
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE BOOK OF THE DEAD 
 

a stage adaptation by Becky Norton 
  



Characters 
 

KA BIENAIMÉ, a thirty year-old Haitian-American artist 
FATHER, a retired and repenting Tonton Macout, KA’s father 
MR. SALINAS, a hotel manager 
OFFICER BO, a policeman 
GABRIELLE FONTENEAU, a Haitian-American television star 
MANMAN, a devout woman, KA’s mother 
 
 

Settings 
 

HOTEL ROOM: Green and orange walls, emerald green carpet, two beds, two nightstands, a 
desk, and a metal chair. A door in the back of the room into the “bathroom.” Only takes about ¾ 

of the stage from stage left, leaving ¼ stage right. 
MR. SALINAS’ OFFICE: Same as hotel room, minus the beds and nightstands. 

PIER: Optional sunset backdrop. The pier starts upstage and ends downstage, so the actors face 
the audience as if the audience is the ocean/lake. 

  



Scene 1 
(Show opens with KA’s Father statue alone, 
centerstage. There is one light shining down on the 
statue.) 

 
Ka (offstage): The last time I saw my father was just last night, before we went to bed. 
 

(Lights out. Set up HOTEL ROOM while KA speaks. 
Statue will need to be covered in bubble wrap.) 

 
My father came with me from Brooklyn to deliver this sculpture to Gabrielle Fonteneau in 
Tampa. She’s an actress, Haitian like us. My father loves TV...he watches all day at his 
barbershop, and even more when he gets home. He seemed really excited to meet her….We 
pulled up to the hotel at about midnight. 
 

(Lights up abruptly on the HOTEL ROOM.) 
 
By then, all the restaurants around were closed, so there was nothing for us to do but shower and 
go to bed. 

(Enter KA and FATHER stage left.) 
 
Father (stretching, exhausted): It’s like paradise here. After prison, everything is paradise. 
Look, Ka. The carpet is like grass under our feet. 
Ka: Yes, papa, it’s just like grass. 
 

(FATHER collects his pajamas while humming a 
section from Psalm 51 - Create in Me a Clean 
Heart and exits through the upstage door to change. 
KA inspects her statue for damage. She is proud of 
herself, but extremely nervous. FATHER reenters, 
and BOTH get ready for bed.) 

 
Ka: Do you think she’ll like it? 
Father: Of course. We have come too far. 
Ka: I just can’t believe it’s all happening tomorrow. 
Father: Yes, tomorrow….Don’t worry, Ka. 
Ka: Bòn nwi, Papa. 
Father: Bòn nwi, cheri. 

(Lights fade out.) 
Scene 2 



(In the police office. KA and OFFICER BO sit in 
metal folding chairs, while MR. SALINAS sits 
behind the desk.) 

 
Ka: And that was it. When I woke up this morning, he was gone and must have taken the 
sculpture with him. He took the rental car. I was hoping he’d gone out to get breakfast for us and 
would explain the sculpture thing when he got back, but he didn’t come back. I sat there and 
waited for two hours before I asked the front desk about him. I wasted so much time. 
 

(OFFICER BO pats her knee) 
 

Officer Bo: It’s not your fault, Ms. (mispronouncing) Bienaimé. 
Mr. Salinas: Officer Bo and I will do our best to find him. 
Officer Bo: Let’s start with a description. Anything about your daddy that would help us pick 
him out in a crowd? 
Ka: He’s sixty-five, five foot eight, about a hundred and eighty pounds. Um...he has salt and 
pepper hair with a widow’s peak, and velvet-brown eyes -- 
Officer Bo: Velvet? 
Ka: Yes, deep brown. The same color as his complexion. 
Officer Bo: Anything else? 
Ka: He has partial front dentures...and he has a scar. From his right cheek down to the corner of 
his mouth. 
Officer Bo: Please don’t be offended by what I’m about to ask. I deal with an older population 
here, and this is something that comes up a lot when they go missing. Does your daddy have any 
kind of mental illness, senility? 
Ka: No, he’s not senile. 
Officer Bo: Do you have any pictures of your daddy? 
Ka: Not on me….We only have a few of him at home. My father has never liked getting his 
picture taken, so we save it for special events like my graduations, but he always covers his scar. 
I was hoping to take some pictures of him on this trip, but he didn’t let me. At one of the rest 
stops I bought a disposable camera and tried to get some anyway. As usual, he covered his face 
with both hands like a little kid. He said he didn’t want any more pictures taken of him for the 
rest of his life. He thinks he’s too ugly. 
Officer Bo: Well...that’s too bad. He speaks English, your daddy? Can he ask for directions, et 
cetera? 
Ka: Yes. 
Mr. Salinas: Is there anything that might make your father run away from you, particularly here 
in Lakeland? Did you two have a fight? 
Ka: Well...that sculpture I mentioned before, the reason we’re here in the first place...it’s a 
sculpture of him. He’s sort of curled over himself, looking down at his hands. It’s how I thought 



of him when he went to prison. I imagine he may not be very fond of it, you know...for that 
reason. 
Officer Bo: I see. Well, I’ll put out the word with the other boys. Salinas here will be in his 
office. Why don’t you go on back to your hotel room in case your daddy shows up there? 
Ka (getting up to leave): Of course. Thank you for your help. Have a great day. 

