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​​INTRODUCTION

Time is no match for the playwright’s pen.

The popularity of the ten-minute play has proven that. From Louisville to Edinburgh to Seoul and beyond, writers of ten-minute plays have shown the enormous range of what can happen on stage in just a few minutes.

But…a five-minute play?

Is there such a thing? How short can a play be before it ceases to be a play and becomes something, well, less satisfying…such as a scene, skit or sketch?

We had those questions in mind as we set out—on publisher Eric Kraus’ suggestion—to compile this collection. We asked playwrights to submit works that clocked in at five minutes or less and possessed the general features of a play: a narrative thread from beginning to end, a sense of dramatic struggle, vivid characters and emotional impact. We favored those with minimal sets and no more than five characters, expecting that a collection of five-minute plays would be particularly useful in the classroom.

What we didn’t expect was more than 700 submissions. Clearly, the five-minute play is alive and ticking.

While many of the submitted works were more like scenes than plays, far more presented rich, complete worlds that were alternately lyrical, narrative, concrete and abstract. Some packed a wallop with powerful images while others used crackling dialogue to quickly establish character and motivation. Some moved at the speed of light. Others froze moments for calm meditation. An inordinate number were about digital technology and social media. Still others presented historic moments, dream states or slapstick absurdity.

We’re delighted to share 105 of these gems for you to study and perform. Along with contemporary works by both new and established playwrights, we have included a few historical ​examples, such as those of the Italian Futurists and an early “playlet” by Thornton Wilder. (The Marriage We Deplore may seem long-ish, but the fact that Wilder used a “five-minute/five-person” design may indicate how rapid-fire he intended the dialogue to fly in this drawing-room comedy.)

To get you started, here are five questions for study and five tips for performance. So set your timer: Go!

FIVE QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1. Is the five-minute play further proof of our shrinking attention spans? In the 1890s, many people wondered the same thing about another newfangled art form—the short story. The popularity of brief art forms historically has been linked to the speedy pace of contemporary life and the public’s perceived need for a “quick fix.” Valid claim? Or is it a subtle slam against short works as “common,” less serious fare compared to weighty, longer works?

2. Is there something inherently radical about the five-minute play? Artists often use non-traditional forms to challenge the status quo, and short plays are no exception. The Italian Futurists of the early twentieth century, renounced everything old in politics and art with claims such as, “It’s stupid to write one hundred pages where one would do.” Brief performance art of the 1960s aimed at shocking and interrogating audiences. The Neo-Futurists, a contemporary experimental theatre company presents populist, affordable entertainment in the form of 30 plays in 60 minutes.

3. What should we call these things? Are we comfortable referring to these brief acts as plays? Or would it be better to use one of the many names given to very short theatre pieces over the years: skit, scene, sketch, curtain-raiser, vaudeville, playlet, stunt, fill-in, playette, blackout, sintesi, pint-size play, flash drama, micro-drama…

4. Is this some kind of a joke? One thing was clear to us after reading more than 700 five-minute plays: the form lends itself to humor. Many of the plays read as late-night TV sketches or sitcom scenes; others employed word-play, ​farce, satire, parody and gallows humor. Very many playwrights employed the “gotcha” ending, introducing a surprise switch-up that served as a rim-shot punchline. (We’ve included a few masterful examples in this collection.) Fast is funny; so perhaps it’s pace, not length, that makes the five-minute form good for a laugh.

5. Can five-minute plays survive? Yes, if they stick together. Like other miniatures, five-minute plays are best when they’re gathered and offered en masse to bounce off or converse with one another, or make collective statements. The Italian Futurists featured their short acts in evenings of variety theatre, the Dadaists in their cabaret soireé. Today, five-minute play festivals are popping up in New York, San Francisco, Austin, London, Edinburgh and elsewhere. Apparently, it was just a matter of time.

FIVE TIPS FOR PERFORMANCE

1. Be bold. Five minutes is not long. But it’ll feel like it if the first ten seconds are filled with something other than strong performance choices. If the audience senses some sort of urgency, even if subtextual, they’ll hang with you from the start—even if the play’s payoff doesn’t come for another four minutes and thirty seconds.

2. Be active. Whether the five-minute play is conventional or abstract, your obligation as a performer remains to make active choices that answer two questions: What does my character want, and how does he or she go after it? Let those motivations inform your choices and those five-minutes will romp.

3. Raise the stakes. Many of the plays featured in this collection have deep emotional content and/or high stakes. Whenever possible, raise those stakes and challenge your characters further. Five-minute plays compress emotion and action into crystalline nuggets. It is not enough that a character wants something—he must want it so badly that even the thought of failure is unbearable. Even if the play seems less intense than this, create the challenge anyway. Strong ​choices open avenues to new interpretations.

4. Stay in the now. With just 300 seconds at hand, immediacy is everything. Why is this story occurring right now? What are the characters discovering right now? How is this day different from any other day? What cracks open in the few minutes your characters are on stage? Make choices that show them discovering rather than informing, being rather than describing. In other words, show rather than tell.

5. Honor theatricality. Even if naturalistic, memorable performances require theatricality. It’s what sets plays apart from other media. Plays take advantage of the “all-live” element unique to the genre. How is this five-minute play theatrical? How can your performance of it enhance this defining element? Why is seeing this live more exciting than seeing it on film? Identify that, and you’ll share the most gloriously shocking, intoxicating, upsetting, invigorating or challenging five minutes of theatre anyone can experience.

John Capecci and Irene Ziegler

Special thanks to Carol Boynton at Smith and Kraus Publishers for so ably managing the permissions process.


​THE PLAYS


​​410 DAYS LATER

Angela Santillo

Characters:

LEX: Early thirties, wears a coat and is looking up nearby bars on her cell phone.

COLT: Early thirties, also wears a coat, but has an umbrella that’s closed at the moment.

Setting: A New York City street, sometime around 10 p.m. It’s raining hard.

ANGELA SANTILLO’S work has been performed and developed in New York City, San Francisco, Chicago, and Asheville. She has devised shows in collaboration with performers, designers, choreographers, and directors. She was a finalist for the 2015 Jerome Fellowship and is an Associate Artist at foolsFURY Theater. MFA: Sarah Lawrence College, recipient of the Lipkin Playwriting Award. angelasantillo.com

(LEX and COLT stand under an unseen scaffold. COLT holds a box of macaroons. He picks one and bites into it.)

