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Sam Shepard was the Pulitzer Prize–winning author of more than fifty-five plays and three story collections. As an actor, he appeared in more than sixty films and received an Oscar nomination in 1984 for The Right Stuff. He was a finalist for the W. H. Smith Literary Award for his story collection Great Dream of Heaven. In 2012 he was awarded an honorary doctorate from Trinity College, Dublin. He was a member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, received the Gold Medal for Drama from the Academy, and was inducted into the Theater Hall of Fame. He died in 2017.
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The Late Henry Moss


The Late Henry Moss was first produced by the Magic Theatre (Larry Eilenberg, Artistic Director), San Francisco, on November 7, 2000, with the following cast:
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Directed by Sam Shepard

Designed by Andy Stacklin

Costumes by Christine Dougherty

Lighting by Anne Militello

Composer and music archivist T Bone Burnett

Choreography by Peter Pucci

Production stage managed by Michael Svenkel It was produced in New York by Signature Theatre Company (James Houghton, Founding Artistic Director; Bruce E. Whitacre, Managing Director) on September 23, 2001, with the following cast:
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Directed by Joseph Chaikin

Designed by Christine Jones

Costumes by Teresa Snider-Stein

Lighting by Michael Chybowski

Original music and sound by David Van Tieghem
and Jill B.C. Du Boff

Choreography by Peter Pucci

Fight direction by B. H. Barry

Production stage managed by Michael McGoff



Prelude to Act One: (Drunken Rumba)


Lights go to black on set. In the dark, very sultry Mexican rumba music comes up. A white spotlight hits the couple of Henry Moss and Conchalla wrapped in a tight embrace, cheek to cheek. They are amazingly drunk and yet synchronized in tight, fluid coordination with only the occasional stumble and foot crunch to give them away. They begin extreme down left on the apron in front of the set and careen their way across the stage, doing a couple twirls and deep waist bends along the way. Their cheeks stay pressed together the whole time, and they seem oblivious to the world. The dance is brief and somewhat shocking. They disappear off right. Spotlight goes to black, then lights ease up on set to begin Act One.



Act One:


Scene: Night. A run-down adobe dwelling on the outskirts of Bernalillo, New Mexico. The roof is open; just bare, rough-plastered walls. A mesquite door with black iron hinges in stage right wall. A deep-silled window up right. A single cotlike bed set horizontally into a small alcove, center of upstage wall with a small barred window directly above it, like a jail cell. There is a blue curtain on a rod in front of the bed that can be opened or closed by hand and sometimes mechanically. The curtain is open for now, revealing the corpse of Henry Moss, a man in his late sixties. He lies face up on the bed with the crown of his head toward stage right. A heavy Mexican blanket in yellow and red designs covers him from the forehead down to his ankles. Over the blanket a white sheet has been spread smoothly. Only the top of Henry's head and his bare feet are revealed. Nothing is seen of his face. There is an old-style bathtub with claw feet upstage left of the bed. A sink, gas stove and small refrigerator are set against upstage wall; all very run-down and dirty. Extreme downstage left of center is a simple round Formica table with two metal S-shaped chairs set across from each other; one upstage right, the other downstage left. Earl Moss, Henry's oldest son, sits in the downstage chair with his back partially to audience, thumbing through an old photo album of Henry's, studying the pictures. Ray Moss, Earl's younger brother, stands upstage of the table, facing audience and idly going through an old red tool chest of Henry's placed on the table in front of him. A bottle of bourbon sits in the center of table with two plastic cups. An ashtray; cigarettes. Nothing else. Long pause after lights come up as Earl thumbs through album. Ray fiddles with tools.

EARL: [Thumbing through album.] Well, you know me, Ray—I was never one to live in the past. That never was my deal. You know—You remember how I was.

RAY: Yeah. Yeah, right. I remember.

EARL: But, these days now—I don't know. Something like this— Outta the blue. [He nods toward Henry's corpse.] Maybe it's age or something.

RAY: Age?

EARL: Yeah.

RAY: Whose age?

EARL: Mine.

RAY: Oh. I thought you meant his.

EARL: No—me. Gettin' older. You know. I mean at eighteen, nineteen, my mind was going in a whole different direction. You remember how I was. [He suddenly sings.] “Gonna tie my pecker to a tree, to a tree. Gonna tie my pecker to a tree.” You remember that? [Pause. Ray just stares at him.]

EARL: Well, do ya?

RAY: I thought that was him. I remember him singing that.

EARL: That was me!

RAY: Oh.

