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        “Joshua James' work is bold, intelligent and subversive. Read it. Then find a way to make it happen on stage.” – Award-winning playwright Naomi Wallace.
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        WHAT IS THE JOSHUA JAMES PROJECT?

      

      

      Simply put, I’m offering up nearly ninety percent of my short and one act plays to the public free of royalty for theatrical performances, under certain conditions. It’s true; you can produce any play in this book, FOR FREE, under the right circumstances. You don’t have to pay a royalty or even write to ask my permission, you can simply just produce the play, as long the production meets the following conditions:

      

      
        	It’s a student or college production of less than 30 performances.

        	It’s an independent showcase where no one else gets paid and a run of less than 30 performances.

        	Bottom line, if it’s a short run and no one else gets paid, I don’t need to get paid. If it’s a longer run at a professional theatre and the actors, stage managers and stagehands are getting paid, then I expect to get paid, too.

      

      

      There are requirements, which are as follows:

      

      
        	Any program or publicity that features the title of the produced play must also feature my name as the author. More on that below.

        	Don’t rewrite it or change the text. You want to improvise, join an improv group. You want to do my play, then you must do it as it’s written (there are some exceptions, which are noted in the individual play notes following each.)

        	Less than 30 performances by the same company in a single calendar year.

      

      

      Why 30?

      

      Because that’s enough performances for an independent showcase or college run, and because when I was younger I was convinced that I’d never live to see the age of thirty.

      

      I did make it that far (and then some), and have had a lot of fun with independent productions of my work over the years and so now I’m paying the universe back.

      

      And that’s it, that’s The Joshua James Project. I’m putting nearly all my work out there for you, the independent artist. You want to produce a play in this collection for a few nights at your theatre? Go ahead, with my blessing.

      

      The free royalty applies ONLY to amateur and educational stage productions, not professional ones. And this is for live performance stage productions only. These plays are under my copyright and I reserve all other rights, including professional, motion pictures, radio broadcasting, television, and the rights of translation into foreign languages, all those rights are strictly reserved. Copying from this book in whole or in part is strictly forbidden by law, and the right of performance is not transferable. 

      

      If it’s a professional theatre for a longer run, then that’s a different story and you should contact me via my website to secure the professional performance rights. www.writerjoshuajames.com

      

      But you CAN produce a short theatrical run of any or all of these plays without even asking. Whenever the play is produced the following notice must appear on all programs:

      
        
        “Produced by special arrangement with The Joshua James Project.”

      

      

      Due authorship credit must be given on all programs and advertising for the play.

      And that’s all you have to do. If it goes well, all I ask is that you purchase a paperback version of this collection of plays for yourself or to give to a friend and spread the word.

      

      Pay it forward, please.
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      I've known Joshua for over ten years. He's been my mentor and confidant and most importantly, my friend. I wrote my first play because he dared me too. He liked it and The Defiant Ones, our production company, was born. It was a wild time. We did theatre with no money, no contacts and nothing to lose.

      

      We did it because there was a space, or because we had a crazy idea, or because we knew a bunch of great actors who were wasting away waiting tables. Mostly though, we did it for the fuck of it. We did it because it was fun. This is the kind of theatre I was introduced to by Joshua James and I am eternally grateful.

      

      What follows is not just anthology of short plays, it's a snapshot of a fervent time in underground NYC theater: An open, scrappy, wantonly iconoclastic and free collaborative effort amongst artists. We discovered our voice during these years. We discovered our passion for storytelling during these years. We also discovered the often overlooked -and frowned upon- rule that a well placed fart joke will bring the house down every time. No matter what the frumpy theater mavens say. Every time.

      

      Enjoy these wonderfully vivid pieces.  I did. Most of all, have fun. For the fuck of it.

      

      Peace.

      

      Ato Essandoh is an actor, playwright and human being. He’s been seen in the films GARDEN STATE, BLOOD DIAMOND, DJANGO UNCHAINED, JASON BOURNE and on television in ELEMENTARY, BLUE BLOODS, Netflix’s ALTERED CARBON and many others, in addition to two years as a series regular on BBC America’s COPPER. He also plays a mean guitar. www.atoessandoh.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Ten Minute Plays

          

        

      

    

    
      In the 90s and early 2000s, all I did was write plays.

      

      I moved to New York City after grad school to be an actor, couldn’t afford new headshots and instead joined a writing group. I had my first plays produced less than a year after I arrived, and they kept on being produced. I stopped being an actor, which was fine with me because I hated auditions, and discovered that I loved being a playwright.

      

      What follows is nearly every ten-minute play that I’ve written during that time.

      

      There are four missing, four which are already published by Original Works Publishing in a collection called The THE Plays. They are The Itch, The Danger, The Pap and The Race. If you like what you read here, please check those out. Here are the rest.

      

      Whenever possible, I’ll list in the notes the original creators involved. Regrettably I don’t have all the programs any longer, so some names are lost in time, but I will do the best that I can. Some show notes are expansive, some others, it’s only what I can remember.

      

      I’ve worked with some really great people over the years. The great ones will be named whenever possible. The not-so-great ones will not be named.

      

      This book is dedicated to all the great ones.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            My Top Five Ten Minute Plays

          

        

      

    

    
      I stand by and am proud of all the work in this collection, but these five ten-minute plays are specific favorites of mine for profoundly personal reasons.

      

      I’ll do my best to share why in the notes after each.
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            All The Rage (1m, 1f)

          

        

      

    

    
      CHARACTERS:

      

      MARCUS – A very handsome, charming man in his 30s.

      

      LISA – An equally attractive woman in her late 20s who is also an edgy, raw wound on the inside.

      

      SETTING:  A bar.

      

      TIME:  Present.

      [image: ]

      (Evening at a dark semi-crowded singles bar.

      MARCUS, a slick handsome dude in his thirties, sits by himself at a table. He holds his drink up and gestures to someone across the room. He is signaling a bartender that he wants to buy a drink for someone. After a moment …

      LISA, an attractive woman in her twenties with a drink in her hand, joins him.)

      LISA:  Thank you for the drink.

      MARCUS:  Hey, it was my pleasure. My name’s Marcus.

