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BRIAR ROSE 
By Joshua H. Cohen 
 
 
CHARACTERS 
 
MAL, a young detective on his first murder case 
MEREDITH, a crime lab specialist, does not think highly of Mal 
LUZ, the victim, a college student 
STEPHANIE, Luz’s roommate 
PHILIP, the killer, a lacrosse player 
 
 

(A tiny detective’s office at a police station, on one side of the stage. The other side is dark. MAL 
stands behind the desk, far off in thought, poking himself in the back of the hand with the stem end 
of a red rose. MEREDITH enters, file folder in hand.) 

MEREDITH 
What. Are you doing. 
 

(MAL snaps out of his reverie. Puts the rose in a bud vase on his desk. Changes his mind, takes 
the rose out, lays it on the desk. Changes his mind again, puts the rose back in the vase.) 

MAL 
I. Um.  

MEREDITH 
You’re supposed to be working on the Luz Castillo case. 

MAL 
I was. I am. 

MEREDITH 
Looks to me like you were either fantasizing about a hot date or getting ready for a tango lesson. 

MAL 
Is that the lab report? 

MEREDITH 
Yeah. 

(She holds it out to him. He doesn’t take it.) 

MAL 
Was she intoxicated? 

MEREDITH 
A young woman is stabbed on her own doorstep, and that’s the first thing you ask? 
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MAL 
No, but was she? 

MEREDITH 
Well, yeah, but – 

MAL 
I knew it! 

(Grabs a pen. Circles something on a piece of paper on his desk. Underlines it. Twice.) 

MEREDITH 
So who do you think did it? 

MAL 
(Proud of himself.) 

You’re asking the wrong question. 

MEREDITH 
What other question would a detective ask about a murder case? Who did it? 

MAL 
Not who. What. 

MEREDITH 
…What? 

MAL 
Exactly. 

MEREDITH 
Abbott and Costello, what are you talking about. 

MAL 
It’s okay, Meredith. Not everyone is cut out to be a detective. You have to have a keen eye for detail, 
things that might elude the untrained eye. 

MEREDITH 
I examine dead bodies for a living, you don’t think I notice detail? 

MAL 
Well… I mean, that’s all well and good in the quiet of a lab… but at the crime scene, when there’s 
people watching you, and reporters, and you’re under pressure to gather evidence and clear the 
scene as quickly as possible – that’s when you have to really be on top of your game to notice… the 
rosebush. 

 
(Lights up on a rosebush on the other side of the stage.) 

MEREDITH 
The rosebush. 
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MAL 
But the bright crimson wasn’t just the flower petals. 

(He pauses for dramatic effect. She isn’t giving him anything.) 
There was blood on the rosebush. So here’s what I think happened. 
 

(Enter LUZ. She is sloppy drunk and screaming into her phone.) 

LUZ 
Naw, bee-yotch, naw. He was all like, unnngghh unnnghhh unghhhh and I was all like, I am about 
to snap and so’s my heel, so you’d best be getting out of my face, and – 
 

(Her high heel snaps under her. She falls face first onto the rose bush, and her phone goes flying. 
Lights down on LUZ and the rosebush.) 

MEREDITH 
You think she tripped and impaled herself on the rose bush. 

MAL 
Sometimes these things just happen. We’ve got the snapped heel, the phone with the cracked screen 
30 feet on the other side of the hedge… All the clues fit. 

MEREDITH 
Not all the clues. 

MAL 
What do you mean? 

MEREDITH 
Just… read the lab report. 

(Drops it on the desk.) 

MAL 
(Picks it up.) 

Why? What’s in here? 

MEREDITH 
I’m not here to do your homework for you. 

MAL 
What are you so mad about? 

MEREDITH 
Did you even try to find the guy from the bar? 

MAL 
The… We’ve got officers trying to get a lead on identifying him. But just to cover our bases – we’ve 
got nothing even suggesting he was at the scene. 

(Re the report.) 
Do we? 
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MEREDITH 
(It kills her to admit it.) 

No. I mean, there were some hairs on her clothes that weren’t hers, but… 

MAL 
But you didn’t get a match. 

MEREDITH 
No. 

MAL 
And they could have come from anywhere. Meanwhile, we have a working theory that fits the actual 
facts. 

MEREDITH 
What about the roommate’s testimony? 