EARL: 1956, '57? When was that?

RAY: What?

EARL: When I used to come home singing that.

RAY: I don't know. Musta been later.

EARL: Not that much later. Couldn't a been. Ripple wine and Mexican Benzedrine! Those were high times, Ray! High old times. [Pause.]

RAY: I remember you leaving. That's all I remember.

EARL: [Looking up at Ray.] What? When?

RAY: When you first left. When the big blowout happened.

EARL: Big blowout?

RAY: You know what I'm talkin' about. [Pause. Earl stares at him.]

EARL: Ooh—that. Way back.

RAY: Yeah.

EARL: Way, way back.

RAY: That's still very vivid with me. Like it happened yesterday.

EARL: [Going back to album.] You shouldn't let that stuff haunt you, Ray.

RAY: I remember the windows exploding.

EARL: Exploding?

RAY: Blown out. Glass everywhere.

EARL: Ooh—yeah. That was him [Gestures to Henry], not me. That was him doing that.

RAY: Yeah. Him.

EARL: You're getting me mixed up with him.

RAY: No I'm not. I know it was him.

EARL: Well, don't get me mixed up with him.

RAY: I'm not. I know it was him.

EARL: Good. [Pause. He thumbs through album.] He was the one breaking windows. Not me.

RAY: I know that. [Pause.] What brought it on exactly? That was never very clear to me.

EARL: Oh, come on, Ray—

RAY: What?

EARL: You mean after all this time—after all these years—you still don't know?

RAY: No. I never knew.

EARL: She locked him out of the house. You knew that, didn't you?

RAY: Um—I don't know. Yeah, I guess.

EARL: Set him right off. Went into one of his famous “Wild Turkey” storms. You knew all about that.

RAY: I remember it like a war or something. An invasion.

EARL: Yeah, well things get embellished over the years. You were a kid.

RAY: So were you.

EARL: Yeah, but there was a certain—maturity about me. I was coming into my own back then.

RAY: Explosions. Screaming. Smoke. The telephone.

EARL: Explosions? There weren't any explosions, Ray.

RAY: People running. You were one of them.

EARL: What?

RAY: Running.

EARL: I never ran!

RAY: Mom was running.

EARL: He had her trapped in the kitchen! Under the sink! How could she run? Huh? How could she possibly run? You've really got this screwed up, Ray. You oughta get it straightened out, you know. It's time you got it straight. It's no good carrying the wrong pictures around with you the rest of your life. They're liable to get more and more warped as time goes on. Pretty soon you'll start to forget how it really was.

RAY: You ran. I watched you.

EARL: I never ever ran!

RAY: You climbed into that '51 Chevy and took off. That was the last I saw of you for seven years. Things like that you don't forget. They mark time. For me they do.

EARL: [Returns to album.] Yeah, well—I never ran. I'm not a runner. Never have been. [Pause.]

RAY: Seven years. Thought I'd never see you again. I thought about you all that time but I bet I never once crossed your mind. Never once.

EARL: That's not true.

RAY: Maybe once.

EARL: Once or twice.

RAY: Once, maybe.

EARL: I sent you something every Christmas. Most every Christmas, I did.

RAY: Yeah.

EARL: Socks. T-shirts. Rubbers. I sent you Camels once.

RAY: Tokens. Tokens of guilt.

EARL: [Looking up.] Guilt? Look—buddy boy, I had a lot on my mind back then.

RAY: Yeah.

EARL: I was heading somewhere. [Long pause. Earl goes back to album. Ray fiddles with tools.]

RAY: What should we do with his tools?

EARL: You want 'em? You might as well keep 'em.

RAY: I don't work with my hands anymore.

EARL: Oh? Since when?

RAY: I don't know. It just faded.

EARL: That's a shame, Ray. You were good with your hands. You used to be under a car all day long.

RAY: What car?

EARL: Some car. I don't know what car. Some car or other.

RAY: I never had a car.

EARL: Well, whose car was it, then, you were always working under?

RAY: It was his car.

EARL: Okay.

RAY: It wasn't my car.

EARL: Fine.

RAY: Well, it wasn't. I never had a car. You were the one with the car.

EARL: All right! It was his car, it wasn't your car! Who gives a flying fuck whose car it was! I just seem to remember, Ray, that you always liked working on cars and I thought you might like to have the tools in case you wanted to pursue that. That's all. Simple as that. [Long pause. Earl goes back to album. Ray handles tools.]

RAY: [Handling tools.] Looks like they're all pretty cheap anyway. Taiwan steel. Swap meet stuff.