 
(KA exits stage left. Lights fade out. Transition to 
hotel room.) 

  



Scene 3 
(Back in the hotel room. There is an ashtray 
overflowing with cigarette butts. KA paces, 
punching in her mother’s phone number again. She 
is becoming increasingly impatient.) 

 
Ka: Please pickup Manman, please…(no answer). Please call as soon as you can, Manman. It’s 
about Papa. 
 

(KA sits down and lights another cigarette, bobbing 
her leg with nerves. Enter GABRIELLE 
FONTENEAU stage right, but unlit yet. Her cell 
phone rings. KA jumps, puts out her cigarette, and 
answers without looking.) 

 
Ka: Hello?? 
Gabrielle Fonteneau (light from above fades in): Hello. Is this Ka Bienaimé? 
Ka: This is she. 
Gabrielle: It’s Gabrielle Fonteneau. I hope you’ve had a safe trip. I wanted to thank you for 
coming all this way to personally deliver the sculpture. I am elated to have found it. 
Ka: Of course. I’m excited for him to come home to you….It’s one of my favorites as well. 
Gabrielle: Were you told why I like this sculpture so much? It is regal and humble at the same 
time. It reminds me of my own father. 
Ka: That’s lovely. 
Gabrielle: So when will you get here? You have the directions, right? Maybe you can join us for 
lunch tomorrow, at around twelve. 
Ka: We’ll be there. 
Gabrielle: Wonderful. I look forward to meeting you. 

(stage right light fades out) 
Ka: You, too…  
 

(Hanging up the phone, KA relights her cigarette 
and takes a long drag. With her elbows on her 
knees, her head hangs and her eyes are cast down 
to her hands, reminiscent of the sculpture. Lights up 
abruptly on stage right, set with a small table and 
three chairs or stools. MANMAN enters, pacing 
quickly and punching numbers. KA’s cell phone 
rings again. KA puts out her cigarette and answers 
without picking up her head.) 



 
Ka: Manman. 
Manman (heavy breathing): Where Papa? 
Ka: Manman, please calm down. Breathe. Nothing bad has happened. Papa is okay, I’ve just lost 
sight of him for a little while. 
Manman: How you lost him? 
Ka: He woke up before I did and disappeared. 
Manman: How long he been gone? 
Ka: He’s been gone for hours now...I don’t even believe it myself. 
Manman: You call police? 

(MANMAN takes a seat by the table in a similar 
fashion to KA. MANMAN hums the same section 
from Psalm 51 - Create in Me a Clean Heart as 
FATHER earlier.) 

Ka: Yes, of course. 
Manman: What police say? 
Ka: To wait at the hotel...that he’ll come back. 
Manman (still humming...then decidedly, after a pause): He come back. He not leave you like 
that. He love you. 

(FATHER enter stage left, standing in the 
“doorway” behind KA. KA does not realize he is 
there.) 

 
Ka: He loves you, too, Manman. Please don’t worry. I’ll call you every hour until he comes 
back. I’m sure he’ll be here any minute. 
Manman: He be there any minute. I talk to you soon. 
Ka: Babay, Manman. 

(KA hangs up the phone. Stage right lights fade out 
on MANMAN.) 

 
Father (after a pause): You should not worry her. 
Ka (her reaction is up to director interpretation. She is either jumpy and caught off guard, or 
resigned and somewhere between irate and forlorn): Where were you? 
Father: Too smoky in here.  

(KA gestures silently to the full ashtray. FATHER 
crosses to sit on his bed.) 

Ka, let your father talk to you. Yon ti koze, a little chat. 
Ka (increasingly angry): Where were you? Why didn’t you leave a note? And Papa, where is 
the sculpture? 



Father (pulling off his shoes and massaging his feet): That is why we must chat. I have 
objections. 

(long pause while he massages and thinks) 
I’d prefer you not sell that statue. 

(he reaches for the hotel phone and calls 
MANMAN.) 

Mon amour. I know she called you. She panicked. I was just walking, thinking….Mwen 
konnen….Mwen konnen. Mwen renmen’w. 

(he hangs up and puts his sneakers back on) 
Ka (at the end of her rope): Where. Is. The sculpture? 
Father: We go. I take you to it. 

(lights fade out. Transition set to the pier.) 
  



