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Ruffled Flourishes
A Serio-Comic Play in Two Acts
By

Peter Roussel

Adapted
From his novel, Ruffled Flourishes
Primary Characters:

Sox St. Louis, deputy press secretary to the president of the United States

Flaxen Day, an airline flight attendant and White House visitor

Sparta St. James, a network television reporter assigned to the White House

Reporters #1-4, members of the White House press corps; #s 1-2 are male, #s 3-4 are female
Secondary Characters:
Carl Crayon, president of the United States
Quad Sands, chief of staff, the White House

J.Y. Katy, press secretary, the White House
Soldier Paintbrush, a reporter at the White House

Buster Yikes, a butcher and resident of Washington, D.C.

Sergei Navikoff, president of Russia

Buddy, a member of the United States Secret Service presidential detail
A Cardinal

A nun

A man in Lafayette Park
TV Network Camera Operators #1 & #2

A translator

Staffer #1  

Russian Ambassador (non-speaking)

Demonstrators (non-speaking)
A van driver (non-speaking)

Synopsis of Scenes

Prologue:  Pennsylvania Avenue, in front of the White House

ACT ONE

Scene 1:  The White House office of Sox St. Louis

Scene 2:  Driveway, North Lawn, the White House
Scene 3:  Hallway, West Wing, the White House
Scene 4:  The apartment of Sox St. Louis

Scene 5:  The Oval Office

Scene 6:  The White House Press Briefing Room

ACT TWO
Scene 1:  Office of the Press Secretary (On the road) 

Scene 2:  The Oval Office
Scene 3:   The White House office of Sox St. Louis
Scene 4:  The motorcade

Scene 5:  Outside a house in Washington, D.C.
Scene 6:  A bench in Lafayette Park across from the White House
Scene 7:  The White House office of Sox St. Louis

Scene 8:  Driveway, North Lawn, the White House
PROLOGUE
The Time:  A little while ago.
Scene:  On Pennsylvania Avenue at the northwest gate of the White House, where members of the press and others enter and depart the grounds.
At Rise:  On a screen a series of scenes appear depicting the history of the White House Press Briefing Room, past to present, and featuring some of the reporters who have been among its more notable inhabitants.  These scenes are accompanied by music of Americana texture.
At their conclusion, BUDDY, a member of the United States Secret Service presidential detail enters, pensively surveys the scene, then exits.

QUAD SANDS, J.Y. KATY and SOX ST. LOUIS, members of the White House staff, enter and engage in hushed discussion just outside the gate, comparing notes. They are suddenly spotted by members of the White House press corps who are offstage.
REPORTER'S VOICE: (Offstage, shouts):  There they are!

QUAD, J.Y. and SOX instantly depart, leaving the vacated area to REPORTERS #1-4, SPARTA, and SOLDIER who rush onstage. 

REPORTER #1 (Heavy set):  We’d better hurry and get in there.  This White House reporter will soon be on deadline!

REPORTER #2:  Deadline?  (Forms a circle with his arms) Hah!  Looks like everything on you is rushing toward your waistline!

REPORTER #3:  What’s the White House saying about today’s rumor?
REPORTER #4:  What’s the White House saying about yesterday’s rumor?
REPORTER #2:  What’s the White House saying about anything?

REPORTER #3:   So why are we all rushing?
REPORTER #1:  Just to hear another no comment from this administration.

REPORTER #2:  Are you kidding?   How about any comment from this 
administration!  

REPORTER #1:  In this administration Washington, D.C. means…Don’t 
Comment.
REPORTER #4:  But we do know this White House has three priorities.
REPORTER #1 (Mechanically):  Deficit reduction…
REPORTER #3 (Mechanically):  Peace through strength…
REPORTER #2:  And fix the running toilet in the West Wing.
REPORTER #1:  There is more spin out of this White House than any I’ve ever covered.

REPORTER #2 (Nods in agreement):  More spin here than in a coin-operated washateria.
REPORTER #4:  Make that mega spin.

REPORTER #3 (Confused):  Spin?  Mega spin?

REPORTER #2:  Yeah, you know—gibberish on steroids.
REPORTER #1:  E pluribus… drivel.

REPORTER #3:  Is it fair to say if an administration is telling the truth, they don’t need spin?

REPORTER #2:  Is it fair to say that I’m telling the truth when I say that spin is what comes out of this end, (Finger points to mouth) but smells more like it came out of this end? (Smiles, extends rear end while pointing at it)
REPORTER #4:  What do we think--is the president is going to stand for reelection?
REPORTER #2:  Well, he's certainly not going to sit for it. 
REPORTER #3:  Does anyone know if the president has a date yet for the summit meeting?

REPORTER #2:  Of course not, he’s married.

REPORTER #4:  Uh, oh, looks like we’ve got company.
The REPORTERS instantly become a freeze frame.

A single file line of DEMONSTRATORS parades past, moving stage R to L, then exiting.  Each is carrying a cardboard sign, each with a different message.  Patriotic but discordant music accompanies the procession along with a low din of indiscriminate street noise. Their signs read:
President Crayon, Cut The Crap—Then The Deficit!
Washington, D.C.--Disneyland-On-The-Potomac!
Federal Reserve B-o-r-e-d!

The Surgeon General Is A Spin Doctor!
President Crayon Colors Outside The Lines! 

The last DEMONSTRATOR in the line lags behind the others.  He is older and more haggard, a man bent, but not defeated.  He plods along with head bowed, as if from the weight of his placard, like Christ on his way to Calvary. The ragged scrawl on his sign reads:
If You Can’t Say Something Nice About Someone—Let’s Hear It!
He exits stage L. The REPORTERS, who have been in freeze frame positions, resume their activity.  The music fades out.
REPORTER #1 (Simply):  Well, everybody loves a parade.

REPORTER #3:  President Carl Crayon.  How did anyone with a name like that ever get elected president?  
REPORTER #2:  It’s a new election concept.  The voters don’t check your name on the ballot—instead, they just color it in.
REPORTER #4:  Talk about political dodge ball—I once asked Crayon specifically what was his one favorite color?

REPORTER #3:  And he said?

REPORTER #4:  Plaid.

REPORTER #1:  For this president's speeches parental discretion should be advised--for boredom.

REPORTER #2:  Followed by random and voluntary testing to see if anyone is still awake.
REPORTER #1:  But after all, he does have that silver-tongued press secretary, J.Y. Katy.  

REPORTER #2:  And let’s not overlook that nimble deputy press secretary, Sox St. Louis, whose mouth is a no-fly zone for active verbs.

REPORTER #3:  And prepositions.

REPORTER #4:  Or propositions…like:  how about answers to my questions.
REPORTER #3:  Yeah, Sox could use an information infusion.

REPORTER #1:  Or at least a grammar transplant.
REPORTER #4:  The best rumors in this White House...
REPORTER #1:  ...don't float out of Sox's office.
REPORTER #2:  Yeah, that office is a tough one for information.  But I cracked it recently.  I got Sox to confirm that Carl Crayon had won the last election and is now president.  And I was amazed...Sox didn't say that was off the record.

REPORTER #1:  Every day for the last week I've asked Sox if the president is closer to making a decision on new tax cuts.  He's given me the same answer  every time:  one day closer.  
REPORTER #3:  I always love it when J.Y. sends Sox out to do the daily press briefing for him.  With every answer, you can see the agony in his face.
REPORTER #4:  If Sox had his way, he’d do the briefing under an assumed name.
REPORTER #2:  Or just phone it in.

REPORTER #4:  It's like you need the Jaws of Life to pull an answer out of him.

REPORTER #1:  He’s so goosey about answering questions, he needs a crib sheet just to say the words “good afternoon.”
REPORTER #3:  Poor Sox.

REPORTER #2 (Sarcastically):  I like the title he came up with for the printed news summary delivered to the president first thing each morning:    Compilation… of …Reports… About… the… President….C-R-A-P.
REPORTER #3:  But sometimes when you’re on deadline, he’s the only spokesman around.  He may not always deliver, but he does try.  You have to give him credit for that.

REPORTER #1:  Speaking of news, what’s on the menu for the press briefing today?

REPORTER #2:  The usual:  A non-information tsunami.
REPORTER #4 (Exaggerating):  But let me emphasize--there’s always a danger with this president and his spokesmen that they might actually say something.

REPORTER #1:  Today’s lead story should be about the budget deliberations between the White House and congressional leaders.

REPORTER #3:  I don't do budget stories.

REPORTER #1:  My editors like budget stories…and they wonder why we’re losing readers.
REPORTER #4:  Yesterday I asked Sox why President Crayon is traveling so much. 
REPORTER #2:  And?  

REPORTER #4:  He said the president needs the added miles for his frequent-flyer account.
REPORTER #3:  I'm also hearing from sources that there's a major economic decision coming soon.

REPORTER #2:  Yes. It will be an action so historic it has never been attempted by any other White House--an embargo on spending by the president's daughter--no new clothes purchases for six months.
REPORTER #3:  We’d better get inside—the press briefing will be starting soon.  And there are lots of rumors today.
REPORTER #2:  Ah, yes, the press briefing—where most days the news output is tissue paper thin.

REPORTER #4:  And where no cease-fire in place ever exists between reporters and the president’s spokesmen.
REPORTER #1:  Off to the press briefing room—where you can count on two things. 

REPORTER #2:  Malarkey and body odor.
REPORTER #3:  It’s all a part of the best free show in town.

REPORTER #2:  In the battle of the press versus the presidency.

SCENE CHANGE
ACT ONE
Scene One

SCENE:  The office of deputy press secretary SOX ST. LOUIS, upper press office, West Wing, the White House.  In his thirties, SOX is well-groomed in the fresh and eager way of those seeking to climb the ladder in Washington, D.C’s corridors of power.  
The room is pintsized, but with a floor to ceiling window behind the small desk.  That window offers a strategic view of the North Lawn where activity by network television correspondents can be seen occurring throughout the day.  Beyond, is Pennsylvania Avenue. 
TIME:  Minutes later. 
AT RISE:  SOX sits with his feet propped on the desk, tilting back in his chair, preoccupied with readying a paper airplane for flight.  Outside his closed door, stage C, hovers the same group of REPORTERS as before, having now come inside.
REPORTER#1 (Loudly, to penetrate the door):  Dammit, Sox, what the hell is going on?
REPORTER#2:  We just heard a rumor the Russian ambassador is on his way over here.  Why isn’t he on the president’s public schedule for today?

REPORTER#3:  Rumors, Sox, rumors!  Russian rumors!

REPORTER#4:  Your silence stinks!  Cut the stonewalling, get out here and give us a reading on what’s happening with the Rooskie!

REPORTER#3:  J.Y.’s not around, Sox.  We need you!

REPORTER#1:  The Russian embassy is saying that the president and the ambassador are meeting today.  Will there be an announcement at today’s briefing?  What’s the White House saying?

SOX: (Presses his hands together in an upside down “v,” shouts at the closed door):   The White House isn't saying anything.  It can’t talk.  It’s a wooden structure.  If a piece of wood ever does learn to speak, I’ll see you get the story first.
REPORTER #1: (Mutters):  Smart-ass.

The REPORTERS are joined by another from their ranks, SPARTA ST. JAMES, a network television correspondent who aggressively peels her way through the bodies and plants herself closest to the door.  If\ there is anything special to note about her, it is her eyes, news-seeking, killer-bee oval beacons that flash defiantly when her path to a story is being impeded. She is the journalistic embodiment of a one-person wrecking crew.
SPARTA (Forcefully):  Hey, Sox, S-O-S!  It's Sparta here!  Get out here pronto and give us some guidance before the briefing!

REPORTER #1:  Facts, Sox, facts! 
REPORTER #2:  We want answers!

REPORTER #3:  Sox, how about it?  J.Y.’s not around, so fill in the blanks for us!

REPORTER #4:  Hey, Sox--one thing is clear.  Your answers are fuzzy.  But come on out anyway. 
SPARTA:  You’ve got a Russian coming to this house—why?

REPORTER #3:  Yeah, why?  You’re a White House spokesman.  We deserve an answer!
ALL (Chanting):  Sox!  Sox!  Sox!  Answers!  Answers!  Answers!
SOX’S face wrinkles in exasperation.  Annoyed, his feet swing down from the desk, a brief reverie interrupted.  Shaking his head, he makes his way to the door and reluctantly opens it to be greeted by a nattering shell-burst of questions.

REPORTER #4:  Sox, cut the games.  My desk is ragging me to nail this down.
REPORTER #2:  What’s all this crap about a meeting?  
REPORTER #3:  The American people have a right to know.  
REPORTER #1:  The silence from this press office is ab-so-lute-ly unacceptable!   When will the briefing start?  
REPORTER #4:  You can’t leave us hanging, Sox.  J.Y.’s not around.  Fill in the blanks for us. 
SPARTA:  Yeah, what’s the old man up to?

SOX raises his arms, waving his hands as a signal for the clamor to subside and seemingly to indicate he is prepared to respond.
SOX:  Listen…uh… everybody…uh…I’d really like to help… 

As he speaks, the heads of the REPORTERS are bent down as they scribble intently on their notepads, even though the words he is uttering are unresponsive to their questions.

SOX (Coughs, clears throat): …uh…that is…I’d really like to help all of you … and…uh…let me just say…in regard to the alleged possibility that the Russian ambassador might be…that is, might allegedly be …on his way…uh…here…uh allegedly…to meet with the president…

SPARTA (Curtly):  There’s definitely one thing that’s not alleged at this point—and that’s the fact that we’re getting zero here.
SOX:  Look, I really am trying.
SPARTA:  Try harder.

SOX:  Well, you asked about the old man?

SPARTA:  Damn right.

SOX:  Well…uh…that is, which old man?  We’ve got a bunch of them working here.

