
Yours Truly, Billie Holiday 

By: Renata Borges Ferreira 

(Stage Name: Renata Eastick) 

 

Time: 1959 (6 months before Billie Holiday passed away.) 

Place: Club Tijuana in Baltimore, Maryland 

 

(As the audience enters the curtain is completely closed. The lights are low and an upbeat 

Jazz tune is playing in the background, giving the audience the feeling that they are 

entering a Jazz club. When the audience is completely seated, the houselights go all the 

way down, and the curtains open just enough to see BILLIE HOLIDAY in a chair behind 

a screen UC. A light is up, only behind the screen, so BILLIE is in silhouette. BILLIE is 

in her dressing room. She is seen preparing to shoot up. She is about to inject herself 

when a man enters, startling her. BILLIE rises, hiding the syringe behind her back. The 

man immediately starts an argument with her and then notices the tourniquet on her arm. 

He gets more upset, grabbing her arm and scolding her. BILLIE retaliates angrily, 

revealing the syringe to the man. In complete fury, he grabs the syringe and takes it with 

him. He motions that she has two minutes to Showtime and then exits. BILLIE does not 

know what to do. She realizes there is no use; she will have to do the show “cold turkey”. 

As the curtain closes and the music and light behind the screen begin to fade BILLIE 

speaks.) 

 

BILLIE: (While slamming the dressing room table.) Damn, damn, damn!  

 

(BILLIE takes a moment, removes the tourniquet, pours herself a drink, drinks it, closes 

the bottle and hurriedly begins to put on her perfume and shoes. Immediately after, as the 

music begins to end a voice over of the Club’s ANNOUNCER is heard.) 

 

ANNOUNCER: And now Club Tijuana proudly presents, the one. The only. Lady Day, 

Miss Billie Holiday! 

 

(THE PIANO PLAYER begins to play the intro to “What A Little Moonlight can do.” The 

curtain opens to three quarters, where it will remain for the entirety of the play. The 

stage shows a dimly lit jazz club stage with a microphone C, and a stool slightly UL of it 

with her favorite Harlem cocktail, a “top and bottom” on top of it. As the curtain opens, 

BILLIE is seen in a special at the microphone, singing.) 

 

BILLIE: (Singing)-2:40 min. 

(BILLIE clears her throat twice before she begins.) 

 

Ooh, ooh, ooh 

What a little moonlight can do 

Ooh, ooh, ooh 

What a little moonlight can do to you 

You’re in love 

Your hearts fluttering all day long 



You only stutter cause your poor tongue 

Just will not utter the words 

I love you 

Ooh, ooh, ooh 

What a little moonlight can do 

Wait a while 

Till a little moonbeam comes peepin’ through 

He’ll get bored 

You can’t resist him 

All you’ll say 

When you have kissed him is 

What a little moonlight can do 

Ooh, ooh, ooh (PIANO PLAYER follows her) 

Ooh, ooh, ooh (PIANO PLAYER follows her) 

Ooh, ooh, ooh (PIANO PLAYER follows her) 

What a little moonlight can do 

 

BILLIE: It’s so nice to see ya’ll tonight. Thank you, thank you very much. I’m so glad 

Earl invited me to come. If you don’t have friends, then you ain’t got nothin’, right? (To 

any audience member) Hey sweetie! How’s your mama doin’? She all right? Good. (She 

smiles) I love this. Bein’ with all you cats here at the club. It makes me feel good. You all 

know that? (To an audience member) Damn, ya’ll clean up nice. Real nice. Everybody’s 

all dressed up an’ looking good. You look wonderful. …and let me tell you somethin’ 

folks, I’ve been to some places ain’t nobody care to dress up. I’ve always loved dressin’ 

up. Shit, that’s why I use to wear them gardenias in my hair for so long. (BILLIE Points 

to an audience member) Oh… Honey, you must have somethin’ very special to have such 

a pretty lady next to you. You got give the boys is here some pointers. (She laughs) I tell 

you what… I never thought I’d make it back here again, but here I am. Baltimore. Got 

lots of memories from this place. Good, bad and ugly. Hum… There's no damn business 

like show business. You have to smile to keep from throwin’ up. Oh, Mercy, that wasn’t 

very lady-like, now was it? 

 

(BILLIE takes a sip of her "top and bottom" cocktail.) 