MAL 
The roommate didn’t see or hear any guy. 
 

(Lights up on STEPHANIE in the rosebush space. She is a mess with having been crying.) 

STEPHANIE 
Anyway… I was just finally starting to fall asleep… this was a little after one… when I heard Luz 
outside the building. She was… messed up. Slurring, shouting. I couldn’t make out everything… 
something about her heel snapping, and someone getting out of her face, and then she just… 
stopped. I… Oh God, I’m such a horrible person… I was still mad, so I… I just stayed in my room. 
I thought she might have passed out or something, but I still didn’t go down to check on her, and if 
I had… maybe she would’ve… maybe she wouldn’t’ve…  

MAL 
(From the office side of the stage.) 

It’s okay. Nobody thinks you did anything wrong. Just tell us what happened. 

STEPHANIE 
Thanks… 

(Blows her nose, loudly.) 
It was about five, maybe ten minutes later, and she hadn’t come up, so I started thinking, yeah, she 
definitely passed out, and I started to feel guilty about leaving her down there, so that’s when I 
finally went downstairs, and saw… I saw…  

MAL 
Tell me what you saw. 

STEPHANIE 
She was lying there… kind of gasping for breath… and all that blood… 

MAL 
Did you see anything else? Anyone else? Or hear? 
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STEPHANIE 
All I could see was her. All I could look at… and after I was done screaming a little, I finally thought 
to call 911… and you know the rest. 

 
(Lights down on her.) 

MAL 
See? No guy. 

MEREDITH 
Not that part. 
 

(Lights up on STEPHANIE again. It is earlier in the interview, and she is not quite as much of 
a mess, though still a mess.) 

STEPHANIE 
I mean, guys buy girls drinks at bars, you know? It’s why you get dressed up to go to the bar. And 
sometimes you want to talk to the guy, and sometimes you just want to move on with your night. 
And most guys know they’re rolling the dice when they send drinks over, and if they don’t hit, they 
move on too. But this guy… he just was. Not. Taking. The hint. Kept buying another round… and 
then he came over. 
 

(LUZ joins STEPHANIE, as music comes up – EDM or similar. PHILIP approaches. They 
have to lean in and shout to hear each other.) 

PHILIP 
Hey. Are you enjoying –  

LUZ 
Lemme guess. You’re a swimmer. 

PHILIP 
What? 

LUZ 
Are. You. A. Swimmer. 

PHILIP 
Lacrosse. 

LUZ 
You don’t look buff enough for lacrosse. 

PHILIP 
That’s just the pads. 

STEPHANIE 
Yeah, lacrosse is a bullshit sport. All those pads. Come back when you’re a swimmer. 
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PHILIP 
Oh, you wanna see me in a Speedo? 

STEPHANIE 
Gross. 

PHILIP 
I bought you that drink. You don’t have to be a bitch. 

STEPHANIE 
Excuse me? 

LUZ 
You don’t talk to my friend like that. Even if she is being a bitch. 

STEPHANIE 
Luz! 

LUZ 
Just thank the gentleman and send him on his way. 

PHILIP 
Yeah, thank the… what? 

LUZ 
Thanks for the drink. Bye. 
 

(PHILIP skulks off.) 

STEPHANIE 
Way to throw me under the bus. 

LUZ 
What? He did buy the drinks. And he’s not not cute. 

STEPHANIE 
You’re not interested in that little shit, are you? 

LUZ 
No. Just sayin’… there’s worse. 
 

(MAL silently hands another cocktail glass to LUZ. She takes it, looks expectantly at 
STEPHANIE. No drink. They both look over their shoulders at PHILIP. He waves.) 

STEPHANIE 
Well that’s rude. 

LUZ 
You kinda deserved it. Someone else will buy you one. 
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STEPHANIE 
Let’s go. 

LUZ 
I just got a new drink! 

STEPHANIE 
From him. That guy’s creeping me out. Let’s go. 

LUZ 
You go. 

STEPHANIE 
Luz, come on! 

LUZ 
What, you wanna be all butthurt because a guy you blew off blew you off back, you go ahead. I’m 
having a good time, I’m staying. 

STEPHANIE 
I don’t want to leave you alone here. 

LUZ 
I’m fine. 

STEPHANIE 
Luz. 

LUZ 
Fuck you. Trying to blow my night. Fuck you. Run home. 
Go on. 
 