As the words leave his mouth, SOX ducks for the escape of his office, leaving the REPORTERS to groan as the lights fade out on them at stage C.
SOX (Disgruntled, to himself):  The toughest part of this job may be sparring with reporters, but we also have to constantly rag the senior staff for the information we need to do our job.  A press spokesman is only as good as the information given.  And speaking of spokesmen, where is J.Y.?  (Pause) Well, nothing to do now but gut it out until somebody brings me up to speed.  The facts as I know them right now are:  a) apparently the Russian ambassador is on his way over to see the president; b) the press corps is going berserk waiting for answers; and c) how comforting to know her shyness, Sparta St. James, is part of the growth industry of reporters ranting outside my door.  (Frustration rising) Sometimes a member of the senior staff will say: “Don’t tell the press anything today.”  Hah!  Next you step up to the podium in the briefing room and look out at all those expectant reporter’s faces and what’s the first thing they shout at you: “Tell us everything today!”  What a taffy pull!
A light at stage L comes up to illuminate FLAXEN DAY, who is on the telephone.  She is fetchingly beautiful, with tiny wisps of dark curls at the back of her neck that gather enticingly in the upward sweep of a bun.  She wears the uniform of an airline attendant.  The telephone rings.
SOX:  Hello.
FLAXEN:  Hi, Sox, it’s Flaxen Day.  You remember--we met on a flight about six months ago?

SOX shrugs, cocks his head in puzzlement as if the remembrance has escaped him.  

SOX:  Give me that again.
FLAXEN:  You had been home to Texas for the weekend…a college class reunion, I think you said…it was on the flight back…I was one of the flight attendants…I noticed the White House tag on your briefcase…you said if I was ever in D.C. you would personally show me the White House…give me a tour…you…do… remember…don’t you?

SOX pauses a moment, reflecting.  His expression begins to change as his memory comes alive, the previously furrowed face giving way to a look of dawning comprehension.
SOX:  You have a good memory.  It was a class reunion.  I walked away with the award for the best receding hairline by an ever-so-slightly-aging bachelor.

FLAXEN:  Congratulations.  I also remember that man who was seated next to you on the flight.

SOX:  Yeah, he was a piano salesman.

FLAXEN (Mildly indignant):  Piano salesman?  He didn’t think I overheard him after I served him.
SOX:  You mean when he said there goes some star-spangled American--
FLAXEN (Sarcastically): --bodywork.  Yes, he was a real class act.    
SOX:  Well, you have to give him points for patriotism.

FLAXEN:  The issue here is you and your credibility.  You said I could definitely call you anytime about a tour.  Well, at this particular time I’m laying over here in

D.C. 
SOX (Reasoning):  Look, it’s sort of a crowded agenda today…there’s some possible heavy lifting going down with the Russians right now…sure, I could do what I said…what you say I said…a tour…but… it’s just not a good time.  How about on your next D.C. stop?

FLAXEN (Not buying it):  I can be there in an hour. 

Before SOX can respond, the door flies open and BUDDY, member of the presidential Secret Service detail enters from stage R.  BUDDY removes a pair of dark glasses, eases into a chair and leans across the desk.

BUDDY:  We gotta talk.

SOX is momentarily adrift between finishing with FLAXEN and dealing with BUDDY’S urgency.  Seeking to buy time, he points at the phone, directing BUDDY’S attention to it.

SOX (Loud whisper):  Personal call.

BUDDY ignores the plea, remaining riveted on SOX.

BUDDY:  Hang up.

SOX (Awkwardly, to Flaxen):  Okay, like I said, why don’t we discuss that story in an hour?

FLAXEN:  Great.  I’ll see you then.

The light on FLAXEN, stage R, fades out.

SOX:  Okay, what is it?  Is the Secret Service after me for books I have overdue from the White House library? 
BUDDY:  Maybe you should quit your day job, Sox.  Your nighttime material has got to be better.

SOX (Impatiently):  And again, what is it?

BUDDY:  I couldn’t find J.Y.  You’re the only spokesman around right now to handle this. 

SOX:  And this is?

BUDDY:  We’ve got a problem in the East Wing.

SOX:  That would be the First Lady’s office.  She has her own press spokesperson.

BUDDY:  This is something else.  We’ve got demonstrators in the public tour line.  They’ve tied themselves to a guard rail and are demanding to remain there until they’ve been granted a meeting with the president.  We’ll handle getting them out of there, but what we want to know is how you plan to explain this to the news media.

SOX, seemingly relieved, pushes back from the desk, clasps his hands behind his head, stretches out his legs and casually plants one shoe atop the other, his laid back manner clearly annoying BUDDY. 
SOX (Matter-of-factly):  Why…we’ll do nothing.

BUDDY (Incredulously):  Nothing?

SOX:  Yeah, nothing.  You won’t have to do anything, either.  Relax, Buddy, it’ll all be over soon.

BUDDY:  Oh, yeah?  How do you know that?

SOX:  Key-rist.  It’s simple.

BUDDY:  It is?

SOX:  Sure.

BUDDY:  How so?

SOX comes to an upright position, leans across the desk, his head swiveling left and right as if to assure that what he is about to say is intimately confidential.
SOX:  Trust me, Buddy.

BUDDY:  I’m waiting.

SOX again surveys the room, left to right, and leans closer, suggesting an even higher level of confidentiality.
SOX (Loud whisper):  You know why they’ll eventually leave on their own?

BUDDY nods.

SOX:  Biological factors!
SCENE CHANGE
REPORTER #1 confronts SOX.
REPORTER #1:  Sox, is there anything a guest at tonight’s state dinner should avoid?

SOX:  Yes.  Gas.

Scene Two
SCENE:  North Lawn and stand-up interview area on the driveway, The White House 

TIME:  One hour later.
AT RISE:  The REPORTERS and SPARTA are gathered at stage C, on the driveway near the West Wing portico entrance as they await the arrival of the RUSSIAN AMBASSADOR.  This parcel of North Lawn driveway is the interview stand-up area where some visitors, after having conferred with the president, are interviewed before departing the grounds.  This use of the area is defined by a one-leg podium on which several microphones belonging to various networks are perched.
In the rear can be seen the window of SOX’S office.

REPORTER #3:  Sox wouldn’t confirm it, but my sources tell me the Russian ambassador is definitely on the way over here to meet with the president.

REPORTER #4:  Your sources?   Now who might those be?
REPORTER #2:  She uses Dial-a-source.  It’s an 800 number.
SPARTA:  Boy is Crayon’s plate slopping over with problems.  Unemployment’s on the rise.  The Congress is gridlocked.  He’s got a major budget deficit.  Now he’s got a Russian coming to badger him about something.  

REPORTER #3:  He should create some committees to study these issues.
REPORTER #2:  There's a new idea for the government. (Slowly) More committees studying more issues. 
REPORTER #3:  Does anybody know what the ambassador is seeing the president about?

REPORTER #2 (Matter-of-factly):  What they’re meeting about?  Well, let’s see…lots of possibilities.  Could be about trade…terrorism …human rights…lottery tickets... favorite soap operas ...the Redskins-Cowboys game…
 SPARTA (Angry):  There was nothing on the public schedule about this.

REPORTER #1:  Raises questions, lots of questions.

SPARTA:  And no spokesman around for answers.

REPORTER #3 (To Sparta):  Hey, be careful to stay on the driveway--try not to walk on the lawn.

SPARTA:  Are you kidding me?  Some people think of this as hallowed ground.   Hell, it’s just another yard with crab grass.

Suddenly their attention turns from the direction of the front gate back to the West Wing lobby entrance.
REPORTER #1:  Who’s that group coming out?

REPORTER #3:  Looks like a nun and a cardinal.  They were on the schedule, but it was just a photo opportunity.  I think it had to do with some religious commemoration.
SPARTA:   Hell, I don’t give a damn.  Maybe they can give us some news. 

NUN (To the Cardinal):  Isn't that the noted television reporter, Sparta St. James?

CARDINAL:  St. James?  I'm not familiar with that saint.

The REPORTERS turn as a group and move stage L, where they encounter the CARDINAL, who stands behind the podium that supports several microphones.  Simultaneously, a clap of thunder is heard.
REPORTER #3:  Hey, we may get wet.
SPARTA (To the CARDINAL, pointing up to the heavens):  Can’t you say something--do something--to stop this rain?

CARDINAL (Nods):  Sorry, I wish I could help.  But as many others in my business have often pointed out, I'm in sales, not management.
REPORTER #1:  What did you see the president about?

CARDINAL:  It was just a courtesy call.

REPORTER #3:  I hope you won’t think I’m being discourteous, your eminence, when I ask—but what does one discuss with the president when making a five- minute courtesy call?

CARDINAL (With simple sincerity):  We exchanged views on several issues in which we share a mutual interest.  We both look forward to another meeting soon and sharing information as part of an ongoing dialogue.

SPARTA:  Oh, my god, talk about spin, he sounds like a clone of Sox.
SOX enters, separating the REPORTERS from the CARDINAL.
SOX:  I saw this going on from my office window.  The Cardinal is not here to make news.  He was here for--
SPARTA:  --yeah, yeah, we know.  
REPORTERS & SPARTA (All together in unison, a bored monotone):   He was here… for an exchange of views… on issues of mutual interest.
SOX (To the Cardinal):  Sir, I apologize for any bad behavior by our press corps.  Sometimes out here on the driveway it’s unruly--like a romper room.

REPORTER #2 has turned and is looking back up the driveway in the opposite direction, toward stage L.

REPORTER #2:  Look, it’s the Russian ambassador coming in!
As a group they turn and head off stage L to engage the RUSSIAN AMBASSADOR, leaving SOX, the CARDINAL and abandoned microphones at the podium.  At this point, the reporters move in a rhythmic and interlaced slow motion to the accompaniment of attack-mode music.
SOX:  Sir, again, I’m so sorry.  
CARDINAL:  I understand…I think.

SPARTA, breathing heavily, runs back and grabs the CARDINAL, who is departing stage R, by the hem of his robe.
SOX:  Sparta—

SPARTA (Interrupting):  No, Sox, this is important.  You’re right—you’re absolutely right about us.  That’s why I ran back to explain.  (To the Cardinal) Sir, you just have to understand.  We’ve got news breaking with the Russian ambassador.  He just came in.  Hey, man--I’m sorry for having bolted before, but it’s like this--when big hitters like this surface, we’ve got to go for 'em.
She wheels and takes off again, leaving the CARDINAL more wide-eyed and perplexed than before. 
SOX escorts the CARDINAL away, stage R.
SOX:   Congratulations.  From Sparta that was an apology.
As they exit, the REPORTERS and SPARTA, loudly shouting and illustrating SOX’S point, form a frenzied circle surrounding the RUSSIAN AMBASSADOR, whose pinstripes and stoic manner clearly distinguish him from those yapping intently at his heels. The REPORTERS are jumping jacks, vying for his attention, a moving knot of lathered humanity, a frantic buzz.
REPORTER #1:  Mr. Ambassador, what’s the purpose of this meeting?

REPORTER #2:  Mr. Ambassador, isn’t this unusual?

REPORTER #3:  Can you confirm why you’re seeing the president?
REPORTER #4:  Mr. Ambassador, what about rumors that the two presidents will be meeting soon?

SPARTA:  And why aren’t you on the president’s public schedule for today?

REPORTER #2 suddenly peels back a step or two from the howling group, at its fringe rather than the mob’s moving center.  
REPORTER #2: (Shouts):  Hey, Mac!

The booming intensity of his voice freezes the REPORTERS in place.  The RUSSIAN AMBASSDOR slowly turns his head in the direction of his inquisitor.

REPORTER #2:  Yeah!  Hey, Mac, listen--you got a score on the Dodgers game?

All remain frozen, digesting the profundity of this query.  After a moment, the RUSSIAN AMBASSADOR turns away and exits stage L.  The REPORTERS, who have been in freeze frame positions, resume milling about.
REPORTER #3:  I’ve heard he’s here to talk terrorism.

REPORTER #1:  Possibly.
REPORTER #3:  Or a new trade agreement.

REPORTER #2:  I’ve heard he’s here to issue a formal apology for his gut grumbling at the last state dinner.

REPORTER #3 (Simply):  I still say I think it’s about terrorism or trade.

REPORTER #2:  Maybe he’s just delivering a pizza, heavy on the anchovies. 

TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #1 ambles up to the group from stage R, toting a camera in one hand.
TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #1 (To the group rather than anyone specific):  I just got here.  What did I miss?

All of the REPORTERS turn their attention elsewhere, none wanting to help a straggler who is also a competitor.
TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #1:  That dude in the dark suit--was he somebody?

REPORTER #2 (Nonchalantly):  Not really sure …I just got here myself.  (Yawns, stretches) I think it was just some delivery person with a set of Tupperware the president ordered. 
REPORTER #1 cups his hands over his eyes to sharpen focus as he looks in the direction of the northwest gate.
REPORTER #1 (Exhales):   Wow!  Do you see what's coming toward us?
All the REPORTERS react, their attention riveted in that direction.
REPORTER #2:  That is one blue-ribbon babe. 

REPORTER #3:  Who is she, you think?  A new member of the press corps?

REPORTER #2 (Incredulously, to Reporter #3):  Do you know anybody in the press corps who looks like that? 

REPORTER #1:  Do you know anybody who looks like that?

REPORTER #3:  I’m standing by my prediction.  I think she’s a new reporter who’s just been assigned here.
REPORTER #2 (Shakes head, to Reporter #3):  And I’ll bet you thought high school chemistry was fun, didn’t you?
FLAXEN enters stage R, en route from the northwest gate entrance to the West Wing lobby.  Not even the blandness of her flight attendant’s uniform can subdue that which is obvious; she is an eye-filling vision.

REPORTER #1:  Can we help you?

FLAXEN:  I’m on my way in to see Sox St. Louis.

REPORTER #2:   Sorry, but he became a piece of carry-on luggage that has been stowed in an overhead compartment and may be there for some time.

REPORTER #3:  Is he giving you a tour?

FLAXEN:  Yes.

REPORTER #4:  Of what?

FLAXEN:  Well, the White House.

REPORTER #1:  You’ll love Sox’s office.  It’s so small you have to enter it sideways.
REPORTER #2:  It’s an office of a spokesman for the president of the United States, but unfortunately there’s an embargo on any information about anything getting past its door.
FLAXEN (Smiles):  I’ll see what I can do to help.