EARL: You oughta keep 'em, Ray. For his sake you oughta keep 'em.

RAY: For his sake?

EARL: Yeah.

RAY: He's dead.

EARL: I know he's dead.

RAY: So why should he care?

EARL: He won't care, Ray.

RAY: So it'd be for my sake, not his sake.

EARL: Yeah. For your sake. You never can tell when the urge might come up again.

RAY: What urge?

EARL: To work with your hands! That urge! The urge to be useful again! [Pause.]

RAY: [Looking at tools.] They're not worth diddly.

EARL: That's not really the point, is it, Ray. I mean nothing he's got is worth diddly. Not like we're inheriting a legacy here.

RAY: Ratchet's pretty nice. [Ray picks up a very large ratchet wrench and fits a socket onto it.]

EARL: Why don't you keep that, then? He'd like that, Ray.

RAY: Keep the ratchet?

EARL: Yeah. Keep the ratchet. It's a nice one, right?

RAY: A single big-ass ratchet? What am I gonna do with a single ratchet?

EARL: Work on your Buick! I don't know.

RAY: I don't have a Buick.

EARL: Goddamnit, Ray!

RAY: Well, I don't. You want me to say I have a Buick just so you can feel good about giving me these crummy tools? They're not your tools anyway. You don't own the tools.

EARL: I know I don't own the tools!

RAY: They're his tools.

EARL: I know that.

RAY: They're not yours to give away.

EARL: They're not yours either!

RAY: They're nobody's tools! [Ray slams the wrench back into toolbox. Long pause. Earl goes back to album. Ray turns upstage and stares at Henry's corpse, then turns back to Earl.]

RAY: Well, don't you think it's about time we notified someone? We can't just sit around here. Who're you supposed to call first? The cops?

EARL: The cops? What're you thinking about?

RAY: Who, then? The mortician? The chamber of commerce? Who?

EARL: [Back on album.] I'm not ready yet. [Pause.]

RAY: You're not ready?

EARL: No. I'm not.

RAY: Well, how long are we gonna wait?

EARL: [Looks up.] What's the rush? Huh? I'd like to spend a little time with him if you don't mind.

RAY: Time?

EARL: Yeah, time. Before he's rushed off and processed into the funeral business. Before they apply the makeup and formaldehyde and dress him up in his air force khakis.

RAY: Well, how much time do you need, Earl?

EARL: I'll let you know.

RAY: Haven't you been sitting here with him for a long time already?

EARL: I'll let you know, Ray.

RAY: What've you been doing just sitting here with him all this time?

EARL: Nothing.

RAY: Have you been talking to him, Earl?

EARL: He's dead.

RAY: Yeah, but when you're alone like this—just sitting here— just the two of you—You can start to make stuff up.

EARL: What stuff?

RAY: Stuff in your head. You can start—imagining things.

EARL: Like what?

RAY: Well, like for instance—you could imagine that he's still alive; he can still hear you—Maybe it's even better that way.

EARL: What way?

RAY: Imagining. I mean that might be even better than if he were actually alive because now you can really tell him things. You can tell him all kinds of things that you couldn't tell him before because now he's dead and you're imagining him to be alive and there's nothing he can do about it but listen.

EARL: I wasn't talking to him, all right! I wasn't imagining anything! I was just sitting here! Alone. With him. Just sitting here in the dark. Alone. [Pause. Ray turns upstage and starts to move slowly toward Henry's body.]

RAY: We can't just bury him ourselves, huh? Just dig a hole and do it ourselves? That's illegal, isn't it?

EARL: Yeah, every death has to be reported these days. Unless you kill somebody.

RAY: We could report it after we bury him.

EARL: They'd just dig him back up.

RAY: I mean that's what you'd do with a dog—

EARL: What?

RAY: Just dig a hole and bury him.

EARL: Yeah.

RAY: So how come you can't do that with a father? [Moves in closer to Henry's corpse. Earl pours himself a drink, smokes and keeps thumbing through album.]

EARL: I don't know. I don't know the answer to that, Ray. I don't know why that is. Nobody cares about a dog. I guess that's it.

RAY: [Getting very close to Henry.] Nobody cares about a dog.

EARL: Well, they don't.

RAY: You mean outside the dog's little circle of friends? His little family.

EARL: Yeah, nobody cares. [Ray reaches out to touch Henry's corpse. Earl stands suddenly.]

EARL: Don't touch him! [Long pause. Ray stares at Earl.]