      LISA:  Lisa.

      MARCUS:  Hey Lisa. Lisa, I have a confession to make.

      LISA:  You do?

      MARCUS:  Yeah, see I’ve never done anything like this before.

      LISA:  Like what?

      MARCUS:  Bought a drink for a woman I didn’t know.

      LISA:  Really?

      MARCUS:  It’s true, all true, this is my first time. I was sitting here thinking to myself, Marcus, it’s time to do something different in your life, do something out of character for a change. Smile to someone you don’t know, order a vodka martini with a twist instead of a Jack and Coke, and buy a pretty lady a drink. Do something new with your life. Do one thing, ONE thing that you’ve never done before, Marcus, and if you get nothing else out of it, at least you get that. You know what I’m saying?

      LISA:  Um. I think so.

      MARCUS:  You do?

      LISA:  I think. Trying something new.

      MARCUS:  That’s what I’m saying. Take a chance, buy a pretty lady a drink.

      LISA:  You think I’m pretty?

      MARCUS:  I think you’re very attractive. You are a very attractive woman.

      (Short pause.)

      LISA:  Okay. Thank you.

      MARCUS:  You’re welcome. (Short pause.) So.

      LISA:  So.

      MARCUS:  So tell me about yourself.

      LISA:  I’d rather not.

      MARCUS:  Excuse me?

      LISA:  I’d really rather not.

      MARCUS:  Oh. Okay.

      (Short pause. LISA takes a sip of her drink.)

      MARCUS:  So what would you like to talk about?

      LISA:  Anything you like.

      MARCUS:  Anything …

      LISA:  Except me.

      MARCUS:  Except you. Okay.

      LISA:  We can talk about you, if you want.

      MARCUS:  Hey, I can do that—

      LISA:  Only if you want to—

      MARCUS:  Talking about myself—

      LISA:  You don’t have to.

      MARCUS:  Not a problem, one of my favorite subjects.

      LISA:  Okay.

      MARCUS:  Okay. (Short pause.) Well, like I said, my name’s Marcus, and I—

      LISA:  Are you happy?

      MARCUS:  I’m sorry?

      LISA:  Are you happy?

      MARCUS:  Happy with what?

      LISA:  Happy with, you know, your life.

      MARCUS:  Happy with my life?

      LISA:  Yes.

      MARCUS:  Pretty much, I think, yeah. I’d say yeah.

      LISA:  You would.

      MARCUS:  I would, I mean, there are some things I could have that would make things better, I mean, the promotion I’ve been waiting for, I want a new car, those things. More money is always welcome, but for the most part, I’m pretty satisfied. With my life.

      LISA:  You are.

      MARCUS:  Yeah, I’m pretty satisfied, yeah.

      LISA:  Oh. Okay.

      (Short pause.)

      MARCUS:  So. Umm, like I was—

      LISA:  What about people?

      MARCUS:  I’m sorry?

      LISA:  How do you feel about people?

      MARCUS:  How do I feel about people?

      LISA:  Yes.

      MARCUS:  Which people, where?

      LISA:  All people, do you like people? In general.

      MARCUS:  Am I a people person, is that—

      LISA:  Yes, that’s it.

      MARCUS:  I would say yes, I like people. I’m pretty social, I like most people. Not all people, but—

      LISA:  Who don’t you like?

      (Very brief pause.)

      MARCUS:  I don’t like Barbara Walters, no reason, really, she just annoys me, and this guy in accounting at work because he’s a snide bastard, but for the most part …

      LISA:  As for most people …

      MARCUS:  I like them, yeah. I like people.

      LISA:  Okay.

      MARCUS:  People like you.

      LISA:  Oh. Okay.

      (Short pause.)

      MARCUS:  So …

      LISA:  I don’t think I like people.

      MARCUS:  You don’t?

      LISA:  I don’t. I don’t like people.

      MARCUS:  Most people?

      LISA:  Just about all people.

      MARCUS:  Almost all people, you don’t like?

      LISA:  Pretty much, yeah. Just about every person out there, I don’t like.

      MARCUS:  Oh. Well …

      LISA:  Can I ask you a question?

      MARCUS:  Sure you can ask me a question.

      LISA:  It’s kind of personal.

      MARCUS:  I can take a personal question.

      LISA:  Okay. (Very brief pause.) Have you ever felt like killing somebody, I mean REALLY felt like actually killing somebody?

      MARCUS:  Uh …

      LISA:  It doesn’t have to be anyone you know, it could be just Joe-Schmoe on the street, you know? You ever just see somebody and get the urge to hit them, you know, over the head with something hard and heavy?

      MARCUS:  Well …

      LISA:  Or have you ever been standing in line behind somebody at the grocery store, stuck behind a very loud person with nowhere to run and she’s complaining to the check-out person and she’s usually complaining about something completely beyond the power of the clerk to do anything about, say she’s mad because macaroni’s not on sale this week, it was on sale last week why can’t it be on sale this week too and you look at this person standing in line bitching about NOTHING and you just want to rip her arm off and beat her to death with it. Just hammer her over her head with her own arm, screaming over and over “SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP! IT’S JUST A COUPON SO SHUT UP!” That ever happen to you?

      MARCUS:  Actually …

      LISA:  And the way some people get off the bus or train, run into you and not have the common fucking decency to say “excuse me,” and sometimes they won’t even look at you, like they couldn’t be bothered, and it makes you just want to take out your apartment keys, go up to them and stab them right in the eyes!

      MARCUS:  As a matter of fact …

      LISA:  And especially people with cell phones, I am to the point now where anytime I see someone with a cell phone I want to take it away from them and make them EAT IT whole, it’s like you can’t go anywhere without having someone else’s boring fucking private conversation forced down your throat! I was standing in line at the movie theater and I was forced to listen to some asshole discuss the results of his proctology exam with his doctor! I wanted to take the phone away from him and shove it straight up his ass! I was even on a date last week, we were out at dinner and he took a call right in the middle of the appetizer that lasted halfway through our main course! And it wasn’t even anything important, he was setting up a squash match with one of his buddies! And I had to sit there and listen to him josh around with his pal, like I had nothing better to do! You know what I did, you wanna know what I did?