LEX: Why didn’t you tell me they were closed?

COLT: God, this is so good.

LEX: You knew they were closed.

COLT: Who knew you could make a rose-flavored anything. Who thinks of this stuff?

(He hands her the remaining half of his macaroon.)

LEX: I don’t remember what flavor I tried.

COLT: And I don’t remember what flavors I bought. If you eat it, I’m sure it’ll count. And they remodeled Phebe’s. It isn’t closed.

LEX: It basically is if it’s not the same as it was that night.

COLT: It’s open and the décor is different. There’s nothing closed about it.

(He bites into another macaroon.)

I forgot how amazing these were. Want another one?

LEX: I only ate one on our first date.

COLT: You did?

LEX: My phone was dying, we were standing here, it was pouring, and all the nearby bars were packed. You gave me one half of a macaroon, and then ate the entire box by yourself while I tried to find us a bar but I had to keep hitting the back of my cell phone, cause that was the only way it would turn on.

COLT: Your phone was dying?

LEX: Yes.

COLT: Why didn’t I offer you mine?

LEX: You were focused on doing something you loved instead of noticing me. It was the beginning of a trend.

COLT: So, I have to eat all of these by myself?

LEX: Yep.

(He bites into another one.)

LEX: What does Phebe’s look like now?

COLT: Gray walls, plants, white crown molding.

LEX: It was a run-down dive with wood walls last year.

COLT: You had a Guinness.

LEX: You had an IPA.

COLT: You put your hair up cause of the rain.

LEX: After you finished your macaroons, we got a cab, and I joked that I smelled like a wet dog, cause my pea coat was soaked. You agreed. I was hurt by that.

COLT: Would you like me to apologize for that, too?

LEX: That’s not why I said it.

COLT: I’m sorry.

LEX: I don’t want you to be sorry for that.

COLT: Well let me know; we’re almost at our end. Get all your sorrys while you can.

LEX: Do you want to end it here?

COLT: No.

LEX: Cause closure isn’t worth it if you’re going to give me attitude all night.

COLT: You said you wanted us to end exactly how we started.

LEX: You didn’t have to say yes to this.

COLT: I told you I think it’s a good idea that our last date be exactly like our first. You’re not the only one who needs closure.

LEX: I can’t even remember what we talked about at that bar.

COLT: We shouldn’t find a new place. Phebe’s was renovated and hell, you can say we’ve been renovated.

LEX: Yeah, in a little over a year, I fell in love with you, and you fell for my editing skills.

COLT: I said I appreciated you for reading my work.

LEX: Every woman’s fantasy.

COLT: Christ.

(He bites into another macaroon.)

LEX: “I appreciate you for reading my work.” That’s what you ​said when I told you I’ve never felt this way about anyone, which is so cliché!

COLT: I’m sorry!

LEX: You could have said you liked any little thing about me, but you made it about your work and your future.



	LEX: And I never fell for your words. I fell for your arrogant conversation starters, nervous ticks, strange politics, incandescent smile, sweet tooth, arm tattoos, head bang driving, hot audacity, brick wall body, and the ease that you put into me.


	COLT: And I never fell for your editing abilities. My script sold, I have to move and you won’t move and you don’t see me getting angry about that. I should have said something else, anything else. But this is the opportunity of a lifetime and you’re not enough to make me say no to my dreams.







COLT: Let me take you to Phebe’s and buy you a drink. We’ll talk about something else.

LEX: What else is there to talk about?

COLT: We’ll find a topic. Then I’ll walk you to the subway, and we’ll wait at the platform.

LEX: You’ll get too close to my face.

COLT: Then we’ll get on the train, I’ll get off at 42nd Street while you stay in your seat. There’ll be no kiss or hug or handshake. I’ll watch the train pull away and worry that I blew it, and walk home wondering what it would be like if I didn’t get off when I did.

LEX: At least it’s raining. You can’t recreate eating macaroons in the rain without the rain. You could stay on the train with me if you wanted.

COLT: I need a drink.

(He opens his umbrella and exits.)

LEX: You didn’t have an umbrella the night we met.

(From offstage, he throws the umbrella towards her. She doesn’t try to catch it. She follows him and exits.)


​​A GAZE BLANK AND PITILESS

David L. Williams

Characters:

MARIA: Louis’ wife, late twenties/early thirties.

LOUIS: Maria’s husband, late twenties/early thirties.

ESME: Louis and Maria’s daughter, early twenties.

Setting: Louis and Maria’s living room, night.

DAVID L. WILLIAMS is a graduate of the theatre department of Cornell University, where he was a four time award recipient in the Heerman’s-McCalmon Playwriting contest, and recently received his MFA in playwriting from the University of Nebraska. He has written more than twenty-five plays and musicals, and his work has been produced across the United States and internationally in Italy, Canada, Denmark, Norway, and Australia. His most recent production was the world premiere of his full-length play, The Starving, at Barter Theatre. He lives in Bellefonte, PA with his wonderful wife, Kathleen and his amazing son, Samuel. playwrightdavid.com

(Lights up on a living room. ESME is there, speaking with MARIA & LOUIS.)

ESME: You need to give him to me.

MARIA: Now, slow down. Look, it’s clear you’re impassioned about something and probably a little confused.

LOUIS: Probably?

MARIA: And we can get you some help. I mean, that’s all you’re asking for, right? You want some help.

ESME: No. I want you to give him to me.

LOUIS: We’re not just going to give you our child.

ESME: I’m your child, too. He’ll be safe with me.

MARIA: You keep saying that.

ESME: Because it’s true. I’m your daughter.

LOUIS: Our daughter is asleep in there. Our daughter is five… Nothing to say to that?

ESME: The future is different. This is what I become. And the people I’m with, they sent me back for Max.

MARIA: Is he in danger?

ESME: There’s a lot of danger.

LOUIS: She’s not—you’re not actually buying this, are you?

ESME: I’m telling the truth.[image: image]

LOUIS: Prove it.[image: image]

MARIA: Yes. If you’re really Esme, tell us what’s written in your diary.

LOUIS: If she broke in tonight, she could’ve broken in last night and read—

ESME: I used my key. I still had it on my key ring, not that it would do much good where I’m from.

MARIA: What happened to our house? …Esme?

LOUIS: That’s not her name.[image: image]

ESME: It’s gone. This whole block is gone.