REPORTER #3:  You can start by asking him why the Russian ambassador is here.

She begins to move away.
REPORTER #4:  Yeah, and also ask Sox if he has any updates for us on the budget negotiations, when the president is going to have his next news conference and a half-dozen other issues.   
REPORTER #2 (Calling after her):  Also ask him if he has any guidance for us on whether or not the president has halitosis.  I’m on deadline.
FLAXEN exits.
The REPORTERS and SPARTA move nearer to SOX’S window, where they direct their shouts.
REPORTER #2 (Shouts):  Hey, Sox, ho-hum, one of your budget advisors is here!

REPORTER #4 (Shouts):  Alert the administrations’ science advisor—a heavenly body has just been spotted on the North Lawn!
REPORTER #1 (Shouts):  Sox, a new presidential appointee is on the way in—it’s the ambassador to paradise!

REPORTER #2 (Shouts):  Hey, Sox—the economy stinks but these are the best statistics this White House will see all year!

SCENE CHANGE
REPORTER #3 confronts SOX.
REPORTER #3:  Would it be accurate to say the president is completely surrounded by yes men? 
SOX:  No.  His advisors work in a semicircle.
Scene Three
SCENE:  Hallway, West Wing, the White House.  At one end of the corridor are  the Cabinet Room and the Oval Office. Outside the closed Oval Office door, to one side, there is a statuette of Abraham Lincoln.  BUDDY stands silently next to the door.  Also along the hallway are the Roosevelt Room, the press office and a small bathroom.  On the floor beside the bathroom there are several plungers and other rudimentary tools of the plumber’s trade.
 
TIME:  A few minutes later.
AT RISE:  SOX moves to greet FLAXEN. 

FLAXEN (Presenting herself):  How’re those memory buds, Bud?
SOX appraises her, his earlier evasiveness on the phone clearly a thing of the past. 
SOX (Nods):  It’s all coming back, a welcome thought.   Now welcome to pandemonium on Pennsylvania Avenue.

FLAXEN:  It really does look busy here.  I’m sorry about the timing.  It’s just that I wasn’t sure when I might have the chance again anytime soon.  Tell me, am I a bad girl for dropping in now?

SOX turns toward the audience, offers a wry grin, and then turns back to 
FLAXEN.
FLAXEN:  This place—this White House—all the history that’s happened here.  I feel so small.

SOX (Surveys her up and down, glances again at the audience, and then turns back to her):  I wouldn’t say that.  

FLAXEN:  While I was waiting in the lobby, the secretary of state passed through twice.  Are you sure you're not too busy?
SOX:   When you have my job, you're always busy just trying to stay in the main loop for information.

FLAXEN:  And are you in the main loop?

SOX (Boastfully):  Call it the center of the information universe. 

FLAXEN (Apologetically):  Gosh, now I feel like I'm imposing.

SOX:  Well, we don’t normally do this during the day or when the president is in the Oval Office, but no problem.

They start to move down the hallway.  SOX nods at the press office door.
SOX:  That’s the press office.  There’s a media army encamped in there that we will definitely want to avoid.

FLAXEN:  I already had the pleasure of meeting some of them. 
They move past the bathroom door, pausing by an untidy pile of tools.
FLAXEN (Nods at tools):  What’s that all about?

SOX:  That’s a secure room.

FLAXEN:  Right.  The indoor plumbing.  So there’s even an assistant to the president for that?

SOX:  George Washington slept here…and sat there.  
FLAXEN:  I trust there’s no graffiti on the walls.

SOX:  No, this is the White House, not an outhouse.  That particular water station is strategically placed.  It’s the last one along the route to the press briefing room.  That’s a definite final stop for any spokesman since you never know how long the reporters may keep you out on that podium.
FLAXEN:  Answering questions?

SOX nods.
FLAXEN:  And making it sound like answers to questions?
SOX:  Something like that.

FLAXEN:  Sounds to me like you tie words together in fancy ribbons while not actually saying a lot.
SOX:  There are many ways to say “no comment” without saying “no comment.”

FLAXEN:  Such as?

SOX:  Such as…I have nothing for you on that…I’m not prepared to elaborate further…I wouldn’t want to pass judgment on that…I can’t steer you one way or another on this issue…No decision has been made…We’re studying all options…I’ve taken you as far as I can go on this subject…
They reach the Cabinet Room. Wide-eyed, FLAXEN peers inside.
FLAXEN:   The Cabinet Room…it looks so calm with no one in it.

SOX:  Maybe we should try it that way more often.

FLAXEN:  What are those small plaques on the backs of some of the chairs?
SOX:  Those indicate prior service in another cabinet position in this administration or before.

FLAXEN (A pause):  Sox, do you ever meet with the president?
SOX (Grandly):  Sure... I’m a player here.

FLAXEN (Pressing):   Does he know you?  Does he actually know your name?  Who you are?
SOX:  Absolutely.  He knows my name, what I do.  Which means visits to the Oval Office.  It’s heavy lifting with the heavy hitters.
FLAXEN (A bit awestruck):  This is all so impressive.  And here you are right in the middle of it.
SOX:  It’s a lot of responsibility, a lot of pressure.  A presidential spokesman has to pick his words wisely.

FLAXEN:  Pressure is everywhere, including my job.  But here it seems such an intense part of every day.

SOX:  Try it this way:  every day here is like stepping into a flying airplane. 
FLAXEN (Nods toward the Oval Office):   And that door?
SOX:  The Oval Office.

FLAXEN approaches a statuette of Abraham Lincoln, places her hand reverentially on it.
SOX:  I’d show it to you, but unfortunately some folks are in there meeting with the president right now.

FLAXEN:  Some folks?

SOX:  Try it this way:  big fish.
FLAXEN (Continuing to be impressed):  Oh...

FLAXEN continues to admire the statuette, then discovers that a chewing gum wrapper has been wadded up and stuffed in one of Lincoln’s ears.  She extracts it. 

FLAXEN:  Unbelievable.  A piece of used chewing gum and its wrapper.  The poor fellow.  (Gives the wrapper to SOX who in turn tries to pass it to BUDDY but is rejected).  Here, right outside the Oval Office----stuck in Abraham Lincoln’s ear.   What’s the White House reaction to that, Mr. Spokesman?
SOX:  No question about it, crass disrespect for the Great Emancipator.
They turn away and start back down the hallway from where they have come.
FLAXEN:  Well, at least I got to see the door to the Oval Office.

SOX:  A lot of history has been written on the other side of that door.  As Sparta says, all roads in this city eventually lead to that office.   
FLAXEN:  Sparta--I’ve seen her reports on the news.

SOX:  News is her elixir of life.  
FLAXEN:  Are all the reporters here like that?

SOX:  In my view, when you face the members of the White House press corps, you’re dealing with the smartest, toughest, most energetic, most high-octane… (Pauses) help me, I’m running out of adjectives…reporters you’ll find anywhere in the world.

FLAXEN:  If it’s so difficult, and the reporters are so non-stop and the hours are so long, then why do you do it?
SOX (Simply):  Why do the Red Sox play the Yankees?  Yes, it's grueling, but it's also the  Mount Everest of the press spokesman profession.  
FLAXEN:  But isn’t the idea to be doing greater good for mankind?

SOX:  That's the idea.  You try and devote as much time as possible to that.
They reach the door providing exit into the West Wing lobby.  Suddenly there is activity from the opposite end of the hallway and PRESIDENT CARL CRAYON, in his early fifties, appears, striding in their direction with the purposeful cadence that seems inherent to occupants of that office.  He is accompanied by BUDDY, who hovers behind him.
FLAXEN (Excitedly):  It’s…it’s the president!

SOX:  I guess the meeting’s over.  (Nonchalantly) No sweat, I’ll introduce you.

SOX takes FLAXEN by the hand and pre-positions her so she is strategically front and center in the hallway.  SOX steps forward.

SOX:  Mr. President, excuse me.  There’s someone here who would very much like to meet you.

PRESIDENT CRAYON breaks stride, a frown of impatience giving way to resignation.  
FLAXEN (Barely controlled excitement):  Hello, Mr. President.

PRESIDENT CRAYON glances at SOX, and then back at her, any hint of annoyance now null and void.  

SOX:  Mr. President, this is Flaxen Day.
PRESIDENT CRAYON (Extending a handshake):  Welcome.  We’re glad to have you here.

FLAXEN:  Thank you.   It’s terrific to be here.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  The uniform—you fly, of course.  Glad you could escape for a few hours away from pushing that food cart down the aisle and reminding us to watch our elbows.

PRESIDENT CRAYON pulls his elbows inward.  FLAXEN laughs politely.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Have you ever toured the White House?  Ever seen the Oval Office?  (Nods)  Go on down and take a look.  I think I put my tray table up and placed all carry-on items in the overhead compartment.

FLAXEN laughs again at this wafer-thin stab at humor, this time feeling emboldened enough to lightly place her hand on his shoulder.
FLAXEN:  That sounds like one of the first persons I met here today.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Oh?  And who was that?
FLAXEN:  Well, I was greeted by some of the reporters on the way in here.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  My sympathies.  That’s like walking into a tornado inside a hurricane inside an earthquake
FLAXEN:  They seemed harmless.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Yes, they are cuddly pit-bulls, aren’t they?  (Suddenly changing)  Tell me, how did we get to know you?
FLAXEN paws the ground, nods in SOX’S direction.  For an instant there is puzzlement in PRESIDENT CRAYON’S face, but he quickly recovers.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Well, I’m late for another meeting.  But it was certainly nice meeting you.

FLAXEN:  Thank you, Mr. President.  It was an honor for me to be here.
As PRESIDENT CRAYON starts to walk away, his face becomes contemplative, as if trying to put the pieces together.  He pauses, looks back over his shoulder, taking note of SOX, whom he has not acknowledged in any way.  The picture coming clearer, he abruptly halts.  He walks back to a point directly facing SOX.
PRESIDENT CRAYON (Grandly):  Oh, and how are you today, Bill?

CRAYON gives SOX’S shoulder a friendly slap.  He then wheels and exits stage L, his mission complete.  FLAXEN’S jaw drops, her anger settling on SOX who, deflated, drops his head against his chest.  

FLAXEN (Intently):  Bill!

SOX continues to hold his head against his chest, not looking at her.
FLAXEN:  Bill!  In and out of the Oval Office all the time!  Knows your name!   Knows exactly who you are!  Bill!
SOX remains lifeless, hanging his head in defeat.
SCENE CHANGE
REPORTER #4  confronts SOX. 

REPORTER #4:  Hey, Sox, there aren’t enough chairs in this press briefing room.

SOX:  That’s why you have knees.
Scene Four
SCENE:  SOX’s apartment, a mess.  Clothes are scattered about like confetti mixed in with stacks of books and newspapers among all the clutter.  In bold letters on one wall is a sign.  It reads:  William Shakespeare had a lousy press agent.
TIME:  Later that evening.
AT RISE:  SOX enters, stage L, starts to insert the key in his front door, but first extracts an advertising flyer on pink paper that has been stuck in the door’s handle.
SOX (Dispirited):  Here’s the pluperfect downer to end this messed-up day.  (Reads the flyer)  Have fun, meet new friends, and impress your partner, sign up now for half-priced ballroom dancing lessons.
He launches the flyer into wadded flight and enters the apartment, easing his way in and around the room’s untidiness until he reaches the couch where he collapses.  Listlessly, he picks up a book, turns it over in his hands, and then holds it stationary.

SOX:  The nominations are in for jerk of the year, they opened the envelope, and I won.  But, I’m glad I found this.  I’ve been saving this book for a night like this, especially after a day like this.  A perfect literary choice for this occasion.  (Reads title of book)  All About the History of Mud in America.
There is a nerve-jabbing ring of his telephone.  He struggles to liberate the receiver from under a pile of newspapers at the couch’s other end.
SOX (Irritated):   Yeah—what?
At stage R, lights go up on PRESIDENT CRAYON at his telephone.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:   Hello…Bill…I mean, Sox.

SOX:  Uh, yes…hello, sir.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  I'm told I may have caused you a problem today.  I’m sorry; it was a momentary name lapse on my part.

SOX:  No problem, Mr. President.  It was a fleeting moment. You’ve got a lot of big ticket items on the front burner right now—that’s where your focus should be.  Actually, I got just what I deserved.  If you see someone walking around the West Wing tomorrow with a charley horse between their ears, I’m your guy.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Well, I appreciate your understanding.   I can assure you it was unintentional.  I guess I was somewhat distracted.
SOX:  Hey, Mr. President—who wouldn’t have been?  That lady has some great stats.

PRESIDENT CRAYON: (Mood changing, harshly)   She isn’t the distraction I was talking about.  (Pauses)  There are some other things going down right now, talks with the Russians.  I can’t add any more at this moment.
SOX:  I understand, sir.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Well, I hope you do, because what we don’t need are any press leaks.  With all the leaks that come out of here—this place has more holes in it than a salt shaker.  Maybe one of these days things will happen like they’re supposed to—meaning that I’ll actually get to announce one of my programs first before some anonymous administration official does it in the newspapers for me.  

SOX:  Yes, sir.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Well, button it down.  (Mood changing again, lightly)  Oh, and how about that lady with the stats?
SOX:  I think she’s history, sir.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  So am I.  Good night.

SOX:  Yes, sir.  Good night.

The light on CRAYON, stage R, fades out.
SOX (To himself):  Crayon’s worried about me leaking what’s going on with the Russians?  Hah!   I don’t know what’s going on with the Russians.  I’m not privy to all the hush-hush.  And yet the president finds it necessary to remind me about the necessity for curbing leaks.  Not to worry, Mr. President.  This mouth is closed until further notice due to lack of information.
The telephone rings again.
SOX:   Hello…yes…and good evening to you, my favorites—the White House operators.  There are White House operators and then there are White House operators.  You have fingers that dance across the world’s busiest switchboard where you bring together presidents and heads of state.  And besides that, you never lose your cool, including listening to staffers like me vent their puny frustrations.  You are saints in headsets.  (Pauses, then sighs)  Yes, I am the press phone duty officer this week assigned to take after-hours calls from the media.  So who is it?  (Pauses, then barely tolerant)  Yes, okay, I’ll talk to him.
At stage R, lights go up.  On the phone is SOLDIER PAINTBRUSH,  a minor White House reporter.  SOLDIER is about seventy, a wizened firecracker.  