Scene 4 
(On the pier. Lights fade in on the empty pier. KA 
and FATHER enter stage left and walk downstage 
to the end of the pier, not speaking. Could include a 
soundtrack of light waves here to fill the space.) 

 
Ka: Is this where the sculpture is? 
Father: In the water. 
Ka (pseudo-calmly): Okay. 

(KA lowers herself to sit on the edge of the pier, 
obviously agitated and trying to calm herself) 

Please know this about yourself: you are a very harsh critic. 
Father (trying not to smile/laugh at her): Ka...I tell you why I name you Ka. 
Ka: Papa, I know -- 
Father: Your mother not like the name at all. She say everybody tease you, people take pleasure 
repeating your name, calling you Kaka, Kaka, Kaka. 
Ka: I know. I’ve got it. 
Father: I call you Ka because in old Egyptian world, ka is like soul. In Haiti is what we call 
good angel, ti bon anj. When you born, I look at your face, I think, here is my ka, my good angel. 
Ka (softer now): I know, Papa. 
Father: Ka...when I first see your statue, I want to be buried with it. To take with me to other 
world. 
Ka: Like the ancient Egyptians. 
Father (smiling): Yes. And Ka, when I read to you, with my very bad accent, from The Book of 
the Dead, do you remember I make you read to me some chapters, too? Back then, I know you 
hate it. I know soul and death and funeral scare you as a child, but you had to know. 
Ka: Are you dying? Are you ill? Are you going to die? 

(he doesn’t answer) 
Papa. I will find you the best doctor I can. I’ll come back home to help you and Manman. I’ll get 
a real job. Whatever it is, we can fix this. 
Father (after a very long pause): You remember the judgment of the dead, when they weigh the 
heart of a person? If it is heavy, the person cannot move to other world. (pause) I don’t deserve a 
statue. (pause) Ka, when I take you to Brooklyn museum, I stand for hours to admire the 
beautiful Egyptian statues. But you...you see the missing pieces: eyes, nose, legs, heads 
sometimes. You notice more what is not there than what is. Ka, I am like one of those statues. 
Ka: An ancient Egyptian? 

(KA breaks into maniacal laughter while waving 
her hands, obviously completely out-of-place in this 
moment, but she can’t stop. It’s something she’s 
always done and she knows her father hates it.) 



Father (raising his voice to speak over her laughter): Don’t do this. Why do this? If you are 
mad, let yourself be mad. Why you always laugh like a clown when you are angry? 

(FATHER catches KA’s wrist while she waves her 
hands. He holds it tightly while telling her to stop. 
He hurts her. Sad now, KA suddenly stops 
laughing.) 

Ka: Let go of me. 
Father: I’m sorry. I do not want to hurt you. I do not want to hurt anyone. 
(after a moment) Ka. I don’t deserve a statue. Not one that is whole. You see, Ka, your father 
was a hunter...he was not prey. 
Ka: What are you talking about? 
Father: There is a proverb: one day for hunter, one day for prey. Your father was a hunter. He 
was not prey. Ka, I was never in prison. 
Ka (blankly): Okay… 
Father: I was working in prison...I was a guard. A mean, mean guard. It was one prisoner inside 
who cut my face this way (he traces the scar on his cheek). This man who cut my face...I shot 
and kill him, like I kill so many people. 
Ka (after a pause): And those nightmares you were always having, what were they? 
Father: Of what I, your father, did to others. 
Ka: Does Manman know? 
Father: Yes. I explain to her after you born...my Ka, my good angel. Ka, no matter what, I am 
still your father, still your mother’s husband. And I love you both to death. I would never do 
those things now. 
Ka (after a pause): Let’s go home. 
 

(FATHER rises and extends a hand to help KA, 
which she does not take. FATHER exits stage left, 
from whence they came. KA, however, exits stage 
right. Lights fade out on the pier. Transition back to 
hotel room.) 

  



Scene 5 
(Lights fade in back at the hotel. KA and FATHER 
have not spoken to each other since the 
conversation. KA is on the phone while FATHER 
packs up and gets ready to shower.) 

 
Ka: Hi, Officer Bo. It’s Ka Bienaimé. My father ended up back at the hotel a few hours ago. I’m 
sorry I’m so late to let you know. We had a lot of catching up to do. (pause) No, he’s not hurt. 
He’s okay now. He got side-tracked on a walk and got himself all turned around. 

(FATHER exits out the back door, into the 
bathroom.) 

Thank you for your help. Yes, we’re all good now. Thank you again. Bye-bye. 
(KA sits on the edge of the right side of her bed and 
quickly punches in another number. Lights fade in 
on stage right, where MANMAN is again seated at 
her table.) 