      MARCUS:  What?

      LISA:  I waited until we were finished eating, because it was a wonderful filet mignon and I didn’t want to waste it, excused myself, went to the ladies room, called him from there on his cell phone and screamed “HEY ASSHOLE! DON’T EVER CALL ME AGAIN YOU SELF-IMPORTANT CONDESCENDING PRICK WITH TOO MUCH MONEY AND NOT ENOUGH HAIR! ASSHOLE ASSHOLE ASSHOLE! And then I left.

      (MARCUS reaches into his pocket with no small amount of stealth, takes out his cell phone and turns it off. Tucks it back in his pocket.)

      LISA:  I wanted to do more, I did, I wanted to really hurt him. But I had to settle for just screaming at him. People, people just drive me crazy sometimes, sometimes I want to crush them all, they’re so stupid.

      MARCUS:  Well. Wow.

      LISA:  I think I’m kind of angry. Do you think I’m kind of angry?

      MARCUS:  I think you might be a little angry.

      LISA:  You do?

      MARCUS:  Just a little bit, a little bit angry.

      LISA:  Don’t you ever get angry?

      MARCUS:  Sure I do.

      LISA:  When was the last time you got really angry?

      MARCUS:  Well. I’m not sure. Ah, I know. At work, every time I get on the elevator to go home, this guy, this guy from accounting I don’t like, he gets on usually right after me, from the floor below. And I’ve already pressed the button for the first floor, the button is lit up so you know it’s been pressed and we’re already going to the first floor but it never fails, it never fails, when he gets on the elevator, he presses the button for the first floor as well, even though it’s already lit, it’s like he doesn’t trust me, a guy from marketing, to push the right elevator button, and he always has to push it again himself, always. And I always, I always feel a little … peeved … when he does that.

      LISA:  Peeved?

      MARCUS:  Peeved.

      (Very short pause.)

      LISA:  Haven’t you ever thought about just grabbing him by his tie, twisting it around his neck until he turned purple, then banging his head against the elevator doors, again and again and again until he learned his lesson, you ever thought about doing that?

      MARCUS:  I have thought about that, yes. Once or twice.

      LISA:  Don’t you just want to kill him? Don’t you just want to kill him and everybody like him? Just find all the assholes of the world and just kill kill kill?

      (Short pause.)

      MARCUS:  Well Lisa, I’m going to be utterly honest with you. Much as I think that getting rid of the genius that invented car alarms, long-distance telephone commercial pitchmen and members of the Republican National party would be a step in the direction toward greater good, much as I believe that there are people, annoying people like Pat Robertson, Bill O’Reilly and Jenny McCarthy who well and truly deserve a fate such as the one you describe, no, I do not want to kill people. Not them or anyone. Not that I haven’t thought about it, not that I don’t get homicidal urges whenever someone calls me on my home phone and tries to sell me something I don’t need, I do. But I don’t act on it. I don’t and I won’t.

      LISA:  Why not?

      MARCUS:  Well, I guess it’s because … you know, I could sit here and bitch about the gym teacher I had in junior high, I could hunt down the sadistic prick and really make him pay for being such a mean, scheming asshole all throughout my puberty, I could do that, but ultimately … ultimately I think it’s better to forgive and let it go. Almost sounds kind of like some retro-sixties bullshit, I know, but it’s what I believe. Forgive them. Forgive all the petty assholes of the world, forgive the bullies, the plastic people, the fruitcakes, the pre-packaged teen boy bands, the telemarketers, the born-again Christians and the Scientologists. Forgive the bullies that have beaten you up. Forgive the psychotic ex-girlfriend who’s still obsessing and stalking you despite the fact it’s been five years and there’s a restraining order. Forgive the relatives that keep forgetting what it is you do for a living. Forgive the woman that refuses to wear a bra and yet gives you shit about looking at her chest. Forgive the men in charge everywhere that feel free to look you right in your face and lie their ass off. Forgive the slick guy in the suit who’s pretending he’s never bought a woman a drink before just so he can get into her pants. Forgive all the bullshit and let it go. Let all the anger and rage go. You have to do that in order to get to the good stuff. That’s what I believe, I believe … ultimately I believe in love. Not love in the Jesus-freak kind of way, but love in the sense of all the great things that can sometimes happen between people. I believe in love. And what I think is that you can either kill all the people in the world that deserve it, or you can love all the people that deserve it. But you can’t do both. You can only do one. And I choose love. That’s what I believe.

      (Short pause. LISA finishes her drink. Looks away.)

      LISA:  Huh. Well.

      MARCUS:  Yeah. Yeah.

      (LISA stands, prepares to leave.)

      LISA:  Thanks for the drink and for … everything.

      MARCUS:  No. Thank you.

      LISA:  Okay. Good-bye.

      MARCUS:  Good-bye.

      (LISA walks away.)

      MARCUS:  Lisa?

      LISA:  Yes?

      MARCUS:  Take care of yourself, all right?

      (She looks at him a full moment.)

      LISA:  I’ll try.

      MARCUS:  Okay. Good.

      (LISA exits. MARCUS finishes his drink.)

      THE END

      [image: ]

      ALL THE RAGE NOTES:

      First produced in 2001 at Manhattan Theatre Source by The Defiant Ones as part of the evening CLOSE ENCOUNTERS, directed by the author and featuring Ato Essandoh and Carrie Keranen. Subsequently produced by All You Can Eat Theatre Company, Common Factor, The Barrow Group, and many, many others.

      ALL THE RAGE was inspired by a real life incident wherein I once bought a drink for a beautiful woman in a bar and discovered, during the conversation, that she was actually emotionally disturbed and on the verge of a breakdown.

      I wrote this piece specifically for my buddy Ato for CLOSE ENCOUNTERS. Ato is number one on the list of great ones that I’m fortunate enough to have worked with and he’s also one of my very best friends.

      We didn’t have an actress for the part, and neither of us liked to audition actors. Another actress in the show recommended her roommate Carrie for the part. Ato said that he’d seen her in a show earlier that summer and she was brilliant. So we cast her without even meeting her, just called her up and offered her the part.