LOUIS:(Getting out his phone.) All right, that’s enough. If you don’t leave, I’m calling the police.[image: image]

ESME: You read me the Little House books at night and you call me half-pint. You sing me songs from South Park with the lyrics cleaned up as lullabies. When you call Mom from work you tell her to give me a kiss on each of my fingers just from you. Ask me anything you want, I’ll tell you… They sent me to get him. Bad shit’s happening.

MARIA: (Absently) Don’t swear, sweetie.

ESME: It’s really good to see you both. You have no idea.

MARIA: Why? Do you not visit us much, or—?

LOUIS: So, this is like The Terminator or something? You’re protecting your brother?

ESME: No robots, but yes, if that makes it clearer, there’s a resistance and they want me to bring Max back.

MARIA: You understand this isn’t easy for us.

ESME: I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it myself. But this is really important. And look, I go, I come back, it’ll be seconds for you guys. It’ll be a while for me, but no time for you. I know it seems crazy, but—

MARIA: I’ll go.

(Off ESME’s reaction.)

I’ll go with you. I’ll take care of Max, make sure I never let him out of my sight, and we’ll come back safe and sound here.

ESME: That won’t work.

LOUIS: I think that’s the best solution to all of this.

ESME: It’s not…Max isn’t coming back, Dad.

LOUIS: Why not? If he’s the solution to all of this, then why can’t he come back?

ESME: He’s not the solution. Max is the problem.

MARIA: He can’t be. He’s a sweet little baby.

ESME: He kills you. He kills you, too. He puts me in jail for three years until I escape.

LOUIS: Why would he…?

ESME: You don’t understand what the future’s like.

MARIA: So you want to kill him?

ESME: We have to. Or else it’s all destroyed.

MARIA: What is—?

ESME: I can’t stop now. I don’t have time to answer all of this.

LOUIS: I thought you had all kinds of time.

MARIA: We’ll talk to him, sweetie. We’ll make sure he’s / the best person he can be.

ESME: That’s not gonna work.

MARIA: We won’t yell or allow him to—

ESME: That’s not gonna work, Mom!

LOUIS: You don’t know that.

ESME: I know what he’s done. It’s not upbringing. There’s something wrong with him. He kills millions of people. You hear me? Millions.

LOUIS: (Quietly) Oh God.

ESME: Let me take him.

LOUIS: If you have to do it, why didn’t you just do it here, or take him without us knowing?

ESME: …Because I couldn’t do that to you. Or him. He’s my baby brother.

(MARIA gets up and goes to the door to the bedrooms.)

MARIA: This could all be a lie. This could all be a…there could be a gun to our heads twenty years from now. She could be sent under duress. Max could be the, he could be the one that’ll save everybody.

ESME: I wish that were true.

MARIA: I won’t let her. I don’t care who she says she is. If she wants to get Max, she has to go through me.

ESME: Don’t make me do it. So much depends on this.

(Silence.)

Dad, help me. Please?

(No response.)

I’m sorry, Mom.

(SHE pushes MARIA out of the way and exits. We hear a baby crying.)

MARIA: (Quietly) Please do something please[image: image]

(LOUIS doesn’t move. Lights down.)


​​A JOKE, TOLD AND RETOLD: A MEMORY PLAY

Byron Harris

Characters:

REJ: Middle-aged man, an old boyfriend of Luz, recalls a beloved joke.

LUZ: Middle-aged woman, an old girlfriend of Rej, recalls a disdained joke.

Setting: Now. In a restaurant bar.

Props: Two chairs. A table. A bar. A water glass of chardonnay. A whisky glass of bourbon and coke.

Production Note: I have no idea of the provenance of this parrot joke. I first heard the joke in the middle eighties; it had been around awhile then, so it stands as the definition of an “old joke.” This version has my own twists, but the gist and the punch-line remain another, unknown-to-me gag writer’s work. I’ve utilized the joke as a means to reveal both symptom and diagnosis in this failed relationship.

BYRON HARRIS is an ex-fireman, ex-banker, exbosun’s mate on a cruise ship, ex-assignment editor at the CNN National Desk (for well over a decade), exteacher, and ex-bookseller. He is currently pursuing his M.F.A. in playwriting as a member of the Playwright’s Lab at Hollins University. He’s had various pieces (short and long) read and produced hither, thither, and thon. www.aetbyrum.com

(REJ sits alone at a bar, a half-drunk bourbon and coke with ice in hand. LUZ sits alone at a table across the room in the restaurant proper with an over-large water glass brimming with red wine. This is a memory play, and they are old lovers recalling separately how things ended.)

REJ: We used to tell jokes. All of us. There used to be this national repository of jokes, which everyone somehow accessed. Something would happen in the world and by noon, there were these jokes that would float about. Like this: So Brezhnev dies and Andropov takes over. Someone asks, “Yuri, what if they don’t follow you?” Andropov replies, “Then they’ll follow Brezhnev.” (Beat.) Damn, they were funny. My dad used to say there were three old bond traders in New York who would write these things on the fly morning after morning after morning….

LUZ: We used to tell jokes. Jokes about Priests and Rabbis, ducks walking into bars, cats talking to dogs. People used to arm themselves with jokes before going out to parties. One needed two or three polite, but edgy jokes to get through the evening. And a dirty joke or two helped. It was a social lubricant. Now we recycle sitcom one-liners or quote Monty Python.

(REJ rises and paces about.)

REJ: I think the internet killed the thing. If one can surf the internet, then the boredom factor lessens. Less creativity that way. Screens, screens, and more screens. Jokes as cultural markers went the way of the dodo—along with camera stores, travel agencies, booksellers.

LUZ: Jokes took weird turns. Like Helen Keller jokes. Why is it OK to tell a Helen Keller joke? Well, she can’t hear them. Get it—she’s deaf. Blind and deaf. Not to mention dead. (Beat.) It was like the racist, ethnic jokes went out, at least in proper society, but these just plain, mean jokes came in. Don’t get me started on dead baby jokes. We went from evil to mean in one fell swoop.

REJ: I used to tell this joke. My parrot tale. It became my signature joke. I liked it because, well I liked telling it. And sometimes people got it and sometimes people didn’t. There was always this mystery—would they get it?

(LUZ moves about the room, never quite gets near enough to REJ to re-connect.)