RAY: What?

EARL: Just don't touch him.

RAY: Why is that, Earl?

EARL: Just—don't. It's not a good idea. [Pause. Ray looks at corpse, then back at Earl.]

RAY: Am I gonna catch something—some disease?

EARL: Just—get away from him.

RAY: Have you touched him?

EARL: No.

RAY: It's not gonna hurt anything, is it? [Ray goes to touch the corpse again, but Earl makes a strong move toward him.]

EARL: Don't touch him, Ray! [Ray backs off.]

RAY: What're you so jumpy about?

EARL: I'm not jumpy.

RAY: Are you superstitious or something?

EARL: I just don't think it's a good idea to touch him.

RAY: Afraid he might come back to life?

EARL: That's pretty funny. [Pause.]

RAY: He's starting to stink, Earl. I think he's starting to stink.

EARL: I can't smell it.

RAY: Yeah, well, you've been with him too long. You've grown insensitive to it.

EARL: Insensitive. Me, insensitive?

RAY: Yeah. There's a stink in here. There's definitely a stink and you can't smell it.

EARL: That's right.

RAY: How long's it take before things really start to rot. You know—

EARL: How should I know? I'm no expert on death. [Earl returns to table, sits and goes back to album.]

RAY: I mean really bad—turning to maggots.

EARL: We're not gonna wait that long, for Christ's sake! Just try to relax a little, Ray. All right? Just relax. Feel honored that we have this small time alone with him. Try to treasure it. [Pause.]

RAY: Honored?

EARL: That's right, honored. Somebody else could've discovered him first. Anybody. A total stranger. The taxi driver or that crazy chick—what's her name—or—anybody. They'd have called the cops right off the bat. The mortuary boys would've been here already with a body bag and hauled him off. And there we'd be. We'd be the last ones notified. No privacy. All kinds of questions. Forms to fill out. We'd never have had two seconds with him by ourselves. [Pause.]

RAY: What taxi driver?

EARL: What?

RAY: What taxicab driver?

EARL: The taxicab driver. The guy who picked him up and took him fishing. The guy who brought him back.

RAY: Same guy?

EARL: Yeah. Same guy. I told you that. I told you all about that on the phone.

RAY: Well, if he picked him up and brought him back, how would he have discovered him dead? He would've had to die in the taxi.

EARL: I was just saying that as an example!

RAY: It's not a good one.

EARL: I was just using the taxicab driver as an example of anyone! How it could've been anyone other than us who found him first!

RAY: Who did find him first?

EARL: I found him first! I told you that. You never listen.

RAY: And you just decided to sit here with him.

EARL: Sit here until you got here. I figured it was my duty.

RAY: Your duty?

EARL: That's right, my duty.

RAY: “Duty and honor, duty and honor.” Doo-wah, doo-wah, doo-wah duty.

EARL: Go fuck yourself, Ray. [Pause. Earl goes through album.]

RAY: So, who's this crazy chick?

EARL: What?

RAY: This crazy chick you mentioned as one of the possible candidates who might've found him first?

EARL: His girlfriend.

RAY: His girlfriend?

EARL: Yeah. Whatever her name was—“Conchita” or something.

RAY: “Conchita”?

EARL: Something like that.

RAY: “Conchita Banana”?

EARL: Don't get cute. Have some respect for the dead. I went through all this stuff with you before on the phone. Don't you ever listen to anything?

RAY: I was in shock. Earl's Well, snap out of it! [Pause. Ray slowly circles table around

Earl's back, then returns to the chair across from Earl and slowly sits. He pours himself a drink.]

RAY: [As he crosses behind Earl.] I'm still in shock. I wasn't expecting to be in shock but I guess that's the thing about shock.

EARL: What?

RAY: It's unexpected. You don't see it coming. You just find yourself in the grips of it. You do the best you can.

EARL: [Focused on album.] Why don't we take a walk or something, Ray? This New Mexican air might just do us some good.

RAY: [Seated with drink.] I know this is going to probably irritate you a whole lot, Earl, but would you mind going back through the whole story for me one more time?

EARL: What story?

RAY: The stuff this guy—what's his name? The neighbor?

EARL: Esteban?

RAY: Yeah—Esteban. That's it. The stuff this guy, Esteban, told you on the phone when he called you in New York. Before you found Dad dead. What happened just before? I'm a little lost here. [Pause. Earl pushes the album away and with a long exhale, stares at his brother.]

EARL: What's the matter with you?