      We later discovered that Ato had been mistaken, the actress he thought she was actually turned out to be someone else. Neither of us had set eyes on Carrie until she showed up but she was also brilliant. She rolled in and immediately killed it on the first read-through. She is a phenomenal actress and a good friend to this day.

      In the show, Carrie (as Lisa) built it up beautifully, unrolled it bit by bit until she was full throttle by the time the anger starts and, by the end, was at an emotional point where, when Marcus lays it out for her in the end, one hoped, she was actually going to try and change. It was an incredibly complex and nuanced performance.

      And Ato also nailed with his, he let the audience in so that they understood that the experience may have also changed him, too, that perhaps he’d never personally considered what he (Marcus) stood for until the very moment that he was asked by Lisa.

      Both actors were perfect.

      This play has been done numerous times since, in New York and across the country. I have to note that, far too often in the later productions that I saw, a director would cast a balding geeky guy as Marcus. So that the play becomes a joke about THIS dweeb trying to buy this beautiful woman a drink, and that she is simply torturing him for that.

      That particular approach has never seemed to work. It gets a couple laughs, but the emotional reality gets lost. It becomes too absurd and, in the end, fails the piece.

      It got so bad that I actually changed the stage directions to underline the fact that Marcus is a charming and very handsome man who could believably buy a pretty girl a drink and score. When Marcus says, “forgive the slick guy in the suit who’s pretending he’s never bought a woman a drink before just to get into her pants,” he’s finally being honest about his intentions and who he is. And that’s important. That’s his epiphany.

      Likewise, Lisa is well and truly damaged and, while we don’t know exactly what happened to her and why, it’s necessary to make her rage REAL. It’s not a joke. She’s not one-note crazy, she’s emotionally damaged, and that’s a very important distinction.

      When Marcus tells her that you can either kill all the people who deserve it or love all the people who deserve it, but you can’t do both … that’s her epiphany, and we are left with the impression that she’s going to think long and hard about that choice after this.

      That was my intent when I wrote this piece. It’s why it’s one of my favorites. You can either honor that or not.  It’s in your hands from this point onward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Burn Marks (1m, 1f)

          

        

      

    

    
      CHARACTERS:

      

      ALEX – A man in his 30s.

      

      MELISSA – A woman in her 30s.

      

      SETTING:  A bar.

      

      TIME:  Present.
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      (MELISSA sits at a table in a bar, nursing her drink. ALEX walks in.)

      ALEX:  Hi. Are you Melissa?

      MELISSA:  Are you Alex?

      ALEX:  I am.

      MELISSA:  I’m Melissa. Nice to meet you.

      (They shake hands and ALEX sits down with her.)

      MELISSA:  Would you like a drink?

      ALEX:  No thank you, I don’t drink.

      MELISSA:  Not at all?

      ALEX:  Not at all.

      MELISSA:  Oh. I do.

      ALEX:  That’s okay.

      MELISSA:  I’m not an alcoholic or anything, but I definitely drink. Were you an alcoholic, or …

      ALEX:  No. I just don’t drink.

      MELISSA:  Wendi never told me that you didn’t drink.

      ALEX:  That’s all right, I’m not rabid about it.

      MELISSA:  Oh.

      (MELISSA takes a big drink.)

      ALEX:  So. So you know Todd, right?

      MELISSA:  Only indirectly. Since he’s been dating Wendi.

      ALEX:  Todd and I are good friends.

      MELISSA:  I’ve known Wendi for a long time. (Long pause.) So. I guess that they thought we would … hit it off. Or something.

      ALEX:  Yeah. Yeah. I guess. (Another long pause.) So. Todd tells me that you’re an editor, an assistant editor at Parcells.

      MELISSA:  Yes. Yes. In Young Adult books. Yes.

      ALEX:  Hey. That must be fun.

      MELISSA:  No. Not really. No. I hate my job.

      ALEX:  Oh. I’m sorry.

      MELISSA:  Me too. (Pause.) But you’re a doctor, Wendi said you’re a doctor.

      ALEX:  Yes, I am.

      MELISSA:  Wow. That’s something. So do you do surgery and all that …

      ALEX:  No, I’m not a surgeon, I don’t do any cutting. I specialize in internal medicine.

      MELISSA:  That must be pretty fascinating.

      ALEX:  It’s not, really. It should be, but it’s not.

      MELISSA:  Oh.

      ALEX:  I work nine to five, I see patients with generally the same problems and complaints and prescribe the same medications, over and over again. Day after day. It’s actually kind of dull.

      MELISSA:  Oh. Wow. I’m sorry.

      ALEX:  Me too. Me too.

      (Pause.)

      MELISSA:  This blind date really isn’t working out, is it?

      ALEX:  No, I’m afraid not. I’m sorry.

      MELISSA:  Me too. You seem like a really nice man—

      ALEX:  And you, you seem really wonderful.

      MELISSA:  It’s just, it’s not the right time for me to see other people.

      ALEX:  Me too. Let’s call it a night, shall we?

      MELISSA:  Yes. I’m so glad we understand each other.

      (They each stand up and reach for their coats.)

      MELISSA:  I mean, I knew I wasn’t ready, I only agreed to get Wendi off my back.

      ALEX:  Me too. With Todd, I mean. He’s always hounding me, trying to get me out of the house.

      MELISSA:  She’s always trying to get me to meet people.

      ALEX:  And I love the guy and all that, but sometimes—

      MELISSA:  Sometimes you just want to scream at them, scream—

      ALEX:  Leave me alone!

      MELISSA:  Leave me alone and stop bothering me!

      ALEX:  Exactly. I mean, blind dates? Who goes on blind dates anymore?

      MELISSA:  No one!

      ALEX:  No real people go on blind dates, do they? As if dating ITSELF isn’t hard enough, talking to someone you’ve already MET—

      MELISSA:  To go through it with a complete stranger?

      ALEX:  No way! Exercise in futility.

      MELISSA:  Exactly. Exactly. Yes.

      (Brief pause.)

      ALEX:  Well. It was nice to meet you.

