n’t know how I was sup -
posed to act. I also did n’t want to em bar rass Billy in
front of his friend and I did n’t want them to em bar rass
me and Billy’s mother ei ther. It was very con fus ing. We 
were all grown ups but it felt like none of us knew what
we were do ing. Mi chael said “please” and “thank
you”—I re mem ber that. He had a strong hand shake, I re -
mem ber that too. He did n’t wear an ear ring which I was
sorta happy about. He took a sec ond piece of cake even
though my wife had made better be fore. At one point I
won dered about Mi chael’s par ents, who they were, what 
they did, whether or not they loved their son. And what
they thought about MY son.

(BILL’s DAD gives up try ing to ex plain it. BILL’s MOM
re sumes her side of things:)
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BILL’S MOM. We live in a town where there’s just not
many peo ple in our ex act sit u a tion. I mean, folks don’t
cel e brate “Gay Pride” here in the sum mer, it’s not one
of the big hol i days. But they’re proud of other things,
they’re proud of their kids. They go to base ball games
and take the kids to the swim ming pool. Peo ple work in
their gar dens and share to ma toes and zuc chi nis with
each other. Farmers in their pick ups wave with one fin -
ger. There are a lot of ga rage sales in the sum mer, kids
sell lem on ade at the side of the road. It’s just all pretty
nor mal. That’s how Billy grew up too—he did all those
things, he was in the mid dle of it, he be longed here.
Some times it feels like Billy did n’t just move away,
some times it feels like he’s dead. Not to me. But to the
peo ple in my town. They just grad u ally stopped ask ing
about him. Ev ery lit tle thing I told them seemed to raise
an eye brow. I used to tell my hus band that if folks here
raised their eye brows any higher they’d come right off
their face. (She is sud denly sit ting in church.) Some times 
in church I’ll look around at the other peo ple who still
come. It’s a lot of older folks. Most of the youn ger ones
have moved away, and the ones that stay don’t seem
very in ter ested in church. My daugh ter Barbara never
co mes to church. Even our min is ters don’t stay long, we 
get a new one ev ery cou ple of years. I won der if any of
the peo ple in my church are gay. I won der if some of
their kids are gay. I won der what they’d do if some body 
wanted to get mar ried right here in our church, some -
body who was gay. I’m a Meth od ist. But the story in my 
fam ily goes that my grand par ents were Cath o lic. That’s
Billy’s great-grand par ents. And when the Cath o lic
church burned down they just walked across the street to 
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the only other church in their lit tle town, and that’s how
we be came Meth od ists. If God was test ing them—I’m
not sure if that meant they passed the test or not. I sup -
pose it de pends on whether God turns out to be a Cath o -
lic or a Meth od ist. But they proved they could
CHANGE. They passed THAT test any way.
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