LUZ: I had this boyfriend, back in college. He had this one bird joke he just had to tell. He told it to my Mom, told it my Dad, my friends and his, at keg parties, at dinner parties, at the beach, in the mountains, in nightclubs and loud bars. It was his joke. His tale. And the thing is, the damn thing wasn’t funny. Not one bit. Not at all.

(REJ climbs on his chair, one foot on the chair and the other on the bar. He waves his drink about as he starts telling his joke with great enthusiasm and animation.)

REJ: So here’s how it goes. There’s this guy named Lars who really wanted a parrot. So he goes from pet shop to pet shop looking for a parrot, any parrot. And wouldn’t you know it! Nobody has one! So he’s about to give up when he spies this ratty storefront in the last strip mall in town. And the clerk says he’s got one left, brings it out and it’s a gorgeous mix of orange and green. But this clerk he leans in and warns him. “This is a pretty bird all right, great coloring yes. But I need to tell you, this parrot has a bad habit. He cusses up a storm. Terrible, foul words spew out from that beak. But I tell you parrots are smart animals. They can learn. So you’ll need to train it up properly.” Lars really wanted a parrot remember so he goes “Fine, fine, I’ll take it. This one will do.” The clerk says “Fair Enough, but you’ve been warned.”

(REJ mimics the clerks action as he recounts the joke. LUZ looks over her shoulder at REJ as he starts in, as if remembering in her mind’s eye his rendition of the joke.)

LUZ: This goof I dated, he told it over and over again. And it kept getting longer. He inserted mild puns, invented backstories for the clerk and the guy buying the parrot, even named him. I can’t remember the name, but it was off-kilter. And he kept looping in odd details.

REJ: True to the clerk’s warning, every word out of this bird’s mouth was profane, mean, nasty. Like to make a sailor blush. Lars tried and tried to adjust this bird’s words. He’d hear the cussing and cover the birdcage with a blanket. He’d tried to speak extra polite at all times. He’d play fusion jazz, Gary Burton on the vibraphone or Bill Chase on the trumpet. Lars even brought in his neighbor’s parrot who liked to ​sing Disney songs. Zippity. Doo. Dah.

(REJ drinks from his glass. LUZ looks around the audience.)

LUZ: The thing was, with that much build-up, he’d get people leaning in, ready for this killer punch line. This massive display of wit and cleverness. They waited for that big laugh.

(REJ flaps about imitating Lars and bird. LUZ sips wine, eyeballs the joker standing on the bar.)

REJ: Finally, Lars just had enough and started yelling at the parrot. Ripped him a new one. Called it every name in the book and then some. And the parrot gave it right back as good as it got. Lars shook the cage and the parrot just got madder and even more cussed. Lars, in complete and utter desperation, threw up his hands, grabbed the bird right out of that cage and threw him in the freezer. There was the expected squawking. (Beat.) And then dead silence. Not a sound came out.

LUZ: I think he enjoyed the power the story gave him. Elongated those pauses. People are too polite to interrupt a joke even a bad one, badly told. For two really lo-o-ong minutes, he had control over everyone. All of us, even me, melting into the carpet, looking away.

REJ: After two minutes, Lars opened the door to the freezer. The parrot calmly walked out onto Lars’s arm and said “Lars, I believe I may have offended you with my nasty and ill-considered language. I’m sincerely repentant of my inappropriate actions and I fully intend to do everything I can to correct my incorrigible behavior.”

(REJ takes a long swig from his glass.)

LUZ: I broke up with him for a thousand reasons. I mean ten thousand reasons. I mean a million reasons. The job at the bank, the wreck where he just had to lurch out into traffic, the broken toilet seat, that night with on the deck with the Olsen’s, the toast he gave at that rehearsal dinner, running up on top of Mary’s car. I could go on and on….

(Pause.)

I broke up with him for one reason, for just one reason really. I hated that joke, he knew I hated that joke. I asked him ​not to tell the joke, begged him even. I couldn’t decide what was worse? That he didn’t understand I really hated the joke or that he did. He just kept on telling that joke. Everywhere. To. Everyone.

REJ: Lars’s jaw dropped at the parrot’s sudden shift. But just then, the bird leaned in and said ever so softly, “Before I give up all I love, the one thing that gives my pathetic life joy and purpose. Lars, can I ask you one question?” And Lars said, “Sure.”

(Pause. REJ speaks punch line in stage whisper.)

REJ: The parrot then said, “May I ask what the turkey did?”

(LUZ climbs up on her chair.)

LUZ: (Shouting.) May I ask what the turkey did?

REJ: (Still a stage whisper.) May I ask what the turkey did?

LUZ: (Still shouting.) May I ask what the turkey did?

(Pause. Luz climbs down from her chair, but remains standing. She speaks in a calm, despairing voice.)

LUZ: Told that joke ten times a week for six months. (Beat.) Or so it seemed. (Beat.) To me.

(REJ climbs down from the bar/chair. Remains standing. He no longer shouts, just snickers.)

REJ: May I ask what the turkey did? Get it. I love that line. It’s like a litmus test for people. There are the people that get it and laugh, and the people that don’t and don’t.

LUZ: So it got to the point that he’d deliver that last line and walk away. Not even bother to see whether folks laughed or not. It was all about him. All about him and his stupid joke.

REJ: Me, I relate to the parrot. Some folks got things to say, things that need saying and the world just won’t listen. Blind, deaf, and dumb. I got things to say, I do. (Beat.) I had this girlfriend once. She didn’t get it. She’d stand there as I started the gag. Just tried to stare me down. Willed me to flub it or stone-faced anyone who grinned. God forbid if somebody laughed. She was a murderer that one, a serial joke-killer through and through.

LUZ: Whoever wrote that joke shot an arrow in the air that landed flat dab through us. Whoever told him that joke changed ​his life. And mine. Whatever possessed him to keep on with the joke? Well that was that. Can you imagine spending your life in a freezer with a turkey? Not me. One day, he told his joke and did his walk-away thing and I walked away too.

(LUZ walks fast, speaks over her shoulder, exits the room saying…)

LUZ: Just another direction.

REJ: One day I broke up a room. I mean tore it down. I looked up and she was gone. Never saw her again. (Beat.) May I ask what the turkey did? Ha!

(REJ drains his whiskey, then slowly lumbers out of bar.)

FADE TO BLACK


​​A VERY BRITISH LOVE SCENE

Jennifer Le Blanc

Characters:

CELIA

CEDRIC

Setting: A woman sits at a table, writing primly in her diary.