SOLDIER:  Hey, Sox, it’s Soldier.  Hate to bother you at home, but you are the phone duty press officer this week.
SOX:  Yeah, on my wish list of ten things I least want to do, this one has a solid lock on number one right now.

SOLDIER (Ignoring it):  One of my client newspapers was wondering …

SOX:  Just out of curiosity, how many client newspapers subscribe to your news service?   That is, beside the one that was wondering about whatever it is they are wondering about?

SOLDIER:  I have clients in various states.

SOX:  Okay, so much for the Fig Newtons, let me have the cornbread.

SOLDIER:  One of my papers was wondering about one of the proclamations the president plans to sign next week.

SOX (Barely tolerant):  Hmm. They were wondering about it almost a week ahead of time?  
SOLDIER (Persisting):  That’s right.
SOX:  And what were they wondering at nine o’clock at night almost a week ahead?  
SOLDIER (Not to be deterred):  Well, is one of them the proclamation declaring National Bowling Week?

SOX (Incredulously):  National Bowling Week?  What’s next?  National Bent

Fender Week?  National Butter Bean Month?   National Garden Hose Day?  

SOLDIER:  Are you trashing the bowlers of America?

SOX (Regaining his composure):  No, of course not.  The president likes to take to the lanes occasionally.    

SOLDIER:  Yes, he does.   I will take note of that in my story.  But what about the proclamation?  Will there be a signing ceremony in the Rose Garden?  Will he invite bowlers to the White House?  Will Mrs. Crayon participate?  Does she bowl?  What’s the president’s high score?  Has he ever picked up the seven-ten split?  And I have some follow up questions.

Throughout this series of seemingly interminable questions SOX’S manner is one of indifference and barely being tolerant. 

SOX:  But not tonight. My fingers are going to follow this phone right to its cradle. 

SOLDIER:   But what about the proclamation signing?

SOX:  To quote the words of an old wise saying that I just made up:  Stay tuned.  Gotta go.  Bye.

SOX hangs up the phone.  The light on SOLDIER, stage R, fades out.  

SOX  (To himself):  Flaxen’s right--why does a person do this?  Why put yourself through it?  (Pauses, as if meditating) You’d think it’s because I want to be a press 
spokesman, right?  Then again, maybe I just enjoy hanging from the edge of the cliff by a kite string.  That’s what happens when you don’t exactly have a pipeline  to a sack full of facts.
The phone rings again.
SOX:  Hello…yes, operator…another press call…uh-huh…Sparta…well, I guess I don’t have any choice, do I?  (Covers mouthpiece of phone with his hand, to himself)  What a job—females calling me constantly. (Removes hand from mouthpiece, sarcastically) Yes, Sparta, how lovely to hear from you.  How long has it been now?  At least fifty minutes?  Our time apart has been unbearable.
At stage, L, lights go up on SPARTA at her telephone.
SPARTA:  Enough of the warm and fuzzy slap shots.  We just got a rocket out of our Russian bureau that Radio Moscow is playing funeral sounding music.  You know what that means?
SOX:  That the music video can’t be far behind?

SPARTA (Ignoring it):  It might mean that Navikoff has died.  Been lots of rumors about this guy’s health.

SOX:  Navikoff?

SPARTA:  Yeah, Navikoff?

SOX:  Navikoff?

SPARTA:  Yeah, smart-ass, Sergei Navikoff, the president of Russia.

SOX:  Well, Russian presidents have died before and the rumor game about this guy’s health has been going on for weeks.
SPARTA:  Look, just check it out, will you?  Is that why the Russian ambassador was over today?  Maybe he knew something.  Confirm it for me one way or another and give me the U.S. reaction—fast.

SOX (Annoyed):  Confirm what?  With all the rumors and speculation, this guy’s already been buried several times.  I’ll let you know if I get anything.

The lights go out on SPARTA.

He slams the phone down and eases his head onto the back of the couch. Suddenly, it happens again—the phone rings.  He narrows his eyes and grimaces, letting the ringing continue as if to wait it out.  Finally, he succumbs.

SOX (Harshly):  Hello!

At stage, R, the lights go up on FLAXEN at her telephone.

FLAXEN:  Hi Sox, it’s Flaxen.

SOX (With relief):  What timing!

FLAXEN:  You mean bad?

SOX:  No, I mean good.  I was temporarily trapped in spokesman’s hell.

FLAXEN:  Gosh, that’s tough.  Anything I can do?

SOX (Covering mouthpiece, to himself):  Sure, how about just panting into the phone for a couple of hours!
FLAXEN:  Huh?

SOX:  Nothing.
FLAXEN:  Now that I’ve thought about it, maybe I was a little quick on the react button today.  It’s just that you were talking a great game until the president showed up and showed up your act, calling you by another name.  That’s when I lost trust.  Fair enough?
SOX:  To quote the words we sometimes utter at the daily press briefing:  your point is noted.

FLAXEN (Forcefully):  Look, just so you know, I've heard my share of worn out lines from guys.
SOX:  I'm sure.

FLAXEN (Continuing):  But your approach was different--had appeal.  But thanks to the president, it turned out to be science fiction.  (Mockingly) I'm a big man with the big man.

SOX:  O.k., maybe I was trying to impress you.  But I am not an unknown quantity to the president.

FLAXEN:  You seemed to be about 11:30 this morning.

SOX:  He hadn't had his second cup of coffee yet.

FLAXEN:  But wouldn't you agree--I deserve better than that?

SOX:  (Simply  Agreed.
FLAXEN:  Good.  Then both of us are now tuned to a similar wavelength.

SOX:  And?

FLAXEN:  And how about from here on we just stick to being ourselves.  Lines?  Don't need them.  Already have them.  In my case, they've been described as a pair of nicely-shaped legs.

SOX:  I'd say the brilliance of that description deserves a Pulitzer Prize. 

FLAXEN:  And now it's my turn.  To quote the words sometimes uttered at the daily press briefing:  your point is noted.

SOX:  The president has a speech in Houston next week—an overnight.  How about meeting me there and letting me make it up to you?  That event should be over early and we can make a night of it.
FLAXEN:  Make a night of what?

SOX:  Maybe we could try and start again.

FLAXEN (Simply):  Let me repeat:  I’m not going anywhere if it’s just for more phony razzle-dazzle for the flight attendant.  Okay…Bill?

SOX:  More than fair.

FLAXEN:  So how will I know where to meet you?

SOX:  We’ll probably be at a hotel downtown since the event is at the convention center.  I’ll let you know.  (Pauses)  There’s another incoming call.  I’d better ring off.  Something may be happening with the Russians.  I’ll be in touch.
The light on FLAXEN, stage R, fades out.
SOX:  Yes, operator…who?…which news organization?  No…no, I don’t know who that is, but you’d better put them on.  We may have some major news breaking…it’s probably about that…

He holds the phone under his ear as he secures a nearby pen and pad, as if preparing to take notes.
SOX:  Yes…yes, this is the phone duty officer…yes, Sox St. Louis…yes, you may quote me…yes, that’s spelled S-o-x…no, I don’t know why my parents did…(Annoyed) look, is there something I can help you with…(A pause, then exasperation clouds his face as he shouts into the phone)  No!  No!  No!  I don’t know whether or not pink peonies are going to bloom on the South Lawn this spring!
SCENE CHANGE
REPORTER #1 confronts SOX . 

REPORTER #1:  What abilities is the president looking for in a new secretary of the Interior?
SOX:  Someone with environmental qualifications other than being able to mow their front lawn.
Scene Five
SCENE:  The Oval Office 
TIME:  The next morning.

AT RISE:  The lights on stage L come up, revealing PRESIDENT CRAYON at his desk.  QUAD SANDS, the chief of staff and J.Y. KATY, the press secretary, stand to the side of the desk, flanking SOX on both sides.  After a moment PRESIDENT CARYON unwinds from his chair and moves squarely before SOX.  In one hand he holds a piece of paper which he fitfully tosses in the air.
PRESIDENT CRAYON (Harshly):  Here it is!  This…this no-brainer deluxe!  A flesh wound opened up by your stupidity.  Now—what in the name of Uncle Sam’s uncle are you going to do about it?
SOX stares helplessly at QUAD and J.Y.

QUAD (Following up):  Yes, I hold a transcript of the report by Sparta from this morning’s news show.   Quote:  When asked to comment on rumors of Russian President Navikoff’s death, White House spokesman Sox. St. Louis said this guy’s already been buried several times…
PRESIDENT CRAYON (Angrily):  Couldn’t keep the wise guy powder dry, huh? The Russian ambassador saw this and called first thing this morning.  What was I to tell him?  That this could only have been the work of a world-class yo-yo?  Do I have the five-star version of a nitwit as one of my spokesmen? 
SOX (Hesitantly):  Mr. President…

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Here we are on the verge of signing on with the Russians for a summit on terrorism, working closely with Navikoff, and you do a swan dive off the three meter board reserved for the brain-dead.  Not only do you bury him once, but several times.

SOX:  Mr. President…

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Trust me when I tell you that the ambassador had his verbal shredder plugged in during our conversation.  And let me further assure you that his message had nothing to do with wishing me a happy Arbor Day.

SOX:  Mr. President…

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  No, that’s all right, your president will clean up the mess.  I told the ambassador it was just a dim bulb of a press spokesman having a mental meltdown.

SOX:  Mr. President…

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  No, I’ll make the explanations.  I’ll do the damage control.  And talk about spin, you walked us right into a propeller blade.
SOX:  Mr. President…

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  For now, you’re on life support.  One more screw-up like this and your next government assignment will be in the deepest bowels of this red, white and blue bureaucracy.
SOX lowers his head, repentantly.
PRESIDENT CRAYON (To Quad and J.Y.):  Okay, fellows, what should we do with him?  Quad, you’re the chief of staff.  You and J.Y. figure it out.
QUAD:  I think we’ve got a supremely appropriate punishment in mind, Mr. President.
PRESIDENT CRAYON (Forcefully, pointing his finger in Sox’s face):  Okay, let’s hope you’ve learned—no more waxing wise with Sparta or any other of those damn newsies.  Remember what I learned long ago when I first came to this town:  you are never off the record.

SOX:  Yes, sir.

PRESIDENT CRAYON departs. 
QUAD:  Well, you’re still standing.

SOX:  Barely.  Somehow, I get the feeling that I won’t be receiving the employee-of-the-month award.
J.Y.:  But let’s keep it all in perspective.  I mean, the challenges you face every day versus those faced by the president.  His are pretty simple--to confer with leaders of nations around the globe, negotiating the delicate complexities of  our economies, war and peace and the survival of western civilization. You, on the other hand, must deal with Sparta.

SOX nods, appreciatively.
QUAD:  At least we negotiated a temporary truce between you and the president.

SOX:  Truce?  Is that what you call it?  I now have a significant muscle disorder of the rear end thanks to the president of the United States who just designated that area for his scorched earth policy.

J.Y.:  Well, that only leaves the terms of the punishment yet to be determined.

SOX:  Punishment?  What was that in there?  Isn’t it enough to have one’s butt laser beamed by the boss?

A pause.  QUAD and J.Y. look knowingly at each other, then at SOX.
SOX (With dawning comprehension):  No!

J.Y.:  Yes.

SOX turns helplessly to QUAD.
SOX:  No!

QUAD:  Yes.
SOX:  The briefing?

QUAD & J.Y (Nodding, in unison):  The briefing!
SOX (Pleading):  Anything but the briefing.  I’ll take phone duty for the next month.  
QUAD (Unsympathetic):  I think the press corps could stand some fresh meat today.

SOX (Continuing):  Anything but the briefing.  I’ll give up car dates for the rest of this administration.

J.Y. starts to exit with QUAD, but pauses.

J.Y.:  Funny thing about the briefing.  After you’ve done it a few times you develop a kind of rhythm for the questions.  After awhile, there’s nothing you feel you can’t answer. 

SOX (Thickly):  It’s road rage--media style.  A verbal cesarean section.
J.Y.:  C’mon, you should take the plunge more often.  You might actually start liking it.
SOX:  That’s kind of like wishing for leprosy.

J.Y.:  Hey, you’re here because you want to be a press spokesman, right?  So quit whining and be a press spokesman.

QUAD and J.Y. exit as SOX hesitates, his head down.  Slowly, his head comes up.
SOX  (To himself):  Yesterday… it was about being a press spokesman…and… impressing chicks.  Today… it better be about being a press spokesman…and impressing the press…(Pause) and, oh, what the heck… chicks, too. 
SCENE CHANGE
REPORTER #2 confronts SOX.
REPORTER #2:  Are members of this administration deaf when it comes to questions about the budget?
SOX:  I’m sorry, I didn’t hear the question.
Scene Six
SCENE:  The press briefing room.

TIME:  Two hours later.

AT RISE:  As SOX enters, briefing notebook in hand, the lights come up on the briefing room.  At stage R, there is a small riser and podium behind which he stands.  At stage C and stage L are chairs facing the podium.  They are occupied by  SPARTA, REPORTERS #1-4, SOLDIER and TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATORS # 1 & 2.  
VOICE OF STAFFER # 1 OVER PRESS BRIEFING ROOM LOUDSPEAKER:  
The daily press briefing is about to begin.  Today’s briefer is Sox St. Louis.
SOX:  (He laces his hands together, prayer-like, lowers his head against his chest and closes his eyes):  Oh, dear lord, please help me today to utter words that are gentle and sweet, words that tomorrow I may have to eat.
REPORTER #1:  Here he is—Mr. Spin Patrol.

REPORTER #2:  So much for the B team.  When’s J.Y. coming out?