      MELISSA:  It was nice to meet you, too.

      (Short pause.)

      ALEX:  A blind date. I can’t believe I went on a blind date!

      MELISSA:  I was just thinking the same exact thing!

      ALEX:  I can’t believe it!

      MELISSA:  Who would have thought that I could sink this low?

      ALEX:  I know! What a joke I have turned into.

      MELISSA:  I know. I mean, I’m bad enough at regular dating.

      (Short pause. ALEX sits down.)

      ALEX:  I haven’t been on a date since 2001.

      MELISSA:  Really?

      ALEX:  Really. I just did the numbers in my head. It was February 9, 2001. Last real date.

      MELISSA:  Wow. What have you been doing all that time?

      ALEX:  Married, I was married.

      MELISSA:  Oh. Divorced?

      ALEX:  Just. Just last year. Married seven years, together nine. Then BANG! All over.

      (Short pause. MELISSA sits down.)

      MELISSA:  I wasn’t married, but I do consider myself divorced.

      ALEX:  Really?

      MELISSA:  My uh … my EX-boyfriend, or what have you, we were together for six years. Lived together for five.

      ALEX:  Five years. That’s longer than the average marriage.

      MELISSA:  I know. And then … BANG! It was all over. (Short pause.) So what happened? With yours?

      ALEX:  Another man.

      MELISSA:  Ahh. That must’ve hurt. How’d it happen?

      ALEX:  Actually, they met at the hospital. He’s a nurse. She worked in Administration.

      MELISSA:  Wait. Your wife left you for a nurse?

      ALEX:  Yep.

      MELISSA:  That’s kind of ironic, isn’t it?

      ALEX:  My wife and he seem to think so. I have yet to find the irony in the situation.

      MELISSA:  I’m sorry.

      ALEX:  Me, too. (Short pause.) What happened with you?

      MELISSA:  You mean, why did he leave?

      ALEX:  Yes. Another woman?

      MELISSA:  Other women. Woman plural. He wanted his sexual freedom. He loved me but he wanted to have sex with a variety of long-stemmed beautiful women. As that he’s a fashion photographer, he has ready access to a large supply.

      ALEX:  Ouch.

      MELISSA:  He still calls. Every other day. He still says he loves me. He just wants to perform deviant sexual gymnastics on lovely but stupid women. His words. But he says he misses me. He says so, anyway. (Very brief pause.) I miss him.

      ALEX:  I miss her. I miss her terribly.

      MELISSA:  I told him not to call me anymore and I know that was the right thing to do, but I really miss the sound of his voice.

      ALEX:  I called my wife ten times a week, for a year or so, after it was over. At all hours. And she would talk to me, she would. Sometimes we would laugh and I could almost forget we weren’t together anymore.

      MELISSA:  Me too, it was almost like it never happened. Right until we had to hang up.

      ALEX:  Right until then. It was torture. I finally forced myself to stop calling her. I stopped, but I still miss her. I miss her more than anything.

      (Short pause.)

      MELISSA:  You know what I miss the most? The little things, the little silly things that he would do to drive me crazy. Like, like his big feet. He had these huge big feet, and he just loved to park them up on a table or wherever he liked, and I would slap at the feet and knock them down, and he’d grin and put them right back up there. I miss doing that. I miss the noises he would make, he like, made the most horrible noise while he ate, big disgusting chewing noises that horrified me and I miss them, every one of them. He would talk to me while I was in the bathroom. I would be in the bathroom, and he would knock on the door and say “MELISSA!”  And I would go “What?”  “What are you doing in there?”  “What do you think I’m doing in here, leave me alone!” I’d say, and he’d go “Are you doing something nasty in there, you are, aren’t you? You nasty, nasty girl.”  And I would get so mad at him for that, so mad. He was such a goof, a big goofy kid. I miss his goofiness.

      ALEX:  My wife loved tofu.

      MELISSA:  Tofu?

      ALEX:  Yeah tofu, you know? Which in itself isn’t that unusual, but see, she wasn’t a vegetarian. She wasn’t a vegetarian yet she loved tofu. I’ve never met anyone who wasn’t a vegetarian that loved tofu. Of course, vegetarians always say they love tofu, but what the hell else can they say? There’s nothing else for them to eat, they have to love tofu. But she just loved it even though she also ate meat, I never understood that about her. It was one of those inexplicable things about her that always fascinated me. She loved tofu.

      MELISSA:  I can’t stand tofu.

      ALEX:  Me neither.

      (Short pause as they look at each other.)

      MELISSA:  I miss the sex too. I will admit that, since you’re a doctor I can say that to you, right?

      ALEX:  You can.

      MELISSA:  I can and I will. I miss the sex. I had been having sex with him on a regular basis for five years. Good sex, good and plentiful. Then it stopped and I miss it. I haven’t had sex with anyone since he left. I don’t even know if I can.

      ALEX:  Yeah. Me neither.

      MELISSA:  It’s so sad. But what can we do?

      ALEX:  I’ve been playing a lot of video games.

      MELISSA:  Really?

      ALEX:  The bloodier the better. HALO is a personal favorite, you get a really big gun, all sorts of weapons of destruction and do your utmost to annihilate and destroy your opponents.

      MELISSA:  Has that helped?

      ALEX:  It’s not a good as sex, but it’s not that bad either. What about you, what have you been doing to cope?

      MELISSA:  Drinking.

      ALEX:  Ah.

      MELISSA:  Drinking and staring at my cat. We have staring contests, we stare at each other for hours, and then he pretends to ignore me for awhile, then he stares at me again until I freak him out and he goes into the other room. This whole break-up has been very hard on my cat.

      ALEX:  Yeah. I bet.

      (Short pause.)

      MELISSA:  You know what I miss the most?

      ALEX:  What?

