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A LESSON IN CLASS 
by 

Walt Vail 
 

CAST: AMELIA and TYISHA  
 
*Both parts are designed to be performed by students.* 
 
AT RISE: A park bench. TYISHA, a black woman, sits, watching two 
children at play in the grass. We do not see the children. Enter 
AMEILA HAWKINS, a white girl, aged 13, who hesitates, approaches 
slowly and somewhat remorsefully. TYISHA glances at her with 
contempt, shakes her head slightly, then ignores her, looking off at 
the unseen children. 
 
 
AMELIA:  (Prologue) After my family moved to New York City from New 

Orleans, we made our annual visit, my parents to see relatives, and I 
to warm myself in the love of Tyisha, my darling nanny, the black 
woman who nursed me as a baby, and raised me to the age of five. I 
was thirteen on the eighth of these visits, full of myself, and ready 
and determined to change the world. It was 1929. My name was the 
same as the great Amelia, who had just made the first transatlantic 
flight by a woman, after Lindbergh had done it in 1927. And only 
three years before nineteen-year-old Gertrude Ederly had swum the 
English Channel. I was brave and ready to accomplish great things. 
So I attempted to force a New Orleans usher to allow my Nanny to 
sit with me in the front of the movie house. Mr. Will Rogers was 
playing in “Honest Hutch,” and I wanted to share him with my Tyisha. 
And so my Tyisha taught me one more painful lesson in respect. 

TYISHA:  Pauley! Don’t go any further, child. Stay with your sister. That’s 
right. 

AMELIA:  Tyisha? (TYISHA glances at her. Obviously, TYISHA is 
angry at AMELIA for something SHE did.) May I sit next to you? 

TYISHA:  It’s a free country, ain’t it? I don’t own no park benches. 
AMELIA:  You won’t run away? 
TYISHA:  Can you see me minding these children? Laura, stop hitting 

your brother! 
AMELIA:  I did something wrong, didn’t I? 
TYISHA:  (in a snooty manner) Hmph! 
AMELIA:  Yet I think it was the only right thing to do! 
TYISHA:  (rolls her eyes) Lord have mercy! 
AMELIA:  I punched that old white witch a good one, right in the nose, 

and I got that movie usher with my book bag! 
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TYISHA:  You know what? It takes a big wind to find you in your tree, 

wherever you are. 
AMELIA:  Taught the two of them to shove me around. What’s it their 

business where we sit in the dumb old movie house? 
TYISHA:  He’s the usher. It’s his movie house. 
AMELIA:  Well, he don’t own it. And what business was it of that old 

white whale? 
TYISHA:  Pauley! Laura don’t want grass down her neck. Go find your 

ball. Over that way. 
AMELIA:  No reason you should be mad at me. 
TYISHA:  Hmph! 
AMELIA:  White people. Think they’re so wonderful, and they’re nothing 

but trash. 
TYISHA:  I suppose you ain’t one of them. 
AMELIA:  I don’t want to be one of them. Sometimes I think I’m black 

inside, and one of them white people bleached me on the outside. 
TYISHA:  Well, you ain’t less prideful than any of them. You listen to me 

about that. 
AMELIA:  Why should I let you sit in back of the movie while I sit up 

front? I want to sit with you. I came all the way down here from New 
York City just to be with you, and they don’t want us to sit together. 
It’s ridiculous. It’s barbaric and uncivilized to treat honest people like 
they wasn’t good enough for the rest of us. I won’t do it. I won’t be 
told what to do by a bunch of red-necked Louisiana white trash. 

TYISHA:  Yes, you will! Pauley, you throw any more dirt on Laura, I’m 
going to let her dig a hole and bury you. 

AMELIA:  I will not! We don’t treat people like that in New York City, and I 
will not change my principles just to be in Louisiana! 

TYISHA:  (shaking her head) Mercy, mercy. 
AMELIA:  I’ve been in every movie house in New York City, and all 

people have the right to sit wherever they please. 
TYISHA:  I never been to New York City. 
AMELIA:  Then come back to the city and stay with me…forever. You’ll 

be a lot happier. 
TYISHA:  Oh, yeah. Leave my own two children for an almost full grown 

woman, who still doesn’t know what she is, or who she is, or the 
difference between New York and Louisiana! And it ain’t like your 
poppa didn’t tell you he can’t afford no black nanny, and it ain’t like 
you need one, neither. 

AMELIA:  I miss you. 
TYISHA:  You been eight years without me except for visits. And you 

think you’re mighty big, too. 
AMELIA:  Wish I was five again. With my nanny back, my beautiful 

Tyisha. Ain’t nobody ever loved me like my Tyisha. 
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TYISHA:  Don’t be shinin’ up to me, girl. I’m mad at you. 
AMELIA:  No, you ain’t. 
TYISHA:  That’s it, Laura! Kick him good! Serves him right, throwing all 

that dirt. 
AMELIA:  If it wasn’t for how stupid they all are in Louisiana, I’d want to 

come live with you. I don’t want to be white anymore. I don’t like 
white people. I want to live with black people. 

TYISHA:  Well, I ain’t got no shower-bath, honey. I ain’t even got a tub. I 
does my washing and cleaning in a cold water stream. You ain’t 
gonna live like that. 

AMELIA:  Yes, I am. That’s no problem for me. Just let me make up my 
mind, and I’ll do anything I want to do. I’ll come live with you, and 
every time we go to that movie to see Mr. Will Rogers, we’ll sit up 
front, right by the screen. And that skinny little usher can throw us 
out, and throw us out again, until he finally gives in and lets us sit 
together wherever we want to sit. 

TYISHA:  Now you listen to me, girl. I’ve heard just about enough. To 
hear you, no one would know you sucked at my breast and drew 
your life from black woman’s milk. 

