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SYNOPSIS

A zany eruption of metatheatre. Conrad and Brenda are supposed to perform a short play, but even before they can get started, things go wrong. The fourth wall is demolished and the play itself is soon a hopeless cause. The intervention of the Stage Manager only makes things worse and the arrival of Conrad’s dead mother doesn’t help much either (although the quality of the writing improves briefly when she starts doing Shakespeare). Fortunately for the audience, the clock keeps ticking and when the allotted time for the play has expired the Stage Manager triumphantly orders everyone off the stage.

CAST  (1 male, 2 female, 1 either gender, 4 total.)

BRENDA

  The actress in the play. A solid yet unheralded trouper.

CONRAD
The actor in the play. Quite unhinged it seems. Blustery and brusque.

STAGE MANAGER
Just the person in charge, that’s all. A bit snooty. Male or Female.

MOTHER
Conrad’s deceased mother (when not Hamlet’s deceased father).   Brassy.

TIME:

The present.

PLACE:
A modest theatre space where a short-play festival is being held.

Setting:
An empty stage.

At Rise:
No introductory music or announcement. The characters STAGE MANAGER and then BRENDA Enter Left, carrying two simple chairs and a very small table. Quite businesslike, they quicky position the furniture at Center Stage. STAGE MANAGER Exits Left and BRENDA Exits Right. A very long pause. CONRAD Enters Left, believing there is a lowered curtain keeping the audience from seeing him. He stares forward at the imagined curtain and quietly collects his thoughts.

BRENDA

(From Off Right, she barely Enters the stage. Agitated, in a fierce stage whisper.)

Conrad!

(No reaction from CONRAD.)

Conrad!! What are you doing?




(CONRAD silently gestures for her to be quiet.)

Damn it, Conrad, get off the stage!

CONRAD




(Not even trying to whisper.)

Will you stop trying to distract me? The curtain’s going up any minute now.

BRENDA

Going up? It is up.

CONRAD

(Stares straight through the audience again. A pause.)

That’s impossible.

BRENDA

(Rapidly “sneaking” onto the stage to join CONRAD, hoping somehow to remain undetected by the audience herself.)

Everyone can see you. (Moving Down Stage and flailing her arms about.) Do you feel any curtain here? (Looking around, confused.) Where is the curtain?

CONRAD




(Joining her Down Stage and flailing his arms about in turn.)

Maybe it’s out being laundered. In any case they can’t see us yet.

BRENDA

Oh? And why is that?

CONRAD

It’s simple physiology, Brenda. It takes time for the human eye to adjust to the change in the lighting. Right now, they’re all as blind as bats. (Gratuitously waving his arms at the audience.) See? Just like a bunch of bats.

BRENDA

Well, for your information, they not only can see you, but they can hear you, too, and you’ve just insulted every last one of them.

CONRAD

Now there I know you’re wrong. The acoustics in this place is terrible. I’ll have to shout just to be heard by the front row. It will be like those yodelers in the old cough drops commercials. (With his hands cupped at his mouth.) Ri-co-la! (He goes over to a chair and slightly repositions it.) Besides, if they can see and hear me, they can certainly see and hear you, too. Your idea of a stage whisper would attract a bull moose from twenty miles off.

BRENDA

(Finally realizing that the audience can hear and see her, she self-consciously primps and smiles at the audience. With a flustered laugh, she takes her seat, Center Right.)

Come on then, sit down and let’s get this play going.

CONRAD

What’s your hurry? We’ve got ten minutes to do it.

BRENDA

Not any more we don’t.

CONRAD

Ok, then let’s skip that horribly boring stuff at the beginning and pick it up at page…four.

(CONRAD takes his seat, Center Left. BRENDA slips into character for the scheduled play, assuming her character’s seated pose and projecting her robust stage voice. As she begins to speak, though, STAGE MANAGER Enters, Left, squatting as low as possible, carrying a very small potted plant in her/his Downstage hand in a hopeless attempt to hide from the audience’s view, and clenching a large piece of paper between her/his teeth.)

BRENDA

“How glad I am, Sir Percy, that you could drop by upon your return to – ” 

(BRENDA and then CONRAD now notice and stare at STAGE MANAGER, who reaches CONRAD and, still squatting, hands him the paper. CONRAD and BRENDA watch STAGE MANAGER waddling Off again, Left.)

CONRAD

And now we know the answer.

BRENDA

The answer? To what?

CONRAD

The question, “What do you get if a stage manager and a duck produce a child?” (To himself, snickering.) Another good argument for giving out free condoms, if you ask me. (To BRENDA.) As you were saying?

BRENDA




(Resuming with her in-play character.)

“How glad I am, Sir Percy, that you could drop by upon your –” 

CONRAD

(Reading the piece of paper silently, he now leaps up.)

This is an outrage! (Turning toward Stage Left, shouting.) How dare you?

BRENDA




(Trying to stay in character.)

“I…I’ve looked forward to this moment for so many days now – “ (As herself now.) Sir Percy!

CONRAD




(Distracted by her.)

You’ve what? Oh. (Trying to slip into character. Sitting quickly. Excessively adoring.)

“As have I, Lady Prudence.” (His attention is immediately drawn back to the paper.)

BRENDA




(Back in character, as well as she can.)

“To think that these six long months of separation are finally at an end.”