      MELISSA:  His sense of humor. I know that sounds weird, but he had the strangest, goofiest sense of humor I’d ever seen in a man over thirty and I miss it. You know what he would do? He would do things like … he’d come out of the bathroom in the morning after his shower wearing his underwear on his head and nothing else. “I’m a bit turned around today,” he’d say. Sometimes when we ordered food over the phone, he would do it in a Scottish accent, or Indian or Jamaican accent, depending on his mood. Just to be weird. He would pass gas, he would do this in front of me, crack a good one and then go “Melissa quick, there’s a duck loose in the apartment, quick we gotta get it, it’s over here, no, no, it’s over there” running around our apartment breaking wind and I would want to get mad at him but I just couldn’t, I would be laughing too hard. I miss that. I miss that the most. You know what I mean?

      ALEX:  Yeah.

      (Short pause.)

      MELISSA:  What do you miss the most?

      (Pause.)

      ALEX:  I miss million different things, all at once. Her blue eyes, red hair and the freckles on her shoulders. Her pale, pale skin. Her pigeon-toed feet and how she loved to wear different colored socks on each foot, just to be funny. The naughty little giggle that she did only around me and no one else. The secret spot in the small of her back that always excited her. The secret smile, the secret touch. The secret language that lovers have only with each other. Our secret world. Sometimes I’d wake up in the middle of the night, open my eyes and her face would be only an inch from mine, eyes open and smiling. I loved touching her, running my fingers up and down her skin in all places, not just sexually, but in every way. Holding hands, she could hold hands with me in a way that … that was special, sexual and sacred without being dirty. I loved making love with her, but even more than that I loved, loved touching her, I loved it. And sometimes I dream I’m still touching her. I wake up and I’m surprised she’s not in bed next to me. Almost two years and I’m still surprised she’s not lying next to me. More than her giggle, her socks and pigeon-toed feet, I miss her touch more than anything else. I miss that. You know what I’m saying?

      (Short pause as MELISSA looks at ALEX. Then she takes his hand in hers.)

      MELISSA:  It’s going to be quite sometime before we’re over all of this, isn’t it?

      ALEX:  I’m afraid so.

      END OF PLAY
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      BURN MARKS NOTES:

      First produced by The Defiant Ones as part of the evening CLOSE ENCOUNTERS, directed by the author, featuring Adam Rothenberg and Luisa Battista.

      This was paired with ALL THE RAGE in the evening, and the actors knocked it out of the park. They made it funny and also brought the pain, which is necessary for this piece.

      It’s since been produced many times in other venues, but notably by Common Factor at the D2 Theatre featuring Carrie Keranen and the Jeff Bender, another great production, and at Under The Volcano featuring Luisa Battista and Lou Carbonneau.

      Note, if you need to change the date of Alex’s last real date to make the numbers add up to the present day production, you have my express permission to do so. But only that, nothing else.

      Clearly this work comes from the idea of trying to date when one still bears the emotional scars from a previous relationship. It’s a simple, concise idea and works best when it’s kept that way. Pain sometimes separates us, sometimes binds us.

      Personal confession: My wife is the one who loves tofu and is not a vegetarian.

      I confess, I still don’t get it.

      And I love that about her.
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      CHARACTERS:

      

      SAM:  A man in his late 40s, very dry and fatalistic.

      

      GINNY:  An actress in her 20s, prone to outbursts.

      

      MOOG:  A hipster musician.

      

      BEVERLY:  A woman in her late 40s, early 50s, a voice of reason.

      

      SETTING:  Gate 13 at JFK.

      

      TIME:  Present.

      [image: ]

      GATE THIRTEEN AT JFK.

      (Scores of people sit waiting to board. One man, SAM, clad in a suit and tie and carrying a briefcase, stands and catches people’s attention.)

      SAM:  Excuse me, I’m sorry, but excuse me, everyone, can I have your attention? Please? Before they allow us to board, there is something very important I need to share with all of you. My name is Sam Hunnicut, I’m forty-four years old, I’m an account associate with Bristol-Meyer, I have a wife, two children, three cats and a large mortgage. I’m an ordinary man living an ordinary life and I just want to say, before we all get on this airplane, that I have been suddenly overcome with an overwhelming sense of doom and I’m absolutely convinced that we’re all going to die. Thank you.

      (SAM sits down. GINNY, a young woman, jumps up.)

      GINNY:  What the HELL is wrong with you?

      SAM:  I just thought everyone should know.

      (MOOG, a hip young guy, chimes in.)

      MOOG:  You’re saying this plane is going to crash?

      SAM:  This plane will crash and we’re all going to die.

      GINNY:  Are you crazy! Stop trying to scare us!

      SAM:  I’m not deliberately trying to scare you or anyone. I simply thought you’d want to be informed.

      GINNY:  If you’re NOT trying to scare anyone, you’re doing a piss-poor job of it, you fucking psycho.

      (A middle-aged woman, BEVERLY, stands.)

      BEVERLY:  Listen everyone, let’s all just calm down, please. It’s quite natural to feel nervous. We’re going to be fine, you’re going to be fine, sir. You’re just afraid of flying.

      SAM:  I’m not afraid of flying. I fly all the time.

      MOOG:  So what’s the big deal, man?

      SAM:  This time it’s different, this time I have a premonition, a vision or what-have-you, that this plane we are about to board is destined to go down screaming in a twisted fiery ball of death and destruction.

      GINNY:  Oh my GOD!

      BEVERLY:  Please, this isn’t helping any of us—

      SAM:  Of course, I could be wrong, I’ve been wrong about other things.

      MOOG:  Like what?

      SAM:  Reagan, I was really wrong about Reagan and Reaganomics, a huge miscalculation.

      BEVERLY:  See? None of us is omnipotent, I myself never thought rollerblading would be as popular as it turned out to be.

      SAM:  Enron, really wrong about Enron. Beanie babies. The euro-dollar, took me by surprise. Rap music, never thought that would cross over. The DeLorean. The XFL. My marriage, big mistake. So I’ve been wrong about a lot of things.

      GINNY:  Why is it every time I leave my apartment all I run into are lunatics?

      SAM:  I should add, however, that those were mistakes in judgment, I never had the premonition I have now about any of those things. I’ve had a premonition like this only ONCE before.

      GINNY:  Oh really. You’ve had this “psychic email” before? When?