JENNIFER LE BLANC has adapted Jane Austen’s Persuasion, which received its world premiere at San Jose Stage Company; Defoe’s Moll Flanders, which received its world premiere at Pacific Repertory Theatre; and We Made Bread, which was adapted from interviews as a commission for the Arabian Shakespeare Festival. She is a frequent contributor of original short plays for Shotz SF. She is working on a new play, Winter Storm Perpetual, as a commission for Cerimon House. She received her MFA from the National Theatre Conservatory and her BA in English Literature from U.C. Berkeley. A Very British Love Scene is one of the hundreds of plays written and performed as part of SHOTZ, a “theatrical pressure cooker” that presents all-new short plays each month. jenniferleblanc.com

A man enters.

CEDRIC: Good heavens, I do apologize, I did not mean to interrupt your—

CELIA: Oh, really, I’m only too glad to have a visit from you, won’t you please sit down, Mr. Fielding?

CEDRIC: Ms. Primgrass, I beg you to call me Cedric.

CELIA: Do you think it quite right?

CEDRIC: We have known one another since infancy, after all, and there are few I consider nearer, and if I may say, dearer to my heart.

CELIA: Really, Cedric, your effusiveness overwhelms me.

Silence.

CEDRIC: Capital weather, eh?

CELIA: Indubitably.

Silence.

Cedric, might I take leave to observe, if it’s not too terribly impertinent, that your entrance onto the balcony seemed to indicate some, well, shall we say, urgency with regards to a possible, and I’m merely speculating, of course, topic of—if I may—conversation?

CEDRIC: Quite right. Quite right, of course. You’re so delightfully and arrestingly observant, Ms. Primgrass. Right. Erm. Look, I’m crap at this; will you marry me or what?

CELIA: Good heavens, Cedric!

CEDRIC: Oh, don’t good-heavens-Cedric me, Celia, damnit our parents have been plotting this for ages, and we might as well get it over with.

CELIA: Well be still my beating heart, Cedric, that was so romantic. However could I resist you?

CEDRIC: Don’t tell me you want to be wooed! Bollocks. Fine. “Dearest Celia, please allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and love—”

CELIA: Bovine Scatology! Beyond the raging plagiarism, I am forced to object on the grounds of grotesque megalomania. Your fortune may be grand, Cedric, but Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy you are not.

CEDRIC: Well what do you want? Romeo and bloody Juliet? Stupid git Tristan and his dumb as dirt Isolde? Pelleas and Flippin’ Melisandre? Daft Dido—

CELIA: I confess, I never would have suspected you were capable of literary allusion. Though the rampant profanity seems right up your proverbial alley.

CEDRIC: Celia, allow me to invite you to shove it up your proverbial—

CELIA: Oh that’s just grand. Leave it to you raise the level of discourse to crude euphemism and uncouth wordplay. Really, Cedric, how droll. Is there anything so insufferable as the bandying of pithy witticisms culminating in a quaint turn of phrase that, by its very brevity and dependence on the stereotypes of particular societal mores, provides humor while reinforcing outdated gender norms and ignorant preconceived notions about other cultures and eras that we find comically stuffy?

Beat.

Tea?

CEDRIC: Yes, please.

She rings the bell and a butler silently brings in a tea service. Butler begins to pour.

Dear Ms. Primgrass, please permit me the honor of observing how charmingly well you look. That color suits you admirably.

CELIA: Thank you, Mr. Fielding; you flatter me.

The Butler leaves.

CEDRIC: Yes, I bloody well do flatter you; you look like an overstuffed arm chair whose seams burst exposing an indecent ejaculation of lace!

CELIA: Speaking of indecent and ejaculation, how is your dear mother?

CEDRIC: If you begin with my mother, you vitriolic harpy, I shall leave at once!

He crosses to a door.

CELIA: Do spare me your flaccid histrionics, you know as well ​as I do that door doesn’t work. It’s nailed shut from the other side. Purely aesthetic.

CEDRIC: A false exit?!

CELIA: One of papa’s eccentric theatrical devices.

CEDRIC: How meta.

CELIA: You should see what he did with the fourth wall.

Cedric looks at audience.

CEDRIC: Clever.

CELIA: And functional. It prevents one from shuffling off this mortal coil by leaping off the balcony. The knowledge that paying audience members would only chuck you back up on stage to make you finish out the scene.

CEDRIC: Vermin. For God’s sake, don’t you have your own lives?

CELIA: Peeping Toms’ is what they are. Tawdry voyeurs—

CEDRIC: My dearest Celia, with your sparkling wit and devastating looks it is remarkable that you should have reached this very advanced age without attracting a husband. How is it possible that I should have the luck to find you single?

CELIA: Oh yes, dear me, whatever would I do without a husband? Who would take credit for all my success? Who would occupy my time with critical matters of procreation? And where would I find an outlet for my overwhelming urge to coddle an infantile ego?

CEDRIC: Please give leave that I may rescind my proposal of marriage.

CELIA: Leave most freely given. Thank you. I confess that swallowing lemon-soaked razor blades sounds considerably more appealing than wedded bliss with you.

CEDRIC: It would be unconscionable to prevent you from pursuing your predestined path of bitter lonely spinsterhood surrounded by mountains of romance novels, piles of bonbon boxes and the choking stench of self-pity, knee-deep in cat hair.

CELIA: They’ve already announced the banns, haven’t they?

CEDRIC: Yes.

CELIA: Bugger.

CEDRIC: Quite. See you on Sunday, then?

CELIA: I’ll be the one in white.

He begins to leave.

Thank God it’s you, though. You should have seen the other poor bastards they thrust at me. It felt ungentlemanly to “engage in a battle of wits with opponents so clearly unarmed.”

CEDRIC: My lady, it is an honor to meet a worthy adversary on the field of love.

He kisses her hand. And as a parting shot—

Particularly when she swings such tantalizing bustle.

(She looks furious, until he exits through the working door. Then she smiles glowingly.)


​​ABOARD THE FERRY WITH THE PATENT LAWYER

Allan Havis

Characters:

CAL: Inventor, mid-40s, attractive woman

BETTE: Patent attorney, mid-40s, attractive woman

Setting: An afternoon crossing on the Staten Island Ferry-early warm autumn.
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(CAL approaches BETTE by the rail of the ferry, and stares for a short time before trying to make conversation.)