 

On minute you singin’ the blues and everybody loves you, next minute nobody gives a 

damn about you. …But you see, that don’t matter cause you got to do this ‘cause you 

love it and you love the people. (She smiles) I know I do.  The blues to me is like… being 

very sad, very sick, goin’ to church, being very happy… There’s, there’s two kinds of 

blues… a happy blues an’ then a sad blues. I have to change a tune to my own way of 

doin’ it. That's all I know. (She laughs) I can’t sing without a purpose behind my music. 

When you sing somethin', don't try to please nobody. You see, you gotta sing it for 

yourself. That's why I get upset when I see all them young musicians on TV. Everythin' 

so technical, so precise... I always want to bend this note an’ bend that note, an’ sing this 

way an’ that way an’ give all the feelings, you know. One night is a little bit slower the 

next night is a little bit brighter, depending on how I feel. I don’t know… The blues is 

sort of a mixed up thing, you just have to feel it. No two people on earth are alike an’ it’s 



got to be that way in music or it isn’t music. Then it's just dead space. If I’m gonna sing 

like someone else, then I don’t need be to sing at all, you understand?  Those cats on TV 

got no emotions... no feelin’… You hear what I’m sayin’? They- they like to act as if 

everythin’ in life is always good all the time. Shit, I don't know about you, but I know 

ain't had no perfect life.  

 

 (BILLIE takes another sip of her "top and bottom" cocktail.) 

 

Man, I never had a chance to play with dolls like other kids. I started working when I was 

six years old… an’ when I was a teenager, mama started getting' sick an’ she took me to 

this house 'cause a lady friend of hers said she had a job for me. Now, I don't think I gotta 

tell ya'll what that was, but it wasn't cleanin' no houses. No Siree Ma’am. That was one of 

the hardest times of my life, but I… I did it well. We needed that money. Mama was too 

sick to work, so I busted my behind and worked day and night. I remember doin’ 

everythin' I could to hide the bruises (She sub-consciously scratches her arm) and… and 

my, my shame from mama. ...but there was nothing else I could do. As much as I wanted 

to stop, I had to sell my body so we could survive. I just had to, you know?  

 

Until one day I was walkin’ around after work by uh, "Pod and Jerry's" in Harlem, and 

there was ah… sign or a note or somethin’ on the club door. ‘Cause they was auditionin' 

for dancers. So, I wandered on in an' I told the cat that owned the club that I was a 

dancer. (She smirks) I could see all the girls dancin' an' kickin'. I sure as hell couldn't do 

any of that fancy dancin'. But, I got up there an' as soon as I started... the cat said, "Ah 

Dolly, thanks, that's enough. Watch your step on the way out." (She laughs) I musta been 

a sight to see, ‘cause I was awful. I mean, I was good 200 pounds, ok. It was like tryin' to 

get a hippopotamus to tango. You get the picture? (She chuckles) So, um… as I was 

leavin' the cat said, "Hey… ah sweetheart can you sing?" an' I said, "Hell yes, I could 

sing, I sing all the time!" I mean, look folks… I needed a job. And, I knew I could sing, 

'cause I always did sing. But, I never knew I'd make any money out of it. (She laughs)  

...so I asked the piano man if he’d play “All of Me.” 

 

[Musical Underscore of “ALL OF ME” Begins] 

(As the intro to ALL OF ME begins to play, the lights change into a special as if  

BILLIE has traveled back in time. BILLIE begins to sing a little bit of ALL OF ME.) 

 

BILLIE: (Singing) 

 

All of me 

Why not take all of me 

Can't you see 

I'm no good without you 

Take my lips 

I want to lose them 

Take my arms 

I'll never use them 

Your goodbye left me with eyes that cry 



How can I go on dear, without you 

You took the part that once was my heart 

So why not take all of me  

 

(She laughs) Man, I sang that song an'… everybody loved it. Oh, I made a good $40 in 

tips that night and I’ll never forget it. See, I ain’t never made that much money so damn 

fast in my life! Not since hustling and was it a surprise to me. ‘Cause I ain't ever sing in 

front of nobody but Mama, and that's when I knew, I knew the Jazz scene was for me. 

 

      [Piano Music Begins]  

 

(The PIANO PLAYER begins to play the introduction to the next song to try to keep 

BILLIE on schedule.) 

 

BILLIE: (To PIANO PLAYER) Alright, alright, I’m not some jukebox you feed a nickel 

to!  