      SAM:  2004 American League championship, Sox down three games to none to the Yanks. That’s when it hit me for the first time, the premonition, I somehow knew the Sox would pull it out and win it all in spite of the odds. I almost called my bookie and put down a thousand dollars on Boston at twenty to one. But I didn’t, damn it. I should have bet ten or twenty grand but I didn’t, I was afraid of getting my legs broken if they lost. I didn’t know at that time how right my premonition was.

      MOOG:  Fuck me, man, this is freaking me out.

      BEVERLY:  Listen to me, please. Everyone. THERE IS NOTHING TO BE AFRAID OF. We are all going to be fine. My cousin was a stewardess for fifteen years and was never in a crash. You are safer on an airplane than you are in a car on the freeway.

      GINNY:  Which is why I DON’T DRIVE! Oh God, oh God oh God. Oh good God, why does this happen? Why oh why did I agree to an audition in LA, I should have just sent a tape, it’s not even a real show, it’s on the fucking food network! I’m an actress, why should I have to audition for something on the FOOD NETWORK? Why should any self-respecting actress have to audition to be a CO-HOST for a FUCKING COOKING SHOW? This is insane, I’m not going to DIE FOR A COOKING SHOW!

      BEVERLY:  It’s okay, honey, I swear to you, there is nothing to be afraid of. Thousands of planes crisscross this country every hour of the day with no incident-

      MOOG:  Some planes DO crash, though, right?

      GINNY:  Planes crash, don’t try and tell us they don’t crash, we see it on the news! Planes crash or they’re hijacked, engines fail, the toilets don’t work and sometimes passengers get food poisoning, shit like that happens, don't try and tell us it doesn’t happen because WE KNOW IT HAPPENS!

      BEVERLY:  Please calm down, there are incidents, yes, but statistically-

      GINNY:  Oh God, I’m freaking out, I’m going to have a breakdown, I swear I’m having a heart attack right now!

      SAM:  I knew this stockbroker during the crash of eighty-seven, he jumped out of a twenty-story window and the autopsy revealed he died not from the fall but from a heart attack he evidently suffered prior to impact.

      GINNY:  That’s it, fuck it, I’m not doing this. I’m outta here.

      BEVERLY:  Wait a second, please wait. I will admit that bad things do happen from time to time. Plane crashes, tidal waves, preemptive wars and fixed elections, unfortunate events do happen. They can happen on a plane, in a cab or in a bathtub. Bad things can happen to us anywhere at anytime. It’s important for us to take precautions and be safe, but neither can we run from the possibility of unfortunate events. If we hide, if we cower in fear, afraid to take two steps from our caves, well, that may not be dying, but it’s not what I call living, either.

      (Pause.)

      GINNY:  Fuck you, I’m outta here. Who else is going? (to MOOG) Are you coming?

      MOOG:  Fuck man, I can’t. I can’t. I gotta get on the plane.

      GINNY:  You don’t think looney-tunes here could be right?

      MOOG:  I hope to God he ain’t, but even if he is, I still gotta get on the plane, man.

      GINNY:  Are you nuts?

      MOOG:  I gotta go, it’s my band man, they’re waiting for me in L.A. We have a private audition with a major label, it’s tonight and if I don’t show … this is our big break, this is what we’ve been working for, for ten years, me and my band have grinded it out, pinching pennies for demos and headshots, playing shithole dives at four in the morning for no money in front of a few drunks and our girlfriends, we ate shit and paid our dues until we finally got a manager and now we got a chance, a chance to do this for the Big Time. If I don’t show they’ll kill me. I hope he ain’t right, but even if he is I still gotta go. This is my dream, I let this go, I let it slip through my fingers and have to go back to waiting tables, no health insurance, sponging off my folks and girlfriends, I don’t know if I even want to live anyway. I’m getting on this motherfucker no matter what happens.

      (Brief pause.)

      GINNY:  You’re a MUSICIAN? A MUSICIAN? I am definitely not getting on this fucking plane NOW!

      SAM:  She’s right, you know, a lot of musicians have died on airplanes.

      (Many other passengers, silently watching, get up and immediately leave.)

      MOOG:  Fuck me. Dude, I’m telling you, if this is some kind of sick reality TV show prank, I want you to know I’m not signing any release and you won’t be able to use ANY of this footage, for real.

      (Very brief pause.)

      GINNY:  Wait a minute, I’ll sign a release, is it a network show?

      SAM:  This isn’t a reality show, I’m not messing with you, I’m totally serious, I really did have a premonition and you should use this chance to change flights if you can.

      BEVERLY:  If what you’re saying is true, then why are you still here?

      SAM:  What?

      BEVERLY:  Why are you still here, why haven’t you changed flights?

      SAM:  Well, I could be wrong—

      GINNY:  But you don’t think you’re wrong, do you? You believe this plane is going to crash!

      (Very brief pause.)

      SAM:  I don’t really have much to live for, anyway. That’s why I’m not afraid.

      BEVERLY:  You’re saying that you’re suicidal?

      SAM:  Not suicidal, I’m not nearly that ambitious. I guess you could say I’m just ambivalent on living or dying. It wouldn’t really matter to me, either way.

      BEVERLY:  Why not?

      SAM:  Well, I’ve done pretty much everything I can do, up to this point. I got my college degree, got married and bought a house. I’ve worked for the same company for twenty years as an account associate, which is fancy talk for salesman. A man of twenty-eight was promoted over me, just recently, he has no experience in the job, he’s just younger and prettier and now I report to him. I’m basically being put to pasture, in no uncertain terms, even though I’m twenty years from retirement I’ve been deemed unnecessary to management and pretty soon I’ll be forced out. With the mortgage I’m carrying, that’s basically a quick trip to extreme poverty. So it doesn’t matter what happens, not really.

      MOOG:  Shit on a stick, I don’t believe this. I hope to Christ you’re not seated next to me for the whole flight.

      BEVERLY:  What about your family?

      SAM:  What about them?

      BEVERLY:  Don't you think they’ll need you, that they’d miss you?

      SAM:  My wife despises me, she won’t admit it but it’s true. I know because I read it in her journal last week. It takes all her will power just to look at me in the morning without screaming. Twenty-one years of marriage and she’s hated me since year two. She was just too afraid to leave me. In her eyes I am good for only two things, paying the bills and impregnation. Paying the bills will soon be out and impregnation is now past us. She’d been badgering for children for years and I finally gave in. We have two.