CAL: When I was a young girl, I was always seasick. I was a tomboy who dressed in overalls and carried tools in my pockets. Sometimes I carried a tool belt and let things dangle. I made a lot of children toys with wood. I pretended my daddy was Geppetto.

(Pause.)

Excuse me?

BETTE: What?

CAL: Am I bothering you?

BETTE: Yes.

CAL: I don’t get seasick now. Not on the ferry. I know that you’re an attorney. I saw you on television a few weeks ago. On PBS. I have a patent idea.

BETTE: Better that you make an office appointment.

CAL: Please Ms. Waterbury. It is basically a small black box which can enhance the day-to-day experience like iPhone’s Siri–except of course this is not a phone and one doesn’t need WiFi. I could have filed my own patent with the government, but my home was broken into some months ago, and I worry that the drawings and the model were photographed.

BETTE: Highly unlikely.

CAL: But my friends told me there would be a ton of law suits, and best to start with a legal strategy. My email account was hacked. Someone knows exactly what I’m designing.

(CAL unwraps invention from a crumpled paper bag.)

BETTE: What does your invention do?

CAL: It reduces stress. For professional women only.

BETTE: How?

CAL: May I call you Bette? I hate last names. Surnames are part of the great social lie.

(Takes out box.)

BETTE: Are you bleeding?

CAL: My nose?

BETTE: Yes. Take a few tissues.

CAL: That only happens on windy days. I am so embarrassed.

(CAL takes out a tissue and dabs her nose carefully.)

Of course. Medical opinion is confused about gamma rays. Whereas, I am not. What the gamma ray actually achieves is to find the decorous white lie. The small phrase that is tipped with a dollop of poison. We believe we hear these harmless remarks and shrug them off like summer house flies. But they land. They sting. They add up.

BETTE: You’re saying your machine detects conversational lies?

CAL: Ninety-nine per cent, or better. The blue light shines when three or more words ring false.

BETTE: And you think this helps social life? Your box is lighting up.

CAL: It is.

BETTE: I haven’t lied, Cal. I think I’ve seen enough. Thank you. I have to make another phone call. Who are you really?

CAL: Keep it for one week. Take it.

(Bette laughs artificially, still holding the box, and adopts a smug air.)

You’ll see the thing really works.

BETTE: And when my clients see the blue light?

CAL: We met before, Bette, two years ago. With Eliza, a party by the ferry landing.

BETTE: I think you’re crazy.

CAL: You wore a backless black gown.

BETTE: I don’t go to parties.

CAL: Do you see the flashing light?

BETTE: I don’t see anything, and you should walk away now.

CAL: You were dancing with Eliza.

BETTE: Who put you up to this?

CAL: When you were a girl, you had five years of piano lessons with a very fat man from Yonkers. He was your father’s ​cousin. You had to give a recital at a church and there was a small church fire. Your older sister Gwen has three children. You never visit Gwen. She calls you twice a year. You loved the Yankees until the city tore down Yankee Stadium. You drink scotch neat. Never alone.

BETTE: What do you want, Cal?

(CAL takes out something from her bag wrapped in tissue paper.)

BETTE: What’s that?

CAL: A framed photo. Of you and of me. It doesn’t look like me today. I stopped taking injections. But look at my eyes in the photo.

BETTE: Who the hell are you?

CAL: I’m Capricorn. You’re Gemini.

(Pause.)

Neither you nor I ever had a horoscope read. We don’t believe in astrology, do we?

(Pause.)

We both love commuting by ferry. It’s a connection that not many understand. But that’s fine. Let them take the subway and bus. The ferry is for us.

(Pause.)

I don’t take pills. Neither do you.

(Pause.)

I’ve only fallen in love twice in my life. Once when I was seventeen.

(Pause.)

You fell in love a year or two before that. And you got pregnant.

(Pause.)

Or you thought you got pregnant but had a miscarriage?

BETTE: Are you a hemophiliac?

CAL: You once recited a poem to me after we were spent. After we danced. After we kissed.

“Hope” is the thing with feathers

That perches in the soul

And sings the tune without the words

And never stops―at all

BETTE: Did I recite that?

CAL: (Her hands on Bette’s face, tenderly.)

And sweetest in the Gale is heard

And sore must be the storm

That could abash the little Bird

That kept so many warm

BETTE: You were…I remember…you told me you could only sleep to the words of Emily Dickinson.

CAL: I did. You cried. I bled then.

BETTE: You bled.

CAL: Dark red.

BETTE: Have you been following me on the ferry these last weeks?

CAL: You said you can’t do this with a woman.

BETTE: I was coming out of a divorce.

CAL: Text me, call me.

(She tosses her stained tissues over the railing.)

BETTE: I’m meeting someone at the landing.

(Bette reaches for Cal’s arm somewhat tenderly. Cal reaches for Bette’s face and edges in for a kiss. Bette relents.)


​​ALL SALES FINAL

Charles West

Characters:

KEVIN: Sales clerk at video store

STEVE: A customer

Setting: A retail store selling DVD’s. A sign reads GOING OUT OF BUSINESS: ALL SALES FINAL.

CHARLES WEST is a teacher and writer. He is the author of the novel, The Sacred Disc, as well as other short fiction. He has also served as a dramaturg and actor for the Woodward Shakespeare Festival. His short plays have been performed in Wisconsin, Florida, San Diego, Fresno, and San Juan Capistrano, California.

(Kevin is going through a box of DVD’s with the label “S” on a table. STEVE enters, looks around, then starts looking through a box next to KEVIN.)

KEVIN: So, store’s closing?

STEVE: Sadly.

KEVIN: So, why?

STEVE: Sluggish sales.

(Pause.)

KEVIN: Seen any good movies?

STEVE: Saw.

KEVIN: Sheesh. OK, have you saw any good movies?

STEVE: Saw. The name of the movie is Saw.

KEVIN: Saw, you say?

STEVE: Sure.

KEVIN: Did you see Saw?

STEVE: Sure, I saw Saw.

KEVIN: Synopsis?

STEVE: Slasher, self-inflicted.

KEVIN: So, Saw then?

STEVE: Saw One.

KEVIN: My name’s not Juan.

STEVE: No, the first Saw. Saw number one. (Holds up single finger.)

KEVIN: Is there a Saw Two?

STEVE: Certainly.