REPORTER #3:  How about the Russians?

REPORTER #4:  How about the Middle East?

REPORTER #2:  How about those New York Mets?

REPORTER #1:  Any new guidance on the budget negotiations?

SPARTA:  Can you respond to the rumor about Navikoff coming here for a meeting?

REPORTER #4:  Yeah, are there any preconditions?

REPORTER #2:  And while you’re at it, do you have any guidance on anything?

SOX (Starts to depart the podium):  If that’s it …

REPORTER #2:  No, we’re just getting started.
SPARTA:  Sox, what about the Russians?

REPORTER #4:  Yeah, what’s happening?  Give!

SOX:  Once again, if we can…

REPORTER #1:  Get some answers here that would be nice.

REPORTER #3:  Sox, is the president going to the Super Bowl game in January?

SPARTA (To Reporter #3):  Wait a second!  What does that have to do…
REPORTER #1:  With anything.  

During the barrage of questions that has greeted him, SOX has been fussing with the pages in his notebook, trying to bring order to the day’s announcements.  From a shelf under the podium he removes a glass of water and takes a slow, measured gulp as if his thirst meter is on empty.
SPARTA (Slowly and directly at Sox, her finger spiking the air in an emphatic declaration):  All friendships end at that podium’s edge!
SOX smiles weakly in her direction.
SOX:  Let me provide a summary of the president’s public schedule for the rest of the day…
SPARTA:  Can you confirm that Crayon and President Navikoff are discussing meeting here soon?

REPORTER #4:  Yeah, and while you’re at it, can you confirm that you were taken to the woodshed by Crayon for prematurely burying Navikoff?

SOX:  Let me...uh, just say that as regards the second question, I did do a belly flop into the wading pool of superpower politics.
SPARTA:  And what about the rumors?

SOX:  What rumors?

SPARTA:  About a possible meeting between the two leaders.

SOX:  We don’t confirm rumors from this podium.

REPORTER #3:  Well, if you can’t confirm that, then how about some guidance for our Super Bowl planning in January.

SPARTA:  I don’t give a damn about the Super Bowl!

SOX:  As you stated, the game isn’t until January, so it’s a little early…
REPORTER #3:  Will he be making the perfunctory presidential phone call to the winning team’s locker room?

REPORTER #4:  Yeah, and what’s the record for the longest amount of time a president has been kept on hold by a Super Bowl winner?

REPORTER #2:  It’s called call waiting.

REPORTER #1:  And this briefing is called waiting--for answers.

SPARTA:  Back to the Crayon-Navikoff rumor.  Why was the Russian ambassador here yesterday?
REPORTER #4:  And why wasn’t he announced as part of the president’s public schedule?

SOX:  Continuing on with the announcements for today’s schedule…

SPARTA:  Are they going to meet soon or not?  Yes or no?

SOX:  When we have something to announce, we’ll announce it.

SPARTA:  Why don’t you at least say they are willing to meet at any time?

REPORTER #4:  At any place?

REPORTER #3:  What’s the president going to be talking about on his trip to Houston next week?

SPARTA:  Wait a minute—is there going to be a meeting or not?

REPORTER #3:  And how about the Super Bowl?

SOX:  No comment.

REPORTER #2:  No comment on the Super Bowl?  Incredible!

SOX:  No, I mean no comment on the meeting.

REPORTER #2:  Is your plan to depart from normal procedure and tell the truth today?
SOX (Ignoring it):  And still continuing with the rest of the schedule for today, the president will receive diplomatic credentials from the Ambassadors Designate of Greece and Bolivia.
REPORTER #1:  Sox, the president has said he wants to meet this week on the budget with responsible members of the opposition party.  How will he know them?

REPORTER #2:  He’ll put an ad in the paper.

SPARTA:  Back to the Russians—are we talking to them about a meeting—Crayon and Navikoff?

SOX:  Without commenting on the possibility of any specific talks, let me say we have indicated frequently our commitment to an open and ongoing dialogue with the Russians and talks in various fora that can serve to eliminate U.S.-Russian differences.

REPORTER #1:  Fora?  

REPORTER #2:  Flora?  

REPORTER #3:  Fauna?

SOX:  Our channels of communication with the Russians are such that meetings at various diplomatic levels occur frequently. This is all part of a process—a general pattern of consultation on issues on the U.S.-Russian agenda across the board.

SPARTA (Insistent):  Do you deny that the leaders are planning a meeting?

REPORTER #4:  And are there any preconditions for such a meeting as to venue or schedule?

SOX:  Preconditions?

REPORTER #4:  Yeah, is there anything we’d have to promise the Russians to assure their participation in these talks?

REPORTER #2:  Yes, that would be the telephone number of the blonde babe who is currently sunbathing across the street in Lafayette Park.

SPARTA:  What’s the president’s reaction to suggestions from the congressional leadership that he should meet with Navikoff soon?
SOX:  The president always welcomes the views of the congressional leadership.

REPORTER #2:  Since when?

SOX:  The president is keenly aware of the interest in this matter from leaders in both parties and welcomes their input.

REPORTER #2:  Since when?

REPORTER #3:  When will Crayon and Navikoff meet and where?

REPORTER #4:  What issues will be on the agenda when they meet?  Financial aid?

REPORTER #3:  Trade?

SPARTA:  Terrorism?

REPORTER #2:  The Orioles game?

SOX (Methodically): When we have something to announce…

ALL REPORTERS (In bored unison, finishing it): …we’ll announce it.

REPORTER #3:  Just out of curiosity, why did the president and Mrs. Crayon keep the motorcade waiting for over thirty minutes before departing for the event at the Kennedy Center last night?
SOX:  No particular reason of which I am aware.

REPORTER #3:  But you really don’t know?

REPORTER #2:  Are you aware of anything we can report as news?

SOX:  I do know this—and so do you—that delays, unexpected delays, sometimes happen.

REPORTER #3:  Does it bother you that about seventy-five percent of our time in this job is wasted while sitting in motorcades waiting for those two people to depart the residence?
SOX (Simply):  That’s life in the press travel pool fast lane.

REPORTER #2:  I’ll just grab a cab next time.

REPORTER #1:  Did the delay have anything to do with security?

SOX:  If it did, you know our policy is not to discuss security matters from this podium.

REPORTER #1:  So did it have anything to do with security?
REPORTER #2:  Crayon had to finish the crossword puzzle he was working.
REPORTER #4:  Okay, if not security matters being discussed from that podium, how about anything that matters being discussed from that podium?

SPARTA:  Without confirming whether or not there are plans for Crayon and Navikoff to meet, what would you say is our biggest area of disagreement with the Russians?

REPORTER #2:  That would be the debate over who’ll pick up the check for dinner if they do meet.

SOX:  With regard to the Russians we always stand ready to promote stable and constructive relations between our two countries and maintaining a continuing dialogue to that end.

REPORTER #1(Impatiently):  Yeah, yeah, yeah.

REPORTER #2:  It’s the millennium.  Stop the presses!

REPORTER #4:  Stop the bleeding!

REPORTER #2:  Stop the boredom!

REPORTER #1:  Are the president and the treasury secretary speaking with one voice on the tax cut issue?

SOX:  Yes, publicly.

SPARTA:  Nice save, Sox.
REPORTER #1:  I take it the answer suggests some differences of opinion within the administration?

SOX:  You can take it any way you want, but…

REPORTER #2:  Here it comes…I’ll bet a sawbuck on this one…the president welcomes…

SOX: …the president welcomes the counsel of all his economic advisory team as we move forward in the appropriations process.

REPORTER #1, REPORTER #2, REPORTER #3, REPORTER #4, SPARTA, 
SOLDIER (Looking knowingly at each other, then in unison):  Yeah, yeah, yeah.

REPORTER #4:  What about the idea of a prime-time speech on the economy to activate public support and get the leadership off its duff?

SOX:  What about it?

REPORTER #4:  Well, is it under consideration?

SOX:  I have nothing for you on that.
REPORTER #4:  That’s not a denial.

SOX:  I have nothing for you on that.

REPORTER #4:  That’s the most meaningless statement I have ever heard.

REPORTER #2:  Hey, you’re a quick study.  You catch on fast.

SPARTA:  Sox, another subject?

SOX:  Yes.

SPARTA:  When does the president plan to have his next physical exam?

SOX:  I don’t know.

SPARTA (Incredulously):  You don’t know?

SOX:  As you are well aware, he has a complete medical exam each year and those results are released to you.

SPARTA:  But isn’t he due?

REPORTER #2:  Yeah, and he’s expecting twins.

SOX:  I don’t know when he's next scheduled.  I'll check on that.
REPORTER #1:  Shouldn’t you know?

SOX:  Sparta once told me that a press spokesman shouldn’t be expected to know everything.

SPARTA:  Not everything, but most everything.

REPORTER #3:  Poor Sox.

SPARTA:  Could I also enter a complaint about a housekeeping matter.

SOX:  And that is?

SPARTA:  There aren’t enough bathrooms in this building.

SOX:  This isn’t Yankee Stadium.

REPORTER #1:  Sox, you’re not exactly stretching the outer edges of the information envelope today.

SPARTA:  To go back to the Russian thing, Navikoff has already been talking about a meeting on economic measures of mutual interest to the two countries.  Will that be their main focus?

SOX:  I understand he has made such comments.  I will let those comments speak for themselves.

REPORTER #2:  Sox, don’t mind if some of us doze off for awhile.  Wake me when there’s news, probably in the next administration.

SOX:  I am not confirming such a meeting, but we continue to have ongoing U.S- Russian consultations on issues of mutual interest.
REPORTER #3:  Sox, last weekend the president played golf.

SOX:  Correct.

REPORTER #4:  Refresh my memory.  What was his score?

REPORTER #2:  Less than three numbers?

REPORTER #3:  Less than the federal deficit?

REPORTER #2 (Sarcastically):  It is on such issues that the future of mankind rests.
REPORTER #4:  Anything new on the immigration-reform bill?

SOX:  The administration believes there is definitely a need for reform in this area.  We will actively work toward passage of an immigration-reform bill and believe it is an issue worthy of bipartisan support.  There are no easy answers, but the president is hopeful the Congress will move forward on this.  For more specific comments, I refer you to the Department of Justice which is the lead agency on this issue.
REPORTER #1:  For more specific comments on anything, I refer you to…

REPORTER #2:  Anybody.

REPORTER #4:  Not here.

SOX surveys the room in hopes of closure.
SPARTA:  What’s the matter, Sox, you look like you just swallowed a prune.
SOX:  Does anyone have anything else?

SPARTA:  Plenty.

REPORTER #4:  We’re just getting started.

REPORTER #3:  What can you tell us about the president’s meeting with the Fed chairman?

SOX:  They had…

REPORTER #1:  Now that unemployment has gone up.

SOX:  A cordial visit…

REPORTER #1:  Get serious.

SOX:  And that was basically it.
REPORTER #4:  Did they discuss anything of interest?

REPORTER #2:  Trade dirty jokes?

REPORTER #3:  Would you characterize it as a courtesy call or a business meeting?

REPORTER #2:  Just the fate of the U.S. economy.

SOX:  As you know, they periodically meet.  That’s all I have to offer on that.

REPORTER #3:  Do you think you’ll survive this briefing?

SOX:  I survived high school math, so I hope so.

REPORTER #3:  Sox, could I ask one more question?

REPORTER #1:  No, we’ve all had enough.

REPORTER #4:  To say that’s an understatement would be an overstatement.

REPORTER #2:  Thank you linesmen, thank you, ball boys.

REPORTER #1 (Loudly):  Thank you!

SOX departs and the REPORTERS are quick to follow, save for REPORTER #2 who lingers.  Suddenly, SOLDIER rushes up to the podium.

SOLDIER:  Wait—I had one more question.  One of my client newspapers was wondering…
REPORTER #2:  About the bowling proclamation?

SOLDIER:  No…
REPORTER #2:  About how many eggs are on the south lawn in the Easter egg roll?

SOLDIER:  No…

REPORTER #2:  About your request to interview the president's dog?
SOLDIER:  No…the president has appointed a blue-ribbon citizen’s committee to review equality for women in the workplace.  Are women getting aroused?

REPORTER#2:  (To SOLDIER, wryly):  You gotta be kiddin’ me.  (Slowly turns to audience, smiles):  No way—absolutely no way am I gonna touch that one!  
THE CURTAIN FALLS
ACT TWO
SOX makes an announcement over the intercom of the chartered press plane.
SOX:  Your attention please here on the press charter flight for a couple of brief announcements before we land in Houston.  First, would whoever locked 

Soldier in the bathroom please let him out.  Thank you.  All those wishing to go directly to the hotel rather than cover the president’s arrival—where there will be no remarks—can do so via the buses.  At the hotel, the press filing center and traveling Office of the Press Secretary will be located in the Gulf Coast Room.  The president will leave the hotel for tonight’s speech at 6:55 p.m.  All that information and the press travel pool assignments are in the schedule that has been distributed to you.  Any questions?  (A pause)  I mean, about the schedule.

REPORTER #3:  Just a quick one, Sox.

SOX:  Yes?

REPORTER #3:  Is the president fat?

SOX:  I don’t know.  We haven’t weighed him lately.
Scene One
SCENE:   The hotel working quarters of the traveling Office of the Press Secretary.  In a corner are containers used to transport equipment.  At stage R are a podium and chairs.  There TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATORS #1 & #2 sit with their feet lazily propped up, one of them listlessly turning the pages of a book.
TIME:  A week later, 11:15 p.m.
AT RISE:  SOX is taping a patchwork handwritten sign to the podium. 
SOX (Admiring his handiwork, and then repeating its contents for TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATORS #1 & #2:  The traveling Office of the Press Secretary, Houston, Texas.  As of 11:15 p.m., we have a lid for the day until tomorrow morning at 9 a.m.
TV  NETWORK CAMERAMA OPERATOR #1(Yawning, stretching):  A news lid at last—awright!

TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #2 (Yawning, stretching):  Yeah, another ho-hum day at the office—idleness under grand conditions.  Now it’s time for the games to begin.