      (SAM stands up and stretches.)

      SAM:  My son, Brandon, he’s five and a homosexual. My five-year old son is homosexual. I know because he told me, he said, “Daddy, I think I’m a homosexual.”  Not only does HE know he’s a homosexual and I know he’s a homosexual, anyone that’s ever MET him knows he’s a homosexual. He came out of the womb a homosexual and knew it when he opened his eyes. I love my son, but I thought I’d have years to prepare for the possibility of a homosexual teen-aged son, not a homosexual five year-old son, it’s too much to even rationally consider, and one thing I know is that there is nothing I can say or do that will in any way help him with the truly shitty adolescence he’s about to embark on. I’ve got nothing and as a result, if he lives, he’ll be sure to hate me for not being able to at least give him one decent piece of advice on anything. Add to that, I’m about to be unemployed so the dance lessons he wants will be out of the question and he’ll never forgive me for that.

      (SAM loosens his tie and undoes the buttons of his shirt collar.)

      SAM:  Christine is the youngest, she’s three and a monster. I mean really, she’s a monster. She’s not human. She’s a serial killer in progress. She enjoys causing pain. She once drove a corkscrew into my foot and giggled when blood came out. I’m totally serious, she kills things, we have to keep the cats separate from her, she tried to put one in the microwave. She tried to cook one of my cats. My wife insists it’s just a phase, but she also said that about our lack of sexual intimacy and that phase has lasted eighteen years. Short of electroshock therapy, Christine is certain to end up on a federal watch list some day. She’s my wife’s favorite, of course. She hates me. I know because she told me, she said, “I hate you, Daddy.”  Someday she’ll grow up and kill me and you’ll be able to see the whole sordid tale on cable late at night.

      (An announcer rings out over an intercom, can also be done live by a person.)

      ANNOUNCER:  Ladies and Gentlemen, sorry for the delay but the problem has been fixed and we are now prepared to board Northwest Airlines Flight 113 from JFK non-stop to Los Angeles. Please have your boarding passes ready.

      (Nobody moves for a moment. SAM picks up his bag and looks at everyone.)

      SAM:  The one thing I did have was baseball. Now that the Red Sox have beaten the Yanks and went on to win the World Series, now that the curse of the Bambino has been lifted, I am for certain sure that I’ve seen everything life has to offer and so, even if this plane does crash, it will just be saving me from a dismal existence of poverty, anger, embarrassment and extreme boredom. So I’m not afraid of dying, I’m pretty much ambivalent about the whole thing.

      (BEVERLY stands and picks up her bag.)

      BEVERLY:  I’m getting on this plane to visit my sister in Los Angeles. She’s in the hospital with breast cancer. She never smoked, drank or ate bad food and still she got cancer. She taught yoga and ran marathons and she still got cancer. She’s been fighting it for three years, she’s had two mastectomies and countless rounds of chemo and radiation treatments. She’s lost all her hair, half of her body weight and quite a few of her teeth. In spite of all that, she smiles every time I see her. Every time I see her, she smiles because she’s happy just to be alive.

      (BEVERLY takes her bag and walks to the boarding gate.)

      BEVERLY:  She’s faced things that are much worse than a dead-end job, an unhappy wife and two problematic children. She’s faced pain and agony far worse than any of us here can imagine and she’s smiled through it all. She’s currently in the last stage. She’s dying soon, and if I don’t get on this plane, I won’t see her, hold her or get to share that smile of hers ever again. I’m more afraid of that than dying myself.

      (Very calm and collected, BEVERLY stops right before she enters the boarding gate. She looks right at SAM.)

      BEVERLY:  So I’m getting on this plane, and shame on you, sir, for airing your fears as irresponsibly as you have and scaring everyone here, shame on you for making a scene here because you’re too scared to go to parent counseling or couples therapy or make a career change. Most of all, shame on you for being afraid and acting ambivalent about it. You may not fear death, but you are certainly scared of life. I’ll tell you this much. There are things in the world much worse than getting on an airplane. One of those things is being as AFRAID of life as you are.

      (BEVERLY boards the plane. MOOG glances at SAM and then picks his bag up and enters the gate, boarding the plane.

      GINNY, torn, finally picks her bag up and follows. She boards the plane.

      SAM sets his bag down and slowly sits, unable to move.

      Lights fade.)

      END OF PLAY.
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      AMBIVALENT NOTES:

      This play was developed as part of a playwrights group with The Barrow Group. It was later produced as a showcase there in 2005 as part of THE FEAR PROJECT, but ultimately this work was left out that show’s move to Off-Broadway.

      It later received its professional premiere at Miami’s City Theatre in 2007 to good reviews, though I wasn’t able to attend that performance.

      There is much I’m proud of in this play, not the least with what Beverly finally says at the end and how it sums up. It reflects what took me decades to learn for myself. And in the readings leading up to the workshop and showcase, it was electric.

      The first production at The Barrow Group, however, was problematic. We had a first-time director. The actors playing Ginny and Moog were great, but the actors playing Sam and Beverly decided, once the play was on its feet, to just do their own thing and interpret things how they saw fit, regardless of what the director or I thought.

      “Sam” had already told me that he didn’t believe in memorizing lines or doing the same thing the same way twice, and so he was all over the place with no consistency. I had no idea what “Beverly” was doing when she was onstage, perhaps because she didn’t either. She was in her own world and wanted to do things the way she wanted to do them.

      The performance of the play suffered greatly, as a result. There were times I wanted to slit my own wrists, all the more maddening because the next night might be good.

      That’s the thing, as a playwright, you give someone a play of yours to do and it is literally out of your hands from that point on. Once you give it to them, it’s theirs and out of your control. They either do right by it or they don’t.

      That’s the theatre biz, man. But the play remains one of my favorites.
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“Joshua James' work is bold, intelligent and subversive. Read it.
Then find a way to make it happen on stage.”

— Obie award-winning playwright Naomi Wallace.
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