KEVIN: Did you see Saw Two?

STEVE: Say what?

KEVIN: Saw Two, number two, Saw One sequel?

STEVE: No, I haven’t seen Saw Two. (Pause.) But Sue saw Saw Two.

KEVIN: Sue?

STEVE: My sister.

KEVIN: Your sister Sue?

STEVE: Sure, my sister Sue.

KEVIN: So, your sister Sue saw Saw Two, too?

STEVE: Si.

KEVIN: Si?

STEVE: Sorry, I mean yes.

KEVIN: Did Sue like Saw Two?

STEVE: She said “so-so.”

KEVIN: Sue said “so-so?”

STEVE: So Sue said, but she’s psycho?

KEVIN: Sue’s psycho?

STEVE: Sadly.

KEVIN: Shame.

STEVE: Starring Alan Ladd?

KEVIN: Shame, not Shane.

STEVE: Sorry, haven’t seen it.

KEVIN: Seen what?

STEVE: Shame.

KEVIN: No, I meant shame about Sue.

STEVE: Sue?

KEVIN: Being psycho.

STEVE: C’est la vie.

KEVIN: So…

STEVE: Seen Saw Six?

KEVIN: There’s a Saw Six?

STEVE: Certainly.

KEVIN: Have you seen Saw Six?

STEVE: I’ll see Saw Six soon.

KEVIN: Has Sue seen Saw Six?

STEVE: Sue’s not seen Saw Six.

KEVIN: So…

STEVE: Sally’s seen Saw Six.

KEVIN: Sally?

STEVE: Sally, Sue’s sister

KEVIN: Sue’s sister?

STEVE: Sure.

KEVIN: Shouldn’t Sue’s sister Sally, be your sister Sally as well?

STEVE: Sure.

KEVIN: So, Sally’s seen Saw Six?

STEVE: Sally’s seen all the Saws.

KEVIN: All the Saws?

STEVE: So she says.

KEVIN: Is Sally psycho like Sue?

STEVE: Shhh. Sally’s sensitive.

KEVIN: (Looks around.) Is Sally here?

STEVE: Sally should show up soon.

KEVIN: Sally’s into cinema?

STEVE: Severely.

(Pause. They both continue looking at DVD’s.)

KEVIN: Suggestions?

STEVE: Separate Lies.

KEVIN: Schwarzenegger.

STEVE: Susan Sarandon.

KEVIN: Sweet.

STEVE: Sharon Stone.

KEVIN: Sexy.

STEVE: Sarah Silverman.

KEVIN: Sassy.

STEVE: Stellan Skarsgård.

KEVIN: Say what?

STEVE: Swedish. Shepherd.

KEVIN: Cybill?

STEVE: Sam.

KEVIN: Spade.

STEVE: Sylvester Stallone.

KEVIN: Sissy.

STEVE: Stallone, a sissy?

KEVIN: Spacek.

STEVE: Schindler’s.

KEVIN: List.

STEVE: Steven

KEVIN: Spielberg.

STEVE: Steven

KEVIN: Soderbergh.

STEVE: Steven

KEVIN: Segal.

STEVE: Seriously?

(Pause.)

KEVIN: Scent of a Woman.

STEVE: Scary Movie.

KEVIN: Scent of a Woman, scary?

STEVE: Scary Movie, a satire of scary movies.

KEVIN: Silly.

STEVE: Streetcar Named Desire.

KEVIN: Stella!

STEVE: And Stanley.

KEVIN: Sure.

STEVE: Sense and

KEVIN: Sensibility.

STEVE: Sixth

KEVIN: Sense and

STEVE: Sensibility.

KEVIN: Sleepless in

STEVE: Seattle.

KEVIN: Sex in the

STEVE: City.

KEVIN: Suddenly Last

STEVE: Summer.

KEVIN: Seven

STEVE: Samurai.

KEVIN: Seven Brides for

STEVE: Seven Brothers.

KEVIN: Stalag

STEVE: Seventeen.

KEVIN: Star is

STEVE: Born.

KEVIN: Star

STEVE: Trek.

KEVIN: Star

STEVE: Wars.

KEVIN: Star

STEVE: Ship Troopers.

KEVIN: Scarface.

STEVE: “Say hello to my little…”

KEVIN: Scooby-Doo!

(KEVIN hands DVD to STEVE. Money is exchanged.)

STEVE: Seven, Slevin, Ocean’s Eleven.

KEVIN: So long,

STEVE: Farewell,

KEVIN: Auf Wiedersehn,

STEVE: Good night.

(KEVIN exits. STEVE picks up one last DVD.)

STEVE: Sayonara.

(STEVE puts up CLOSED sign.)


​​ALONE

Kimberly Alu

Characters:

MIKE

CHRIS

KIMBERLY ALU is a New York-based playwright who finds her niche somewhere between comedy and drama, her plays always finding the light in an otherwise dark situation. Originally trained as an actress, she finds her performance background has given her a wonderful base as a writer and loves blurring the line between reality and myth. In addition to publication with Smith & Kraus, Kimberly has had the fortune of watching two of her other plays, Jumper and Carnival Games, produced within her first year in New York City. She spends every day writing, acting, or filming with her self-started production company Solvency Studios and falls more in love with the craft with each passing hour. solvencystudios.com/

(We open on a bare stage. After a beat, a lost-looking man, MARK, wanders onto stage. He looks around and after a few moments, speaks.)

MARK: Hello? Hello? Is..is anyone there?

(Mark wanders the stage.)

MARK: Hello? I..I think I passed out and I can’t remember where I am or what happened, is anyone around? Hello?!

(After a moment, he sits, rubs his eyes and face.)

MARK: Okay, okay…I was at the bar with Joe…and then…and then what?!

(Frustrated, he turns his pockets out.)

Okay, Okay…I um..

(Finding the bar receipt.)

I went to the bar!

(Still searching, finding more)

And then to the corner store by home, alright…

(Still searching but finding nothing)

Dammit I was up the street from home! I should be home! Where the hell am I?!

(Mark tears the receipts out of frustration and sits in the middle of the stage again.

Beat.

Mark gets up and storms around. Finding no exit, he starts to panic and yells.

Beat.

Exhausted, he slumps to the ground again.)

MARK: You know, someone will come looking for me!

(Beat.)

MARK: SAY SOMETHING! YOU CAN’T JUST KEEP ME HERE AND SAY NOTHING!