They start to exit.

TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #1 (To Cameraman#2):  Whatcha been reading?

TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #2 (Turns the book’s spine toward 
Cameraman#1):  Great stuff.  

TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #1 (Leans close, slowly):  History of the San Antonio Light Company.
TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #2:  It’s gonna make a heck of a movie.

They exit stage R while SOX appraises his podium sign handiwork, adjusting it slightly.  As he steps back to better view it, FLAXEN enters stage L.  

FLAXEN (Noting his sign):  A lid for the day.  And that means?
SOX:  Great, you’re here!  Did you have any trouble finding us?  
FLAXEN: (Nods):  It’s kind of hard to miss the circus coming to town.

SOX:  It is a circus.  And the lid means the press can stand down—no more news today—let’s hope.
She turns slowly in a half-circle, surveying all the clutter, her gaze settling on the containers in a corner.
FLAXEN:  What’s all that?

SOX:  That’s how they transport us.  It’s not exactly carry-on luggage.
FLAXEN:  Don’t you sometimes travel to two or three states in a week?

SOX (Shrugs):  How about three or four countries in a day?  We’ve even had working offices set up in the middle of cornfields.

FLAXEN:  Cornfields?

SOX:  Sure.  We’ve operated in pastures, from the grounds of the Statue of Liberty, in gymnasiums.  Once we even set up in a high school locker room.  Who would ever guess that statements by a president of the United States were issued from a locker room?

FLAXEN lightly rubs her nose.
FLAXEN:  What did those presidential statements smell like?

Suddenly SOLDIER enters from stage R.
SOLDIER:  Say, Sox, some people think the president might have dozed off for a few minutes tonight during the dinner.  Can you confirm that?

SOX offers FLAXEN an apologetic shrug at the intrusion.

SOX (Mildly irritated):  No, I can’t.

SOLDIER (Continuing to persist): You mean that you can’t deny that he might have fallen asleep?

SOX:  That isn’t what I said.
SOLDIER:  Well, what are you saying?

SOX:  I’m saying—are you actually writing this for a story or are you asking just to be asking?

SOLDIER:  Does it make a difference?  In either case, should the president be falling asleep at a dinner in his honor?

SOX:  No one has said he fell asleep.

SOLDIER:  No one has denied it.

He offers a pixie-like grin at FLAXEN.

SOX:  Never mind her, Soldier.  
FLAXEN:  Yes, don’t mind me.  I’m just trying to learn about major issues.

SOX (Forcefully):  No, the president did not fall asleep at the dinner.  

SOLDIER:  And how do you know that?  Were you watching him every minute of the event?

SOX:  No.  And neither were you.  I’m not playing the “I gotcha!” game any further with you.

SOX places an arm around SOLDIER’S shoulder and begins steering him to the door.

SOLDIER:  This isn’t a game.  It’s a serious question.

SOX:  Tell you what--if you’ll meet me in the bar in twenty minutes I’ll give you a read-out on everything.  Okay?

SOLDIER continues to glance back at FLAXEN.

SOX:  She’s an old family friend.

SOLDIER:  Nice friend.  If I meet you in the bar, you’ll buy?
SOX:  Done deal.

SOLDIER:  And you’ll bring her?

SOX:  She doesn’t have any guidance on any issues you’d be interested in, so maybe I’ll just come as a lone rider.  Okay?

SOLDIER edges to the door, but pauses.
SOLDIER:  One other thing.  Can you also confirm that after the president arrived back here at the hotel tonight he had a massage?

SOX makes a feint as if to run him from the room as SOLDIER exits.

FLAXEN (Sarcastically):  Sure you have time for me?  There do seem to be some major issues you’re dealing with here.

SOX (Sheepishly):  Okay.  Okay.  
FLAXEN (Surveying the room):   This place looks like telephone paradise—they’re everywhere.

SOX:  Our office gets a lot of calls.

FLAXEN:  Even on the road at this hour?

SOX nods.  Just as he does, one of the telephones rings.  He moves to answer it.

SOX:  Hold on…hello, Office of the Press Secretary…yeah…yeah…no, the president wants to review the legislation before any further action … no, we won’t have any further comment beyond that…but  just one thing…I’m curious…why is it necessary right now to know the president’s position on the Clean Air bill?… Yeah, I know you work for a wire service and the news never stops, but how about not calling me again tonight unless you hear that American ground forces are attacking somewhere at brigade strength.

He hangs up.   
FLAXEN:  Problem?
SOX (Nods):  We shouldn’t be interrupted any more.  I promise.
A second telephone rings.  Agitated, SOX yanks up the receiver.

SOX:  Hello, Office of the Press Secretary…well, why don’t you read your trip schedule?  Baggage call is from 8:00 to 9:00 A.M. in the Filing Center.  Got it?
He hangs up.
FLAXEN:  Stop the hemorrhaging and give the man a break.

SOX:  Or give them the wrong number.  I was hoping we could go somewhere.

FLAXEN:  I guess I was too, but how can you walk away from this?  Or should you?

SOX:  You have a point.  That’s one thing about this—you’re never off the job even when you’re off the job.

FLAXEN:  Maybe I shouldn’t have come.  

SOX:  I’ll admit that it’s hard to have another life when somebody with a news organization somewhere seems to be constantly calling.

FLAXEN:  You think it will get any better tonight?
The first telephone begins ringing again.  The answer to her question is obvious.  SOX looks helplessly at it, then begrudgingly answers.
SOX:  Hello…yes, I’ll hold…

The second telephone next to it begins ringing again.  He picks it up while cradling the first receiver in one ear.

SOX:  Office of the Press Secretary…no, dammit, I have no earthly idea if the president enjoys watching tractor pulls in domed stadiums!  
He slams the phone down.

FLAXEN (Sarcastically):  Maybe you are too busy for me.  I hate to repeat myself, but these do seem to be some major issues you’re dealing with.

The second telephone begins to ring again.  Once more, he answers while keeping the first one cradled on his shoulder.

SOX:  Office of the Press Secretary…yes, we have a lid for the day…yes, transcripts of the as-delivered remarks at the dinner are here … no, nothing new about a possible meeting with Navikoff …no, I don’t know when the next news conference will be...But  here’s a final news flash--yes, I’m now going to negotiate myself off this line.
He hangs up the second phone, futilely watching FLAXEN as she nods her head in dawning resignation.
SOX (Responding to a voice on the first phone):  Yes, I’m still here…oh, yeah, hi Quad…uh-huh…no…no, I’m not…
FLAXEN:  Busy?

SOX holds a finger to his lips to quiet her.
SOX:   Yes, I continue to get calls about the rumor …uh, well the other calls haven’t really been too significant…the Clean Air bill…the travel schedule…
FLAXEN:  And tractor pulls.
SOX again places his finger to his lip for quiet.

SOX:   No…uh, nobody…just room service.  (Continuing, into the phone)  Yes, no problem, I’ll be up in five minutes.  What’s your room number?  (Scribbles on a notepad)…Okay, on the way.

He hangs up.
SOX:  I…uh…I’ve got to get up to the chief of staff's room.

FLAXEN (Impatiently):   At this hour?  Why?  Don’t you people ever stand down?
SOX:  Look, I’m sorry, this just happens.  It’s the business of working with the press.  Remember what I told you before?  You’re constantly stepping into a flying airplane.  You’re always on call.  

FLAXEN:  And the news never stops.

SOX (Agreeing):  And the news never stops.

FLAXEN:  And neither do you.

SOX:  He wants to brief me on a couple of things.  It’s just a busy time.  There are rumors about the Russians…a possible meeting.  I’ll be back soon—probably less than an hour.
FLAXEN:  Probably?
SOX:  I’ll be back as soon as possible.  As soon as those matters for which I have been summoned have been discussed.

FLAXEN (Laughs):  Do you ever listen to yourself?  You can’t turn it off—even socially.  It’s like you’re on spokesman auto pilot.  
SOX:  Look, I’m doing my best to try and make this—you and me--work.  I trust you understand. 

FLAXEN:  That sounds like more spokesman babble.  Why don't you just try being a person instead of this constant spin-a-holic?  It’s like an endless chain of verbal mush.  When you finally put it all together, what’s left?  I'm beginning to wonder—is there anything else really there?  Or are you just a sound bite in motion...without...any emotion? 
SOX:  Maybe you’re right.  But it’s my job.  The intensity—the constantly being on all the time comes with the turf.  The job is all about trying to fit the pieces of the world together every day and explain it.
FLAXEN:  But underneath all that there surely has to be a Sox who cares about other things in life than the president’s task force on mudslides.

SOX (Back into spokesman mode):  Actually, one of those just occurred in California.  And what I can tell you is this.  The president has been informed of it. We are reviewing the situation in terms of a possible disaster declaration and should have that decision in a timely manner.  
FLAXEN (Exasperated):   That’s it.
Throws up her hands and turns as if to leave.
SOX (Flustered, trying to repair the damage):  Look, why don’t you get comfortable.  I’ll be back soon.

She hesitates. He takes her hand.  There is a long moment as they contemplate each other, but then the first phone begins ringing, then the second, and shortly thereafter, a third.  It is clear it is not going to get better.  She turns away.

SOX:  Where are you going?

FLAXEN:  To escort myself to my room.

SOX:  Wait, it’s going to get better.  I promise.

Suddenly the ringing ceases—the phones are silent.
SOX (Helplessly):  See, I told you.   I…promise…
FLAXEN:  No, I don’t see us happening tonight.  But it’s not as if you’re not in love—you are--with that.   (Nods at the phones)  You whine, but you love it.  You love this…this this.  (She makes a sweeping gesture to indicate the totality of it all) This nonstop mill drill.  Anyone else around here is just on deck in case there’s a spare minute.  That’s how it is.  But not me.  You and I drink different kinds of kool aid.  So I’m checking out of Hotel Hectic.  And that, my friend, is on the record.

As she exits, he starts to launch another try, but recognizes that is probably hopeless.  He slowly turns back to the silent phones.  There is a long pause, with the moment of calm seeming to reinvigorate his hope of trying again.  But the first phone starts ringing again, then the second, then the third.  As each one begins to ring, his head turns to it in order, an incessant clanging begging for his attention.  In final desperation, his gaze turns upward.
SCENE CHANGE
J.Y. announces to the gathered REPORTERS.
J.Y.:  President Crayon welcomes President Navikoff today as they initiate a series of meetings designed to further mutual cooperation in the battle against terrorism.  By mutual agreement between the parties, no specific details regarding the content of the meetings will be provided at any briefings today or tomorrow by either side.  On the third day, upon conclusion of the meetings, the two leaders will hold a joint news conference in the East Room.  This policy is in the spirit of assuring fairness for all the media who are covering these talks.
REPORTER #1:  In the spirit of assuring fairness for all the media who are covering these talks, how about assuring us of some news?
REPORTER #2:  And while you’re at it, can you confirm the rumor that Crayon has a tattoo of a snake on his right ankle?

REPORTER #4:  Or that Navikoff has a tattoo of Crayon on his left ankle?
Scene Two
SCENE:  The Oval Office.

TIME:  Two weeks later.

AT RISE:  At stage L, QUAD, J.Y and SOX form a semi-circle facing PRESIDENT CRAYON who remains seated at his desk.  

PRESIDENT CRAYON  (Firmly):  Ring the alarm bell.  So far the grand purpose of these talks with Navikoff  isn't happening. I'm talking terrorism and he's talking trade issues.  We're stuck.  And we've got to get it back in gear. 

All around the desk heads nod in silent agreement.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Listen to the damn news leads.  (He grabs a piece of paper and reads):  “It’s slow going thus far in the initial talks on terrorism, sources said…a case of the two leaders groping to find common ground, those same sources indicated.”
He tosses the paper aside.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Sources, say, sources say.  Well, this source says we have worked too hard to have this meeting sabotaged by spinmeisters who want to cozy up to the press.
QUAD:  Mr. President, I think if someone here were doing any leaking there’d obviously be a more positive slant to the stories.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  I’ve been around this town long enough to know that along the Potomac River reside some people who suffer from diarrhea of the mouth, especially when it comes to talking to reporters.
QUAD:  Mr. President, I think what we need to do is to…

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Make sure everyone here is singing from the same hymnbook.  As far as I’m concerned, we’re all humming without lyrics until after me and Navikoff hold our joint press conference tomorrow.  Got it?

All heads nod uniformly in approval.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Now that we’ve all agreed to stick a cork in our mouths until then, does anyone have any other suggestions?

The room falls quiet.  PRESIDENT CRAYON'S  manner becomes more relaxed, his tone more of invitation than challenge.  SOX glances around, sees only reticence.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Any other ideas?

He makes a slow survey of the assemblage.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Anyone?  Anything?
SOX (Hesitantly):  Uh, Mr. President…
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Yes?

SOX:  Mr. President, maybe there’s another way to help get you and President Navikoff in sync.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Yes?

SOX:  Maybe at this afternoon’s session the two of you can take a break—something completely away from the to-and-fro of the talks.  
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  To do what-- both of us go on an alcohol-induced bender?
SOX:  No, sir.  I was thinking of something more spontaneous.  A people thing.  
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  What kind of spontaneous people thing?
SOX:  Sir, there may come a point in the talks today when it might just be good for a change of pace to bail out of here and go take a walk.  Better still, a ride.  As you’re driving along, pick a house at random, not some place that’s already been scouted by our advance office, but a totally impromptu stop so Navikoff will see it’s not some precooked, staged event.  The two of you can go up and knock on the door and see what happens.  At the very least you can point out that these are folks who can be impacted by terrorism at any time, just like regular folks in the suburbs of Moscow.  Terrorism doesn’t abide city limits.  It would get the two of you out of the White House, talking about people and to people.  It would inject the human element into the talks for both of you.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Door-to-door diplomacy?

SOX:  Yes, sir, but just one door.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Comments?

QUAD:  Mr. President, it would be very hard to cram any other events onto today’s agenda.  And what about the press?
SOX:  What about them?

QUAD:  The president can’t go anywhere off the grounds without the press.