Manman, how do you love him? 
Manman: He tell you? 
Ka: Yes. 
Manman: Everything? 
Ka: Is there more?? 
Manman: What he told you he want to tell you for long time. You, his good angel. 
Ka: You sound just like him. You are the same people, from the same place, doing the same 
things. I am none of that. I am neither of you. 
Manman: I don’t know, Ka. You and me, we save him. When I meet him, it made him stop hurt 
the people. This how I see it. He a seed thrown in rock. You, me, we make him take root. He 
grow, and he keep growing -- 

(KA hangs up the phone.) 
Mwen renmen’w. Mwen regrèt. 
 

(Lights fade out on stage right. KA stands up, still 
on the right side of her bed, folding clothes on the 
bed. FATHER enters and begins making his bed 
before he lies in it. FATHER moves to the left side 
of his bed, so he and KA are basically working back 
to back.) 

 
Father: Will you call that actress and tell her we have it no more, the statue? 
 



(FATHER habitually touches his scar while KA, at 
the same time, instinctually touches the right side of 
her own face. They mirror each other.) 

 
Ka: Now, why would I tell her when I could simply run away and keep it a secret for the next 
thirty years? (pause) We were invited to lunch at her home. I believe we should go tell her in 
person, as much as I hate to show up empty-handed. God…I wish Gabrielle had never called me. 
First thing tomorrow morning, we will go to her house and tell her we don’t have the 
sculpture...that it wasn’t everything I wanted it to be. I just can’t decide if I should tell her the 
truth or feed her some story that makes her life a little easier. 
 

(KA and FATHER find the same pose of exhaustion 
and defeat before finally getting into their beds.) 
 

If you didn’t like the sculpture, why didn’t you just tell me? Why did you have to destroy it? 
Couldn’t you have learned to love it like I did? And Manman? 

 
(Psalm 51 - Create in Me a Clean Heart begins to 
play softly) 
 

Father: I don’t know, Ka. Mwen renmen’w. Mwen regrèt. (KA doesn’t answer) Bòn nwi, my 
good angel. 
Ka: Good night, father. 

(Lights fade out.) 
 

END OF SHOW  



Explanation 
 

I was granted an opportunity to flex my adaptation skills for this first project. While I was 
reading “The Book of the Dead” from Edward Danticat’s The Dew Breaker, I realized how 
theatrical it is. Right off the bat, Danticat uses conversational dialogue to do some exposition, 
which read like a script in my mind. Danticat also uses a fair amount of imagery and visual 
description so the reader can picture the scene while they read. It felt natural and fluid to 
transition “The Book of the Dead” from a short story (chapter? Vignette?) into a stage play. 

Beginning the adaptation was tough because of the way Danticat uses flashbacks to 
reveal prior information to the reader as the story moves forward on its actual timeline. Danticat 
opens with Ka in the office and gives the reader a flashback of when she and her father arrived at 
the hotel. Flashbacks seem tough to stage, and could become confusing to the audience if they 
aren’t staged well enough. I decided to move some pieces around and tell the story 
chronologically, which seemed to work. Having Ka open the show by narrating as a disembodied 
voice seemed like a good, dramatic way to pique interest and make the audience watch. I also 
thought the disembodied voice, although brief, can be read as Ka’s confused struggle with her 
own identity. Her family is from Haiti, and Danticat makes it sound like Ka is really proud of 
this, but Ka’s parents have never taken her to Haiti, so she’s never been able to connect with the 
place she is so proud of. 

There are a couple sections from the source material I had cut in order to make it make 
sense onstage. The issue was mostly narrative and flashbacks that I couldn’t convey through 
dialogue, but there were also a couple parts I didn’t feel were essential to the story and would 
just take up time on stage. I cut the whole ending, actually. There was so much narrative that 
added to the story, but I couldn’t figure out how to turn it into dialogue without being awkward 
and unrealistic. I wrote another ending, keeping in mind what I considered the key points 
Danticat conveyed. 

I rewrote the moment her father touches his scar and she touches the same part of her 
face without thinking. I made sure they didn’t see each other because I wanted the audience to 
know that, although she feels (and probably wants to be) worlds away from him right now, they 
are connected in a bigger way. I wrote Ka’s mini-monologue to show her controlled grief, hurt, 
and anger at her father’s life-long lie. I show how she wishes this entire situation had never 
happened, not because she is embarrassingly empty-handed for Danielle, but because she 
wouldn’t have had to find out the truth. At the very end, she calls him father instead of Papa for 
the first time. She feels like she doesn’t know him or herself anymore. 

Why does literature matter? is a very difficult question to answer...maybe because the 
answer hides in plain sight. Literature matters because it’s life. Literature isn’t just a written 
artifact one reads off of a page. Literature is written narrative, it is plays, it is stand-up sets, it is 
performance art, it is diary entries, it is photos, it is everything in life that has ever been 
documented. Literature matters in any medium because it connects us as a society, and I we 



would not have made it this far evolutionarily without creating and circulating literature and 
allowing it to connect us. 