(A spotlight turns on behind him to reveal a cardboard box upstage left. Mark eyes it suspiciously. After a moment, he approaches the box, taps it with his foot. He picks up the box and opens the lid.)

MARK: Oh, so you think you’re funny huh?

(Mark reaches into the box and pulls out a small brown paper bag, a beer bottle, and a lighter from the bag.)

MARK: Yeah, this is what I got at the corner store!

(Mark pulls out the receipt and examines it.)

MARK: Look I don’t know why you’re doing this, but someone will come looking for me, do you hear me? DO YOU HEAR ME?!

(A new spotlight turns on downstage right, revealing a smaller cardboard box. Mark looks at the receipt one more time, then drops it as he slowly heads over to the box.)

MARK: Joe, if you’re doing this as some sort of prank, it’s not funny man!

(Mark stops at the box, takes a deep breath, and leans down to open it. A loud noise echoes from down the hall.)

MARK: Joe? Joe! Come on, man, cut it out!

The sound of footsteps grows louder and closer.

MARK: Say something! What’s going on?!

(The footsteps stop. Another man, CHRIS, early 20s, enters. He examines Mark.)

CHRIS: Hi…I’m Chris.

(Mark is silent.)

CHRIS: Did…did he tell you what’s in that box?

(Chris gestures towards the box in Mark’s hand.)

MARK: Did who tell me? Do we know each other?

CHRIS: No, I don’t think so. There was this voice, I saw these boxes in the room up the hall and he kept urging me to open them, and I wouldn’t, and then I heard you yelling—

MARK: Were you abducted as well? What’s the last thing you remember?

CHRIS: I was driving home with my…oh God. I had my little sister with me! SARAH! SARAH ARE YOU HERE?!

MARK: Fuck, fuck…what the fuck is going on here?!

CHRIS: What was inside that box?

(He points to the one he’s already opened.)

MARK: A beer and a lighter.

CHRIS: What?

MARK: The last thing I remember buying before blacking out and ending up here.

CHRIS: Jesus.

(We hear a loud crash off stage and the lights flash brightly for a moment before returning to neutral lighting.)

MARK: What the fuck was that?!

(Chris starts breathing really heavily. He slumps to the ground. He’s having a panic attack. Mark goes to him.)

MARK: Hey! Hey, it’s okay, listen, it’s going to be okay. We’re in this together, okay?

CHRIS: Thank you, Mark.

MARK: Yes of course, listen we have to—wait…how do you know my name?

(Chris looks at him, puzzled for a moment.)

CHRIS: I..I’m not sure…I just knew your name.

(Mark backs away from him.)

MARK: Who are you?

CHRIS: What?

MARK: I never told you my name, how do you know my name?

CHRIS: I..I don’t know! I don’t know! I just do!

MARK: Last night, I was at a bar…and then I wake up in here, with no idea how I got here, or what happened or even who you are—

CHRIS: Mark—

MARK: And yet, you know my name despite saying you’ve been abducted as well? No, I don’t buy it; you’re working with whoever it is that has me trapped here.

CHRIS: I have no idea how I got here! You have to believe me! All I remember is driving home with my sister! We were only a couple miles from home—

MARK: I don’t want to hear it—

CHRIS: —she was getting fussy. She’s only five and sometimes car rides make her sleepy. I convinced mom to let me take her for a ride—

MARK: Shut up!

CHRIS: —I had gone around the block a couple times, but it wasn’t enough, so I turned down a few more roads so the movement would help sooth her—

MARK: I SAID SHUT UP!

CHRIS: —we had just turned onto Chandler, only two or three blocks away-

MARK: Wait—

CHRIS: —she finally fell asleep—

MARK: —did you say Chandler?

CHRIS: Yes, Chandler Blvd.

MARK: I live over there! That’s where I was!

(A light snaps on downstage left, revealing a very small box. Mark looks at his box, still unopened, then to Chris.)

CHRIS: It’s for me.

(He opens the box to reveal a child’s shoe. He begins to figure it all out.)

CHRIS: Oh, God—

(We hear a loud crash off stage. The lights flash brightly again before adjusting back to normal. This time, Chris is not fazed.)

CHRIS: You didn’t watch where you were going—

MARK: What?

CHRIS: —the turn was too wide, the road just wasn’t big enough for both of us—

(The lights flash brightly again. Chris laughs. When the lights return to normal, Chris is gone, and Mark is alone again.)

MARK: Hello? HELLO?! Chris? CHRIS! WHERE ARE YOU? HELLO?!

(Mark panics, then suddenly he remembers he still hasn’t opened his own box. He tears the top open and looks ​inside. He chuckles. After a moment of finding pure hilarity in the contents, he pulls out a small matchbox car and rolls it across the stage. He looks around for a moment, still laughing. He laughs until eventually his humor turns to sorrow and as he begins to cry, the lights flash red.)

BLACK OUT


​​ANDALUSIA

Reina Hardy

Characters:

AXEL: Male, twenties

ANT: Male, twenties

Setting: None. You’ll need a lot of shredded paper, though.

REINA HARDY is a playwright from Chicago. Her plays, which usually contain magic and sometimes contain science, have been seen across the country, including at Rorschach Theatre in DC, the Vortex in Austin, and the NNPN National New Play Showcase. She’s been a Michener Fellow at UT Austin, winner of the KCACTF TYA Prize, finalist for the Terrence McNally Prize and the recipient of an Interact 20/20 Commission. Reina is the book writer for Fanatical the Musical (under development in England with the Stable), and is collaborating with Sky Candy on a devised circus show. She can make things happen with her mind. reinahardy.com

(Axel sits at the top of the belltower, holding a backpack. He reaches into it, grabs a handful of shredded paper, and throws it into the wind.)

AXEL: So long, Andalusia.

(He throws another handful.)

So long to all of you idiots.

(He resumes throwing. Offstage, Ant runs up the belltower, shouting desperately.)

ANT: Hey! Hey—wait!

(Ant enters, slows, and tries to appear calm.)

ANT: Hey.

AXEL: Hey, Ant. Or should I call you Mr. Antesberger?

ANT: It’s cool. I heard you were up in the belltower.

AXEL: Calm down, I don’t have a gun.

ANT: No, dude, I didn’t think that.

AXEL: And I’m not gonna throw myself off.

ANT: I know that. I’m not like, worried or
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