 

(BILLIE shakily takes another sip of her 

 "top and bottom" cocktail. She really needs a fix.) 

 

BILLIE: Hey Earl! I’m not doing so good here. Don’t you think it’s about time I took a 

little break? I need a little help, now. 

 

 (BILLIE looks out at EARL, but he doesn’t respond. BILLIE takes a moment to pull 

herself together. She wipes her forehead with the back of her palm. 

 She then drinks half of the “top and bottom.”) 

 

BILLIE: Um…When I’m in a club, I’m at home. It’s safe here. It ain’t always been like 

this. Hum… It was hard times for me when I toured with Artie Shaw an’ his band.  Let 

me tell you them boys took me everywhere. (She laughs) We was like a bunch of 

chickens our heads cut off. Runnin’ from place to place. Boston, Virginia, North and 

South Carolina, Georgia. There I was, a black woman tourin’ with a buncha white fellas.  

 

(Thoughtfully) You know dependin’ on the joint, a lot of times I couldn’t even get outta 

the bus. But ah, I guess the thing that… that really bothered me the most was when we 

went out to dinner. Poor Artie had to pay twice the amount of money, just so I could be 

able to eat with the boys. Uff…the things that Artie Shaw did for me were unforgettable. 

We were family! And even though he paid all that money, they still had us eat in the 

kitchen. ‘Cause they sure as hell couldn’t have no black folk eatin’ in their precious ‘ol 

dinning rooms.  

 

I remember bein’ at this fancy restaurant once. We had just finished supper and I had to 

use the ladies room. So I start headin’ towards the bathroom, and lil’ miss maître d tells 

me, “We don’t have toilets for “coloreds.”  And I’m lookin’ at this dame and I’m 

thinkin’, where do all them black boys workin’ in the kitchen do their business? So she 

gave me this pretty little smile and said, (BILLIE mocks the maître d) " Well, we have a 



restroom for colored men, (She switches back to herself) not for colored girls." Like I was 

some kind of animal or somethin’. And let me tell you folks, at this point I don’t even 

remember how many cocktails I had, but I was ‘bout ready to pop.  Then I thought to 

myself,  “ Now Billie, you just better let loose and let live.” (Pause) And I sure as hell 

did. I let it live right there on her pretty pink pumps. Oh yes I did. As sure as I’m standin’ 

here now, I pissed on that nice white lady’s shoes! (She chuckles slightly) I know, I 

know, the boys and me laughed about that for a long damn time. Sure it makes you think, 

huh. You can be up to your boobies in white satin, with…with gardenias in your hair, an’ 

no sugar cane for miles, but to some people out there, you’re always working on a 

plantation. … (Pause) 

 

(She Chuckles to herself) Ah huh, I’m laugh’n now but let me tell you, the south at that 

time was a scary place for people like me. Shit, I saw it. Folks gettin’ lynched with my 

own eyes. And what they do? Hum? ‘Cept maybe look at someone the wrong way… 

Bein’ in the wrong place at the wrong time or ah… I don’t know, but I never thought 

lookin’ at someone would be such a crime. See, when Mr. Lewis Allen asked me about 

singin’ this next song, I knew I had to do it. It touched me real deep.  

 

[Musical Underscore of Strange Fruit Begins] 

(The PIANO PLAYER begins to play “STRANGE FRUIT.”) 

 

This a tune that’s been sung a long time before I was around, and it’s gonna be sung a 

long time after I’m gone… 

 

 (As BILLIE is sing this song. The lights slowly fade from normal to a bright red.) 

[If possible, a man will be seen behind the screen in a silhouette. While  

holding a noose around his neck, the man will be shifting his weight  

from side to side as if he was hung.] 

 

BILLIE: (Singing)-2:33 min. 

 

Southern tress bear strange fruit 

Blood on the leaves 

Blood at the root 

Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze 

Strange Fruit hanging from the poplar trees 

Pastoral scene of the gallant south 

The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth 

The scent of magnolia sweet and fresh 

Then the sudden smell of burning flesh 

 

Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck 

For the rain to gather 

For the wind to suck 

For the sun to rot 

For the tree to drop 



Here is a strange and bitter crop 

 

BILLIE: The first time I sang that song; I was so scared of what might happen to me, 

because words/lyrics have a lot more power than we think. The power to love an’ to 

hate…but you know what…I pushed through no matter how tough things got, ‘cause the 

things that I sing about are about life, ‘bout truth and sometimes… the truth ain’t so 

pretty. 