SOX:  We’ll take them along, a travel pool like always.  
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Whether or not we should consider such a thing, let me point out that I’ve heard more absurd ideas than this.  Thanks, Sox.  We’ll table it for now.

SOX:  Yes, sir.

PRESIDENT CRAYON lightly pats SOX on the shoulder, an act of guarded appreciation. 

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Once more, it looks like you’ve managed to work your way off the resuscitator…for now.  
SCENE CHANGE
REPORTER #4  confronts SOX.
REPORTER #4:  What will be in the president’s State of the Union speech?
SOX:   Words.

REPORTER #4:  What sort of words?

SOX:  Some of one syllable, some longer.
Scene Three
SCENE:  The White House office of Sox St. Louis
TIME:  Ten minutes later.
AT RISE:  The lights come up on SOX’S office where he is joined by J.Y.  

J.Y.:  Well, that was an interesting meeting.  You love to stir the old man’s juices with your schemes, don’t you?

SOX:  Schemes?  I prefer to use the proper White House vernacular—short-range scheduling initiatives.

J.Y.:  Fancy words for a funny idea.  But it’ll never happen.

SOX:  Oh, yeah?  Why not?
J.Y.:   Too spontaneous.

SOX (Logically):  Spontaneity—yes, it’s so hard to…plan it.
Through the door we hear shouts at J.Y. by the REPORTERS..
VOICE OF SPARTA:  Crayon and Navikoff—are the talks at a dead end?
 J.Y.:  There’ll be nothing for you until tomorrow’s press conference.

VOICE OF SPARTA:  And then there’ll definitely be nothing!

VOICE OF REPORTER #1:  J.Y., can you confirm the rumor that the talks have bogged down and may be shortened today?

VOICE OF J.Y.:  What I can confirm is that we don’t confirm rumors.

VOICE OF REPORTER #2:  Can you name the capital of South Dakota?  Can you name the presidents of five countries?  And while you’re at it, can you name five countries?

VOICE OF J.Y:  When we have something to announce…

VOICES OF ALL REPORTERS (In unison): …we’ll announce it.

Their oscillating babble gradually fades out as  J.Y. exits.  The phone on SOX’S desk rings.  A light comes up at Stage L to reveal FLAXEN on the phone.

SOX:  Hello.

FLAXEN:  I told myself I shouldn’t make this call.  
SOX:  Look, you’ve been great about all this.  We’ve tried twice and both times I’ve  botched things up, although the second time I had a pretty good assist from the press. 
FLAXEN:  It’s just that…well…the more I thought about it, the more I realized you couldn’t help it in Houston… that you were busy with reporters.  And that’s your job.  But this is two strikes now.  So before a third swing and a miss, I figured maybe one more chance when neither of us is traveling.   Maybe we could carve out some time to get to know each other better, especially at a time and place that doesn’t mean being swept along in some media hailstorm.  I’m willing to try…one last time.
SOX:  So am I.  I’ll make the time…this time.   If a press spokesman is known for his credibility, then you just heard mine put on the line. Now I’m headed to the Mess for a quick lunch.

FLAXEN:  You’re in a mess?

SOX:  It’s the place where we eat.  It’s called the White House Mess.   It’s relaxed and calm.  (Emphatically)  And there are no reporters!
FLAXEN:  I’m on the Atlanta leg now of a trip that ends later in Baltimore.
SOX:  Why not come over when you get in?

FLAXEN:  That’s pretty spontaneous.

SOX:  We’re big on spontaneity here.  That is, as long as it’s well-planned.
FLAXEN:  We’ll be close to night by the time I get in.  Will you still be there?

SOX:  Sure, I’m always here.  Besides, we’ve got the Russians in town.  Just check in at the northwest gate.

FLAXEN:  I read about the meeting.  How’s it going?
SOX:  It’s, uh, going…but sort of sideways.  
FLAXEN:  Then I guess I’ll see you later.

The light on FLAXEN, stage L, fades out.  Suddenly J.Y. unexpectedly reappears.
J.Y.:  Quick, get out to the motorcade fast!

SOX:  What motorcade?

J.Y.:  Damned if the president didn’t buy into that pitch of yours about the two presidents going for a ride.  This afternoon’s session had just started when they decided to do it.  
SOX:  But where are they going?

J.Y.:  Who knows?  You tell us.  This was your idea!

SCENE CHANGE
SOX  is confronted by REPORTER #1.
REPORTER #1:  Sox, what’s this all about?

SOX:  Stay tuned.

REPORTER #1:  Where are they going?

SOX:  Stay tuned.

REPORTER #1:  What does that mean?

SOX:  Stay tuned.

REPORTER #1:  For what?

SOX:  For where we’re going.

Scene Four
SCENE:  Inside the press van in the presidential motorcade en route to an undetermined destination.  There are three rows of seats into which are crammed REPORTER #1, REPORTER #2, REPORTER #3, REPORTER #4, 
SPARTA, SOLDIER, TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #1, TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #2, A VAN DRIVER and SOX.  Various pieces of equipment essential for broadcast purposes—cameras, microphones, lights—add an additional dimension of congestion, with constant writhing for position among the crush of bodies.  

TIME:  A few minutes later.

AT RISE:  All eyes in the van are riveted on the passing scene outside, straining for any hint of where they might be headed.  SOX is tightly wedged into a front row seat next to the VAN DRIVER.
REPORTER #4:  Where to, Sox?  The boys out for a little fast food—burgers and fries?

REPORTER #2:  Or did they get bored with their talks and decide to go play miniature golf?  I’m betting on Crayon on the windmill hole.
REPORTER #1:  What’s the guidance Sox?  Where are we headed?  
SPARTA:  And why?

REPORTER #4:  C’mon, Sox, give.  What are these guys up to?  Where are we going?  Have the talks broken down?  Why did these fellows just suddenly up and pop for a ride?

REPORTER #3:  It’s not an emergency, is it?

For a moment everyone freezes.
SOX (A pause):  There is absolutely no emergency of any kind.

SPARTA:  How do you know?  How do we know that you know?
REPORTER #1:  If it isn’t an emergency, then why else would they interrupt the talks?

REPORTER #3:  Is it a heart attack?

SPARTA:  Which one of them is sick?

REPORTER #4:  Is it curable?

REPORTER #3:  Somebody said there’s a rumor of a seizure.

REPORTER #2:  Yeah, a seizure of the western United States by men from Mars. 
SOX (Yelling):  Everybody take a chill pill!  
A very long pause.  Everyone freezes.
SOX (Calmly, continuing):  Let me repeat—there is absolutely no emergency.  Nobody’s sick.  Nobody’s had a heart attack unless it’s somebody from bouncing off the walls in this van while going ballistic.

REPORTER #1:  Spin!  Spin!  Spin!  Stuff it, Sox.   Is something wrong—yes or no?  We need to know.  The American people have a right to know.
SOX:  The only thing wrong is that there’s a bad case of the berserks running loose in this van.

SPARTA:  So what’s going on?

SOX:  The president…uh…wanted to take a break and show Navikoff some of the city.  That’s all.

REPORTER #4:  Okay, so they’re out joy riding.  Where do we think they might be headed?  A visit to the monuments?   A boat ride down the Potomac?   A tour of Capitol Hill? 
SOX:  Would you believe me if I told you I don’t know where they’re going.

REPORTER #2:  He calls himself a press spokesman for the president and he’s completely tapped out on information.  What a joke!

A pause as the drive continues, all eyes scanning the passing scene.
REPORTER #3:  Looks like we’re headed into Georgetown.

REPORTER #2:  Oh, I get it.  We’re going to Georgetown for a shopping junket.  Navikoff wants to pick up some mementoes while he’s in town—you know, one of those little glass things that you turn upside-down and it’s snowing in the Capitol.

REPORTER #1:  So where are we going, Sox?

SPARTA:  And wherever it is, did the president discuss this movement with anyone before deciding to take off?

A  pause.
REPORTER #4 (Changing the subject):  Sox, do you have anything on the mudslide in California?  Will the president declare it a disaster area?

REPORTER #1:  No, he’s going to declare your brain a disaster area.  Stick to what’s happening right now.

A  pause. 
TV NETWORK CAMERA OPERATOR #2:  Wait a minute!  Something is happening, gang!

All faces are frozen.  A sound of the motor slowing down is heard.
REPORTER #3 (Excited):  We’re slowing down!

REPORTER #1:  Or…turning around.

REPORTER #2:  What is this?

SPARTA:  I don’t know, but we’re here.

REPORTER #3:  A neighborhood.

REPORTER #1:  Somebody’s house.

They all begin to scramble from the van.
REPORTER #2:  Whoever it is, let’s hope they have indoor plumbing!
SCENE CHANGE
REPORTERS #1-4 and SOLDIER confront SOX.

REPORTER #1:  Sox, who in the Sam Hill lives here?

REPORTER #3:  Who in the Sam Hill is Sam Hill?
REPORTER #4:  And what about the mudslide in California?
REPORTER #2:  Good news, Sox.

SOX:  What?

REPORTER #2:  There’s no sign of flamingos in the front yard.

Scene Five
SCENE:  The crumbly front porch of a one-story house of modest means, including a slightly awry screen door.  
TIME:  Several minutes later.

AT RISE:  J.Y., QUAD and SOX huddle outside the door.
QUAD (To Sox):  This one’s on you, pal.  The boss decided to take Navikoff for a spin—your grand idea for showing him a bit of America beyond Pennsylvania Avenue.  (Slightly perplexed)  I’m still not sure why we’re here, but I’m just a government underling, an order-taker doing what he’s been told to do.
SOX:  Who lives here?

QUAD:  How in the jake would I know?  The president’s doing just what you suggested—stopping at some random house.  He even tossed it to Navikoff on when and where to stop.  This house was his call.

J.Y.:  Why here?

QUAD:  Who knows, maybe it reminds him of some place in Russia.  What about the press pool?
SOX:  They’re being held out on the esplanade, but they shouldn’t gripe--they’ll have a clear photo of the front door scene.

From offstage are heard the voices of the press pool--griping.
ALL (Chanting):  We've got a gripe!  We've got a gripe!  We've got a gripe!
VOICE OF REPORTER #1:  We need to get to the story!

VOICE OF REPORTER #2:  Yeah, we need to be in the front yard—not out on the esplanade!

VOICE OF REPORTER #3:  Closer, closer, closer!

VOICE OF REPORTER #4:  Crayon supports censorship!

ALL IN UNISON:  Break the blockade!  Ramming speed!

QUAD:   As always, they seem to be happy and carefree.
J.Y.:  Are the leaders ready?

QUAD (Nods):  Actually, things did go good between the two on the way over here, visiting in the car.  Amazing how people sometimes lighten up when they get ten yards west of the White House.   It happens.  I think they’re getting more in lockstep.  
QUAD exits.
From offstage are heard members of the press pool shouting toward J.Y and SOX.
VOICE OF REPORTER #1:  What’s the purpose of this visit?  Are the leaders going to continue their talks in the kitchen?

VOICE OF REPORTER #3:  Will they be using the swing set in the back yard?
VOICE OF REPORTER #4:  Tell whoever lives here to mow the grass!

VOICE OF REPORTER #2:  And get that dog dung out of the front yard!

QUAD re-enters with PRESIDENT CRAYON and PRESIDENT NAVIKOFF, A TRANSLATOR and BUDDY who steps forward and pushes the doorbell which emits an erratic buzz.  SOX positions himself stage R near the front door. The others stand behind the leaders.  A pause.  They ring again.  SOX watches anxiously.  The door creaks open, then wider as a middle-aged man with a jiggling girth, unshaven, wearing a rumpled t-shirt and cradling a can of beer, steps out.  He is BUSTER YIKES.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Uh, hello, I am…President Crayon…and this is President Navikoff of Russia.

Throughout the ensuing dialogue THE TRANSLATOR is constantly whispering in NAVIKOFF’S ear.

MR. YIKES:  Yeah, I done recognized you.  Damn straight.  Right here.  My place.  The president and the Russian dude.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Yes, he is the president of Russia.  
MR YIKES:  I was just having some sardines, a late lunch…there’s plenty for you guys.  Come on in.  Got some brews on ice, too.
PRESIDENT CRAYON (Ignoring it):  I’m sorry if we interrupted you, but President Navikoff and I have been meeting on the subject of terrorism.  In the course of those meetings we decided to take a break outside of the White House-- to go for a ride and stop at a random American’s house to get their opinion on the subject.
MR. YIKES:  Random American.  What kind is that?

PRESIDENT CRAYON (Quickly recovering):  What I meant was that we thought it might be good for us to stop at a home where no one knew we were coming—to visit firsthand with people and get their views on the subject.

MR. YIKES:  You’re talkin’ about terrorism?

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Yes, sir.

MR. YIKES (Wiping his mouth):  Well, I can sure tell you about one kind of terrorism.  Hell, I’ve got a sixteen-year-old daughter who lives in a pair of tight-fitting shorts.  Now that’s terrorism.
NAVIKOFF’S face registers confusion.
THE TRANSLATOR (To President Crayon):  Mr. President, President Navikoff is not clear how clothes that don’t fit an American girl relate to global terrorism.
PRESIDENT CRAYON winces, glares at SOX to convey his discomfort.  

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  I’m sorry, sir, I haven’t gotten your name.

MR. YIKES:  No problem.  You betcha.  The handle is Yikes.  Buster Yikes.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Mr. Yikes, it’s a pleasure to know you.  Please meet President Navikoff.

They all exchange handshakes.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Unfortunately, our schedule is such that we’re going to have to move on…

MR. YIKES (Looking out beyond towards the reporters):  Damn, look at all those news folks out there--this is some traveling squad.  Wish I had room for everyone to come in and visit.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  That’s perfectly understandable.

The two presidents start to turn away for departure but YIKES intercedes.

MR. YIKES:  Hey, Mr. President, on this terrorism thing.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Yes, Mr. Yikes.