CONRAD

(Exploding out of character. Looking Off, Left, waiving the paper as he stands up again.)

No one uses language like this to me, do you hear? I’ll have you know I appeared in Ibsen just three blocks away from Broadway. You hear that? Just three lousy blocks away. How close have you ever gotten, Miss [or Mr.] Bulwark of American Theatre? (To BRENDA.) Look what that glorified janitor wrote to me.

BRENDA




(Standing as she accepts the paper and quickly reading.)

Oh, dear.

CONRAD

Do you call that a professional level of communication?

BRENDA

Well, it is on the theatre’s letterhead. And there is a legitimate complaint this time.

CONRAD

Oh, now it’s all my fault? (Looking Off, yelling at STAGE MANAGER again.) I hope you’re happy, you’ve turned the entire cast against me, you ulcerated epidemic of ignorance. (CONRAD turns toward BRENDA and smirks…)

STAGE MANAGER

(…just as STAGE MANAGER rushes on Stage Left, furiously  determined to get her/his hands on CONRAD.)

Aaargh!

(CONRAD leads STAGE MANAGER on a wild chase around the furniture and BRENDA.) 

CONRAD

Hey, hey, now, none of that. No hitting.

(STAGE MANAGER and CONRAD arrive at opposite sides of the furniture as CONRAD stops and gestures towards the audience.)

Look! Witnesses!

STAGE MANAGER

(Having abruptly stopped as well, STAGE MANAGER struggles to address the audience in a friendly if stiff manner.)

Ladies and gentlemen, valued patrons of the arts. I must apology for Conrad’s slight deviation from the printed – and rehearsed – script tonight, (Forcing a chuckle and then giving CONRAD a withering glance.) But, you see, (Now turning back to the audience.) 

Conrad is under a great deal of stress at the moment. He is about to undergo a rare and dangerous medical procedure.

CONRAD

I am?

STAGE MANAGER




(Still addressing the audience.)

Yes, indeed, because our good friend was, in fact, born…with five testicles.

CONRAD

I was what? But that’s not true. What a terrible thing to say.

STAGE MANAGER

And right now he is going through the various stages of grief as he contemplates the removal of, well, at least several of them. I should think.

CONRAD

Don’t listen to her [or him]. She’s [or he’s] pure evil.

STAGE MANAGER

This is what Elizabeth Kubler-Ross has called the denial stage.

CONRAD




(To BRENDA.)

Did you hear what that creature’s telling people?

BRENDA

Don’t you dare come near me, you freak.

CONRAD

But it’s not true. I can prove it. (He reaches for his belt buckle.)

(BRENDA shrieks and takes a couple steps back.)

STAGE MANAGER




(In an aside to CONRAD.)

You know, everything would have been fine if you’d just kept taking your medication.

CONRAD

I take my pills…most of them. Here, you can see for yourself. (He puts the paper down on the table and empties his pockets of two or three containers of medication onto the table.)

STAGE MANAGER

(Walks over to the table and examines a couple of the containers. Now even angrier, holding up a bottle.)

Wait a minute. This is one of my pill bottles. Where did you get it?

CONRAD




(Looking at the bottle.)

You’re on Prozac, too?

STAGE MANAGER

Be quiet, you idiot. (Smiling guiltily at the audience.)

BRENDA

I’ve heard of that. Isn’t that for –?

CONRAD

Hay fever.





STAGE MANAGER

Acne. (To CONRAD, while pocketing the Prozac.) Put those things away. (To CONRAD and BRENDA.) Quickly now. Let’s pick it up again at page…eight.

(STAGE MANAGER smiles to the audience, makes an “ok” hand sign, and Exits Left. CONRAD pockets the remaining pills, and he and BRENDA sit down again. CONRAD yelps in pain.)

BRENDA

Now what?

















CONRAD




(Jumping up and pulling at his pants waist band.)

Umm, I must be putting on weight again, that’s all. I’ll have to get the waist band let out or something.

BRENDA

Well, I’m sure you’ll have a lot more room in there after your surgery. 

(MOTHER Enters, Right, unnoticed by CONRAD and BRENDA. She stands UPSTAGE with folded arms, looking at CONRAD.)

CONRAD

Oh, really? Then maybe I should just take my pants off entirely. (CONRAD starts to open his belt.)

BRENDA

Why stop at that? Give us all a thrill. (Indicating the audience.) They’ve all got cameras in their phones, you know.

MOTHER

Philip!

(CONRAD freezes. He giggles nervously.)

BRENDA

Conrad?

MOTHER

Philip.

CONRAD



(Turning. Adjusting his belt.)

Mother! How nice to see you again. I thought you were dead.

MOTHER

Oh? And what gave you that idea?

CONRAD

The funeral, I suppose. (Pause.) And the burial.

MOTHER

Well, lucky for you, I am dead. Why? Did that check you sent the undertaker bounce?

CONRAD

I thought he understood the corpse was non-returnable.

BRENDA




(Standing. To CONRAD.)

This is your mother?

CONRAD

Oh good, you can see her too.

BRENDA




(To MOTHER.)

Then that means…you’re a ghost? How can that be?

MOTHER

You know how the theatre is. Why? Were you expecting Hamlet’s father? I can do that role, too, you know.

BRENDA

But who is Philip?

***   END OF SAMPLE   ****