RAY: Me? Nothing. Nothing's the matter with me. I'm his son. You're his son. I've got a right to know, as much as you do. We're both blood.

EARL: I told you everything already, once!

RAY: Yeah—Yeah, you did. But there's some stuff that doesn't make sense.

EARL: What stuff!

RAY: There's all these—all these people you mentioned. It's just too—stupid! It's stupid that he died like this! Out here in the middle of nowhere with no—contact. No contact whatsoever!

EARL: That's the way he lived! He lived with no contact. Why shouldn't he die the same way? [Pause. Ray drops his head slowly and stares at the table. Earl stares at him.]

EARL: All right—All right. Once more and that's it. I can't keep going through this, Ray. It's not something I enjoy.

RAY: Why would you enjoy it?

EARL: I don't enjoy it! That's what I'm saying.

RAY: Then why even bring it up.

EARL: Goddamnit, Ray, you are such a little pissant.

RAY: That may be. That may well be. A “pissant.” I'd just like to hear the story again, Earl. The whole story. [Pause. Earl stares at him, then begins.]

EARL: I got the phone call. Collect. Esteban says he's worried about the old man.

RAY: This was a week ago or something?

EARL: That's right. A week ago. About a week. Before I called you. Now listen up! Try to pay attention this time.

RAY: I'm all ears.

EARL: He's worried—Esteban. He's the neighbor. He says Dad got some money in the mail. Henry's cashed a check that came in and he's walking around with this cash burning a hole in his pocket.

RAY: Where'd the check come from?

EARL: Who knows. GI check or something. Government pension. I guess he was always getting these checks and going on binges. He's buying booze with it. He gets a haircut. He hitchhikes down to the shopping center. He wanders around downtown, drunk. Then he wanders down to the gas station and buys a fishing license.

RAY: Drunk?

EARL: Yeah, drunk. What else? Then he hitchhikes back out here and calls a taxi from Albuquerque. Taxi picks him up and he takes off for a day and goes fishing. He comes back that night with this Indian chick.

RAY: The crazy one?

EARL: The crazy one. [Ray nods for Earl to continue.]

EARL: So, the taxi waits for him and the woman. Esteban sees the cab outside, so he comes over with some soup.

RAY: Soup?

EARL: That's right. Soup, Ray. That's exactly right. Esteban was always bringing Henry soup or chili or some damn thing. Trying to sober him up. Esteban says the woman's in the bathtub, giggling. She's half-naked and drunker than skunk. Esteban drinks with them but Dad won't eat the soup. They have a big argument about the soup and Henry kicks him out. Esteban stays outside by his trailer and keeps watching the house. He sees Henry come out with the Indian woman wrapped in a blanket. She's still giggling. They pile into the taxi and take off. That was the last he saw of him.

RAY: So when you got here, after this phone call from this neighbor—I mean, I'm trying to put all this together—How many days did it take you to get here?

EARL: You mean after the phone call?

RAY: Yeah.

EARL: I don't know—three or four.

RAY: Three or four days?

EARL: Yeah. I guess. I don't know.

RAY: It took you three or four days after you hear that he's in trouble?

EARL: I had some business to take care of!

RAY: Business? What kinda business, Earl?

EARL: Packaging! I got a packaging business now. We make boxes.

RAY: So after your “packaging business” you fly down here, walk in the door and find Henry dead in his bed? Is that it?

EARL: Yeah. That's it! Just like that. Just how he is right there. I haven't touched him. He was laying there stroked out on his back just like he is right now. All I did was cover him up. [Long awkward pause. Ray gets up and goes to window. He stares out. Earl watches him.]

EARL: So—How's the family? [Ray doesn't move from window. Keeps his back to Earl.]

RAY: What family?

EARL: Your family. Out west.

RAY: I don't have a family.

EARL: Oh—I thought you got married and uh—Somewhere I heard you got married.

RAY: I never had a family.

EARL: Oh—[Ray turns toward Earl but stays near window.]

RAY: How's your family?

EARL: I don't have one either. You know that.

RAY: How am I supposed to know that?

EARL: Have I ever mentioned a family to you?

RAY: No—but I thought maybe—

EARL: Maybe what?

RAY: Maybe you had a secret family.

EARL: A secret family?

RAY: Yeah. [Pause.] No?

EARL: No.

RAY: That's too bad, Earl.

EARL: If I had a secret family, why would I tell you about it?

RAY: Because I'm your buddy, Earl. I'm your





















































































































































































































Prelude to Act Two: (Drunken Rumba)
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Act Three:
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