MR. YIKES (Earnestly):  Look, I don’t watch TV news a lot, mostly wrestling, but I do know when it comes to terrorism we’ve got to do something about it.  I’m a butcher by trade, but it could happen to me.  To my wife and family.  To my kids.  To a lot of us regular Joes in America and Russia and everywhere.  So if you guys can get together and figure out how to stop it, then I’m all for you.  Let’s kick ass.
They have another exchange of handshakes, this time more vigorously.  This is followed by YIKES raising his right hand, palm forward and facing NAVIKOFF.  After explanation by the TRANSLATOR, NAVIKOFF cautiously holds up the palm of his left hand to which YIKES gives a high five, leaving the Russian to stare in wonderment at his reddened palm.  PRESIDENT CRAYON offers a grimace in SOX’S direction, a signal that it has not gone as he had hoped.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Mr. Yikes, it has been a pleasure visiting with you.

YIKES salutes them, then looking in the direction of the reporters, offers a thumbs-up before disappearing back into the house, an exit that is simultaneous with that of the two presidents and those accompanying them.

J.Y. (Grabs Sox):  Whoa!  You’ve got to go brief the press pool before we depart.

SOX:  Why me?
J.Y.:  Your idea—remember?

SOX (Gamely defensive):  I thought it went…pretty…okay.

J.Y.:  (Not so sure):  Good luck on spinning this one.  
J.Y. exits.

SPARTA, SOLDIER and REPORTERS #1-4 instantly swarm on SOX.

SOX:  Okay, since most of you are on deadline, I wanted to give you this read-out before we headed back.

REPORTER #1:  What did they discuss on the front porch?

REPORTER #2:  Did Navikoff almost step in the dog poop?  Can you confirm that?
REPORTER #3:  What was the man of the house’s name?

REPORTER #4:  Did they talk budget numbers?

REPORTER #3:  Tax policy?

REPORTER #2:  Racetrack results?

SPARTA:  What was the purpose of all this?

REPORTER #1:  Hurry up with the read-out, Sox.  You’re right—some of us are butting up against deadlines.
The lights come up on stage R where SOX is surrounded by this group of reporters.
SOX:  It was President Crayon’s suggestion that he and President Navikoff take today’s unplanned trip to the suburbs.

SPARTA:  Why?

SOX:  He felt it might be a productive way for the two leaders to…uh…get the views…unrehearsed…unstaged…unvarnished…the views of citizens on the subject of terrorism…President Navikoff agreed, and it is my understanding that it was left to him to randomly pick the home where they stopped.

REPORTER #2:  And the guy with the beer gut?

REPORTER #3:  Yes, tell us about the man at the door.

SOX:  Just wait.  I’m getting to that.  The two presidents had a frank and friendly exchange of views with the homeowner.

REPORTER #3:  What’s his name?

SOX:  Yikes.  Mr. Buster Yikes.
REPORTER #3:  Y-i-k-e-s?  Yikes?
SOX:  Yes, Yikes.

REPORTER #2:  Yikes!  Can you confirm that’s what Navikoff yelled when he stepped in that pile of doggie doo in the front yard?
SOX:  No, I am not confirming that.

REPORTER #2:  But you are confirming he got it on his shoes?

SOX:  No, I am not.  I don’t have any information on that.

REPORTER #2:  Well, can you look into it and find out?  The American people have a right to know and the folks in Russia, too.

SPARTA (Tiring of it):  Finish the statement.  We need to get back to Pennsylvania Avenue.

REPORTER #3:  What else, Sox?  What else did they talk about?

SOX:  Before the presidents departed, Mr. Yikes spoke about his own family and expressed his support for what the two leaders are doing in seeking ways to combat terrorism…and, uh…pointed out…that his family…and the families in Russia could be impacted by it.

REPORTER #3:  A quote!  Give us a quote!

SOX (Referring to his notes):  His words were…uh…basically…”so if you two guys can get together…and…figure…a way to stop it…then I’m all for you.”   I think it’s fair to say that the two leaders listened attentively to Mr. Yikes’ views…That’s it.

SOX starts to depart, but unsuccessfully so.
REPORTER #1:  Wait, wait, wait—a couple more questions.  What is Mr. Yikes’ profession?

SOX:  He’s a butcher.

REPORTER #3:  Did Mr. Yikes invite them inside?

SOX:  Actually, he indicated that he would like to do that…the two presidents were welcome to join him for a late lunch, but they respectfully declined.

REPORTER #4:  What was on the menu?

REPORTER #2:  Bad breath.  Is that why the president appeared to be leaning to the north throughout the entire conversation?

REPORTER #4:  Sox, what was it that Yikes was holding in his hand?

SOX:  It was a beverage can.

REPORTER #4:  What kind?

SOX:  Cold.

REPORTER #1:  Thank you!

SCENE  CHANGE

REPORTER #2:  Say, Sox, just one more time… are you absolutely sure about Navikoff’s shoes and that stinky stuff in the front yard?

Scene Six
SCENE:  A bench in Lafayette Park, directly across from the White House. 

TIME:    One hour later.

AT RISE:  A shabbily-clothed man, an inhabitant of the street, his face covered in stubble, naps at one end of a park bench, stage C.  After a moment, SOX enters and dejectedly slumps down on the bench’s opposite end.  Following a series of yawns and scratches, THE MAN slowly focuses on SOX who sits bent over, his head in his hands.
THE MAN (Gravelly):  Hey…

SOX (Looking up, weakly):  Hey…

THE MAN:  You from around here?
SOX:  Well, I work around here.  At least I think I still do.  But after what just went down an hour ago, I’m not so sure.  I’m…just…not…so…sure.
THE MAN:  Work?

SOX:  Yeah, that’s what we call it.

THE MAN:  I’m a college graduate myself.

A pause.
THE MAN (Wheezes):  Where’s your work at?

SOX:  Actually, that would be across the street.

THE MAN (Dubiously):  Oh, yeah?  What are ya doin’ here?  They closed for business over there?

SOX:  Let’s just say I’m between innings.  I thought I’d take a break.  Who knows, I may be taking permanent leave thanks to a not-so-great idea. 
THE MAN edges closer.
THE MAN:  Do you know I’ve been an advisor to three presidents?

SOX:  Really?  On what subjects did you advise them?

THE MAN:  Usual stuff.

SOX:  Uh-huh.

THE MAN:  Yeah, usual stuff…budget deficits…

SOX:  That all?

THE MAN:  No, there was the other usual stuff…

SOX:  What other usual stuff?

THE MAN:  War.

SOX:  War?

THE MAN:  Uh-huh.  And peace.

SOX:  Peace?

THE MAN (Pauses, grins):  Uh-huh.  And bobsledding.

SOX eases further away toward the far edge of the bench.

SOX:  How did you advise them on peace?

THE MAN:  Well, there was that peace rally.

SOX:  Yeah…

THE MAN:  It turned into a riot.

SOX:  A riot at a peace rally?  Isn’t that a bit of an oxymoron?
THE MAN (Assertively):  You calling me a moron?
SOX (To himself, sarcastically):  Once again, a pluperfect downer ending to a pluperfect downer day. (Returns attention to the man) So what did you do?
THE MAN:  Told the president how to break it up.

SOX:  And how was that?

THE MAN (Grins):  Rushed a brass band to the scene.

Frustrated, SOX stands up as if to depart, then pauses.
SOX:  By the way, what did you do for a living after you left the White House?

THE MAN:  I became a concert violinist.

SOX (To himself):  And on such a note one can only say, I have nothing for anyone on that.
SCENE CHANGE
Scene Seven
SCENE:  The White House office of Sox St. Louis.
Time:  A few minutes later.

AT RISE:  The lights come up on SOX in his office, stage L.  
STAFFER #1:  Here is the summary of this afternoon’s news coverage.   I took a copy over for the president a little while ago.  Apparently, he was anxious to see all the stories about the car trip.

SOX:   I’ll bet he was.  (A pause)  Has anyone seen a copy of my resume?

The phone rings.  Listlessly, he turns and answers.
SOX:  Hello…

The lights come up on PRESIDENT CRAYON, stage R.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Are you watching the networks?   

SOX:  The networks…uh, no, sir. ..

PRESIDENT CRAYON (Surprised):  Not watching the networks?   Have you seen the summary of news coverage from this afternoon yet?
SOX:  Actually, no, Mr. President.  

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  What kind of press aide lets the boss see the coverage first?

SOX:  Mr. President, you have every right to be concerned about that coverage.

PRESIDENT CRAYON (Forcefully):  Well, you’d better look at it.

SOX (Resignedly):  Yes, sir.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  And let me know …
SOX (Resigned to his fate):  Yes, sir.

PRESIDENT CRAYON: ...how you did it.

SOX:  I take full responsibility, Mr. President.  I am very sorry.

PRESIDENT CRAYON (Hesitantly):  You’re…sorry…

SOX:  Yes, sir.

PRESIDENT CRAYON (Another tone, more kindly):  Well, I’m certainly not.
SOX:  Not much else to say, Mr. President.  
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  You seem pretty matter-of-fact about it, but I guess you’re right.  I guess there’s nothing else to do but end this by offering my congratulations and thanks for all you did today.

SOX:  Thanks?...For all…I…did today…Mr. President?
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  What I want to know is, what did you tell the press pool out there?

SOX:  Well, uh…frankly, sir, the truth.

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Well, it damn sure made the day.  Listen to this network lead:  "President Crayon and President Navikoff today visited while they took a car ride into a D.C. suburb.  Result?  Their stalled talks seem back on track."
SOX:  Mr. President…

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  And this…”Crayon creates front-door diplomacy."

SOX:  Mr. President…

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  And this from one of  the wire services:  "Crayon creates front door diplomacy.  Butcher tells leaders to get tough on terrorism, a chat that a White House spokesman described as frank and friendly."

SOX:  Sir, I’d say…

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  That we knocked a home run in the ninth with the sacks loaded.  The American people know that their president took his case today to grassroots U.S.A.   It showed Navikoff something about the belly of America.

SOX:  The heart, you mean, sir?

PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Yeah, the heart, the belly, the solar plexus—the spirit.  Navikoff saw and heard what we are all about.  He saw it in that guy’s eyes.  I think it helped.

SOX:  Maybe you should invite Mr. Yikes over for lunch some time.
PRESIDENT CRAYON:  Sure.  That’s a good idea.  Thanks, Sox.

The light fades out on CRAYON.  SOX returns the telephone to its cradle, all the while keeping his head lowered as he ponders what has just taken place.  Then, slowly, his head rises, cocked directly at the audience.

SOX (Pumping his fist in the air):   Yes!

J. Y. enters.

J.Y.:  Bravo, buddy!

SOX:  Yeah, back from the dead.

J.Y.:  You and your squirrely ideas.  I have to admit, I didn’t think this dog would hunt.  But on to tomorrow.   How about working me up some guidance on the budget negotiations.  
SOX (Wearily):  Sure.  In this job, unlike in a play, there are no intermissions.  
The telephone rings. SOX listens for a moment.
SOX:  And yes again!  I've got a visitor.
SCENE CHANGE
TIME: Minutes later.
AT RISE:  The lights come up on the North Lawn driveway, stage C, where SOX greets FLAXEN. 
FLAXEN:  Have you had a busy day?

SOX turns his head around to the audience, nods as if to confirm his reaction, and then back to FLAXEN.
SOX:  It’s life in the White House press office.

FLAXEN:  I know.  I’ve heard this one before—something about every day here is like stepping into a flying airplane.

They start to exit, but are cut short by the offstage voice of SPARTA.
SPARTA’S VOICE:  Hey, Sox!

SOX’S shoulders slump.  SPARTA enters running, bends over to take several deep breaths, then launches.

SPARTA:  I’ve been looking all over for you.  We’ve got a problem.  Or should I 
say, you’ve got a problem.

SOX:  I don’t understand.  We’ve put today’s stories to bed and your newscast is over.

SPARTA:  You’re talking the past—I’m already on to the future and the screw-up on the president’s schedule for next week.

SOX:  I don’t know what you’re talking about.

SPARTA:  I’m talking about the president’s schedule for next week.
SOX:  That’s pretty visionary on your part since we haven’t announced it yet.  You know we don’t release the week-ahead until Friday.

SPARTA:  Cut the cotton candy!  I’ve got sources.

SOX:  So?

He glances tentatively at FLAXEN, an act which has no effect on SPARTA who presses on.
SPARTA (Grandly):  This White House has committed a major snafu with regard to the president’s schedule for next week.
SOX:  In what way?

SPARTA:  Do you know that he’s receiving courtesy calls next week from several heads of state, including a king and queen.

SOX:  I’m not confirming that, but even if you are correct, so what?  What’s the big deal?  Those would be protocol-heavy visits—photo ops, tea with the first lady—you know the drill.  What’s the problem?

SPARTA:  There’s a big problem.

SOX:  You want to be more specific?

SPARTA:  Sure.  Does the president realize that this particular queen on his schedule has been dead for twenty-five years?

SOX:  Dead?

SPARTA:  Yeah, that’s what we call it.  

A pause.  SOX swallows heavily.
SOX:  Dead?
SPARTA:  Yeah, explain this one, pal.  I want an answer right now.  No excuses.   No dodge ball.  And saying “no comment” just isn’t going to hack it.  I want you to tell me how the president of the United States can possibly have tea with this queen if the dame’s been gone all this time?

A pause.  SOX again glances at FLAXEN, then back at SPARTA.  Then at the audience, then finally back at SPARTA.
SOX:  Well, I guess it’s like this—this king must have a heck of a case of bad eyesight—he’s been living with a ringer for twenty-five years.

FLAXEN:  Take that, Sparta!  And that's what I call spin...Bill!

Suddenly REPORTER #3 appears.

REPORTER #3:  And Sox, just one other thing--do you know if that king and queen will be attending the Super Bowl?

Suddenly SOLDIER appears.

SOLDIER:  And do you think they'll go bowling while they're here?

The phones in the White House start ringing as the rest of the REPORTERS join the scene, shouting questions at SOX and FLAXEN, who are laughing and waving to all as they exit. The lights fade out as the phones continue to ring and
THE CURTAIN FALLS