(LUZ moves off. The music stops. STEPHANIE is alone in the interrogation light again.) 

STEPHANIE 
So I left. I left her alone. With him. 
I’m such a shitty person. 

MAL 
That doesn’t. Prove. Anything. 

(Lights out on STEPHANIE.) 
Two kids at a bar were unpleasant to each other. That doesn’t mean… It doesn’t mean anything. 

MEREDITH 
Ask him. 

MAL 
I told you, we’re still looking. We showed Stephanie a photo of the lacrosse team. She couldn’t be 
sure which one he was. For all we know, he was lying about even being on the team. 
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MEREDITH 
And that would mean he’s not a creep? 

MAL 
What if he is a creep? That’s not a crime. We’re law enforcement, not social chaperones. There’s no 
evidence here of a crime. 

MEREDITH 
I’m wasting my time. Read the report. 

MAL 
Why are you so sure – 

MEREDITH 
Page three. Tox screen. 
 

(MAL opens the report. Flips the page. Reads.) 

MAL 
Flu… fluni… flu-ni-tra-ze-pam? 

MEREDITH 
Roofies. 

(She tries to get some acknowledgement from MAL, but MAL is suddenly very interested in 
looking down at the paper.) 

Are you asking yourself why you were so eager to let this guy off the hook now? I hope you are. 

MAL 
But… but… 

MEREDITH 
A working theory that fits the actual facts, Mal. That was your shit-eating, condescending / turn of 
phrase, wasn’t it? 

MAL 
(Talking over her at the slash.) 

I never condescended to you, Meredith, I was just –  

MEREDITH 
Shut up! Let go of your clever little theory. Can you finally admit there was a crime committed 
against this girl. 

MAL 
Wait. But. Wait. Yes, obviously, if he drugged her against her will, that’s a crime. But he never got 
her upstairs. There was no penetration. Here’s what happened. 
 

(PHILIP enters, half supporting, half dragging LUZ. She wants to get away from him, but can’t 
stand without him.) 
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PHILIP 
Here’s your dorm. Almost there. 

LUZ 
Nuh… nuh-uh… 

PHILIP 
Yeah, we’re gonna have a good time… 

LUZ 
(Pulls out phone.) 

Stephanie… gotta call… 

PHILIP 
(Pushing down on her arm holding the phone.) 

Nah, baby, you don’t need that. 

LUZ 
(Very loud.) 

Nuh! Shit… heel. Ow.  

PHILIP 
Sh. 

LUZ 
Fucking heel snapped. 

PHILIP 
(Hissing.) 

Keep your fucking voice down. 

LUZ 
GET OUTTA MY FACE! 
 

(She finally pushes clear of him – and between the roofies, the snapped heel, and the sudden 
movement, trips over herself. She falls face first into the rose bush.) 

PHILIP 
Luz. Baby? Luz. 
Shit. Shit. 

 
(He runs off. Lights down on LUZ. 
 
A pause.) 

MEREDITH 
ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME. 
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MAL 
What’s the motive? Even if he was trying to… take advantage of her, 

MEREDITH 
Say the word. 

MAL 
(Straight through.) 

Even if he was, why would he kill her? 

MEREDITH 
I don’t know. She shouted. Maybe he panicked. Find him and ask him. 

MAL 
And he just happened to have a knife? Where is it? Most drunk, casual murderers would throw away 
the weapon. No weapon, no murder. 

MEREDITH 
You… I can’t. I just can’t. 
 

(She starts to leave. Then she suddenly wheels around, grabs the rose out of the vase on MAL’s 
desk, and stabs him in the chest as hard as she can with the stem end. The stem breaks.) 

MAL 
Ow! What the eff, Meredith! 

MEREDITH 
Find the guy, Mal. You’ll find the knife. 
 

(She exits. MAL stares after her a moment, then picks up the broken rose. 
 
Lights up on STEPHANIE cradling a dying LUZ and sobbing. 
 
MAL stabs himself in the hand with the broken rose stem, over and over, harder and harder. It 
does not break the skin.) 

MAL 
Ow. 
Ow. 
Ow. 
Ow. 
Ow. 
 

(Lights down on MAL. 
Lights down on STEPANIE and LUZ. 
Lights down on the rose bush.) 
 

THE END. 