 

(BILLIE although defeated, she cries for help knowing it’s futile.) 

 

BILLIE: Alright now, I really think it’s time for that break. (Pause) I’m not feelin’ all 

that good Earl… (A longer pause) 

 

(BILLIE looks toward EARL and gets the silent treatment. Looks back to men in the 

audience.) 

 

BILLIE: (Chastising) Ya gotta know how to be good to your girls, fellahs. Love is a 

tricky thing.  You want so much to get it; don’t always know how to keep it. My husband 

Jimmy didn’t know how to keep me. Sure didn’t. Every night, he’d come home with a 

different colored lipstick on his collar.  Stammering, tryin’ to explain himself to me. 

Lying to me was worse then anythin’ he could’ve done with any dame.  

 

(BILLIE stares out into the audience blankly as if she is in a daze.) 

 

[Musical Underscore of Don’t Explain Begins] 
(The PIANO PLAYER begins to play “DON’T EXPLAIN.” We are really being to see 

BILLIE’S demeanor change. She is really struggling to sing this next song.) 

 

BILLIE: …And this is one song I can’t sing without feelin’ every minute of it.  

 

BILLIE: (Singing)- 2:00min. 

 

Hush now, don't explain 

Just say you'll remain 

I'm glad you’re back, don't explain 

 

Quiet, don't explain 

What is there to gain 

Skip that lipstick 

Don't explain 

 

You know that I love you 

And that love endures 

All my thoughts are of you 

For I'm so completely yours 

 



 

Cry to hear folks chatter 

And I know you cheat 

Right or wrong, don't matter 

When you're with me, sweet 

Hush now, don't-- 

 

[Musical Underscore of Don’t Explain Continues] 

(BILLIE stops singing. She begins to hum the song as  

the Musical Underscore of Don’t Explain continues.) 

 

BILLIE: (Ramblingly) What is love? Love, love, love. I mean… Shit, who really knows 

what love is anyway? (Humming in the rhythm of the song.) Hum, hum, hum, hum 

hum… Ah… (Pointing at EARL) Nobody cares ‘bout nobody, right Earl? Nobody ever 

loved me like I loved them.‘Cause … you got all these damn fools spendin’ all this time, 

tryin’ to figure it all out, but you can’t…You don’t know why a singer sings a song a 

certain way. They sing it that way ‘cause it means somethin’ to them. You got one life to 

live and you gotta get through it somehow. ‘Cause at the end of the day, we’s all gonna 

end up six feet under.  

 

[Musical Underscore of I’ll be seeing you Begins] 

(The PIANO PLAYER begins to play the intro to “I’LL BE SEEING YOU.”) 

 

I ain’t never lived my life to make anybody happy, ‘cept myself.  Pain is all I ever felt. 

And sometimes you just need a little somethin’ to get you through the day… To 

keep yourself from drownin’. 

 

 (As BILLIE continues to sing the song, there’s a special in on her.  

She is singing the song as if she is in a trance.) 

 

BILLIE: (Singing)-3:43 min. 

 

I'll be seeing you 

In all the old familiar places 

That this heart of mine embraces 

All day through. 

 

In that small cafe; 

The park across the way; 

The children's carousel; 

The chestnut trees; 

The wishin' well. 

 

I'll be seeing you 

In every lovely summer's day; 

In every thing that's light and gay. 



I'll always think of you that way. 

 

I'll find you 

In the morning sun 

And when the night is new. 

I'll be looking at the moon, 

But I'll be seeing you. 

 

[Musical Underscore of I’ll Be Seeing You Continued.] 

 (As BILLIE finishes singing the first verse, the lights come down on her. “I’LL BE 

SEEING YOU.” continues playing, blending into a recording of the real BILLIE 

HOLIDAY for the second verse. Lights up on screen/scrim. BILLIE is back in the 

dressing room collapsed on a chair. EARL walks in. She reaches for him, stumbles and 

lands at his feet. She then reaches her arms up to him pleadingly. He shakes his head 

sadly, pulls out the syringe from his pocket and hands it to her. As he walks out the room, 

BILLIE gets up from the floor, finds her tourniquet, puts it on and shoots up. After a 

moment in silence, she begins to cry. ) 

 

[Musical Underscore for I’ll Be Seeing You Ends] 

 

BLACKOUT 

[End of Play] 

 
 