AMELIA:  That’s just it! And how can I treat you like I own you, when all 
of my life and love came from you? 

TYISHA:  Missy, I did it to survive myself! I gave the milk from my own 
children to stay alive in Louisiana. Now, you listen! I taught you 
better! You know the way things are in this world. This ain’t no New 
York City! What’s the matter with you? You go up there and make 
me ashamed of you. I’m embarrassed to sit in the movie with you. I 
don’t want the hate of those people on my back, after I spent my life 
learning to avoid it. You’re nothing but a stupid white girl from New 
York City, and I’m ashamed you sucked at my breast! 

AMELIA:  Tyisha, you don’t mean that. 
TYISHA:  Each word! I mean what I say! 
AMELIA:  Tyisha, this is 1929. The world is changing. 
TYISHA:  I don’t care nothing about your world changing! I ain’t seen no 

change in Louisiana, and I don’t want any of it. Now, you just give up 
any claim you have on me, girl. I named you and cared for you, and 
held you in my arms the first years of your life, and then your poppa 
moved to New York City and fired me. Now I stay fired. You can 
forget about me when you come to Louisiana. 

AMELIA:  Forget about you? No, I can never do that. 
TYISHA:  Just try it. You’ll see. You big enough to break all the rules, you 

big enough to do without me. 
AMELIA:  I thought it was only right to sit with you. That’s why I 

insisted… 
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TYISHA:  And like a fool, I listened, and I sat up there with you. You’re 

dangerous. You’re wrong for me. You want to get me hung up on the 
nearest tree. That’s what you want, ain’t it? 

AMELIA:  I’m sorry. I love you, Tyisha. I wouldn’t harm you for anything. 
TYISHA:  Girl, you don’t even know what you’re doing. You’d watch me 

hang by the neck, and I can hear you now. “Why’d they hang Aunt 
Tyisha? She never done any wrong.” Hell, you wouldn’t even know 
you was the one tied the noose and hauled me up. And you wouldn’t 
care, neither. (to unseen child) Pauley, stop banging her head on 
that rock! What’s wrong with you, boy? Derned white kids. I’m sorry I 
ever laid eyes on one! Give them all you got, and they treat you like 
dirt. 

AMELIA:  So…you don’t want me to visit? 
TYISHA:  Never. Now, get on out of here, and let me mind these kids 

before they kill each other. Just forget about me. Forget there ever 
was a Tyisha. 

AMELIA:  That’s what you really want? Just because… 
TYISHA:  How many times I got to tell you? Got to drive you off with a 

stick? 
AMELIA:  No, you don’t have to do that. You really don’t want to see me 

again? 
TYISHA:  Never! 
AMELIA:  All right, I’m going. And I’ll never come back. That’s what you 

want, and I love you so much, I want to do what makes you happy. 
TYISHA:  Goodbye, then! 
AMELIA:  Goodbye. (Pause) Oh, Tyisha. How can you hurt me so? 
TYISHA:  Hurt you? Nothing can hurt you. You’re too prideful and stupid 

to feel any hurt! 
AMELIA:  I’m not… 
TYISHA:  Hurt you? You haven’t a notion how you hurt me! 
AMELIA:  I don’t? Then tell me…. 
TYISHA:  Figure it yourself! 
AMELIA:  I don’t know what I did. It’s not just the movie, is it? It’s 

something worse. Please tell me, and then, I promise, I’ll go. 
TYISHA:  (stands) What do you see standing here before you? 
AMELIA:  My beautiful, angry, Tyisha. 
TYISHA:  You see a woman. And I see a girl who nursed at my breast, 

and then came back from New York City to save me from Louisiana. 
And I can’t say this to no other white girl or woman, but I got a right 
to say it to you. I see a little white girl who took my milk and grew on 
it and then signified to me that I am no better than a child. Who are 
you to tell me where I can sit in a movie? I choose to sit in the back, 
and someday when I choose to do it, I’ll sit in the front without any 
help from the likes of you! 
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AMELIA:  Oh, Tyisha. I’m sorry. I hear the pain in your voice. 
TYISHA:  You promised to go, so you can go now. 
AMELIA:  I’ll go. But I’ll come back. When you… 
TYISHA:  No. You’re one of them, now. Not quite a woman, but one of 

them. 
AMELIA:  No, I am not one of them, and I never will be. Because I am 

your child, and you are my Nanny and my great teacher. And I will sit 
at your feet forever, and learn all the important lessons in life. And I 
will never act to you with such arrogance again. From my heart, 
Tyisha, I’m very, very sorry. (A pause…TYISHA is moved, but 
does not speak) Goodbye. (AMELIA turns and starts out. Near 
the exit, SHE stops and looks back. TYISHA looks at her) 
Goodbye. 

TYISHA:  Amelia, where are you going? 
AMELIA:  Away forever, as you told me. 
TYISHA:  You come here to me, girl. You come here to me! (AMELIA 

rushes into TYISHA’S arms, sobbing) Don’t you ever leave me, 
you hear me, girl? You the best thing I ever done. Don’t you ever 
leave me! 

AMELIA:  Never, never! And I won’t try to get you to do things like that 
again. 

TYISHA:  Best you remember that promise, child. 
AMELIA:   Someday, when you decide, we’ll sit on that front row of the 

movie house…together. 

This perusal script is for reading purposes only.
No performance or photocopy rights are conveyed.



Thank you for reading this free excerpt from:
LESSON IN CLASS

by Walt Vail.

For performance rights and/or a complete copy of the script,
please contact us at:

CHRISTIAN PUBLISHERS LLC
P.O. Box 248 - Cedar Rapids, Iowa 52406

Toll Free: 844-841-6387 - Fax 319-368-8011
customerservice@christianpub.com




