Characters

Pete (M)

–

Head Technician and Secretary

Lorraine (F)

–

Actress and Chair

Philip (M)

–

Leading Actor and Deputy Chair

Norman (M)

–

Stage Manager and Treasurer

Little Norman (M/F)

–

Norman’s Parrot

Madeline (F)

–

Leading Actress and far too busy to do anything else.

Scene 1 – Zoom Meeting
(Five Computer Screens, three at the top, two at the bottom. The two
people at the bottom are sat behind desks. The top three are standing.
All five screens are currently blank. From right to left (standing) Philip,
Madeline, Norman, (seated) Pete and Lorraine. SFX. The song ‘Zoom’
by Fat Larry’s Band plays. Darkness. Lights up on Lorraine’s screen.
She peers into the darkness. Lorraine looks about, waiting for someone
else to appear. She sighs. She looks down at her notes. The music fades.)
Pete:

(Voice only) I can see you…..
(Pete remains unseen until the very end. Lorraine flinches and looks
behind her. She thinks someone is in her house.)

Lorraine:

Who’s that?

Pete:

I’ve been waiting for you Lorraine.

Lorraine:

I’ll call the police!

Pete:

It’s me.

Lorraine:

(Relieved.) Is that you Pete?

Pete:

‘Course it’s me.

Lorraine:

Switch your camera on.

Pete:

It’s not working.

Lorraine:

Can’t you push a button?

Pete:

I’ve disconnected something. I thought we were starting at seven thirty.
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Lorraine:

Did you get the e-mail?

Pete:

I’ve a blockage in my inbox.

Lorraine:

Maddy has an online audition, so we’re starting half an hour later.
(The light s up in Philip’s “box” He’s wearing a smart blazer and cravat.
He holds a martini.)

Philip:

Lady Chairman! (Raises his glass and takes a sip) Good evening.
Refreshing to see that you’re champing at the bit. Just us is it? Standards are
slipping.

Pete:

I’m here.

Philip:

What?

Pete:

It’s me. Pete. You can’t see me.

Philip:

That isn’t necessarily an impediment. Lady Chairman, we should proceed..

Lorraine:

It’s not eight o’clock yet.

Philip:

Keeping to the schedule. Well done you!
(Philip drains his martini. He puts his arm out to his right. An elegant
gloved female hand appears, and takes the glass from him. Philip fails to
acknowledge this.)

Philip:

If only people grasped basic courtesy. (Looks offstage towards the hand.) A
touch too much vermouth. (To Lorraine) It is eight pm precisely.

Lorraine:

We’ll give everyone another minute.

Philip:

A chairman must be firm, even with a new girl like yourself. Baby steps my
dear, baby steps. If you start to drown, just say the word, I’ll rescue you.

Lorraine:

I have no need of assistance.

Philip:

Then I humbly suggest we proceed.
(Norman’s screen lights up. He isn’t aware of this as he is happily
picking his nose.)

Lorraine:

Norman!
(Startled, Norman looks up and realise he is on camera. He wipes his
digit on his shirt.)

Norman:

Hello.

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello!

Lorraine:

Hello.

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello!

Lorraine:

Pardon?

Norman:

Hello?

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello!

Lorraine:

There it goes again. When you said hello.

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello!

Norman:

I didn’t say “Hello”.

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello.

Philip:

May I suggest that you exercise the mute button.

Lorraine:

I decide who goes on mute. Norman….

Norman:

Yes. Hello.

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello

Pete:

You’re doing it again mate. You’ve got an echo.

Norman:

It’s not an echo. It’s Norman.

Pete:

You’re Norman.

Norman:

Yes and so’s Norman.

Pete:

Eh?

Norman:

Little Norman. My parrot. (Looks up.) Norman! Say hello.

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello!

Philip:

Can’t you relocate it in another room?

Norman:

That would be cruel. He’s fine, so long as no one says “Hello”.

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello!
(Madeline’s screen lights up. She’s dressed like she’s ready for an
Oscar’s ceremony.)

Madeline:

Hello!

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello!

Philip:

Entertaining tonight are we Madeline?

Madeline:

(Preening) You’re too kind.

Philip:

It would be a first.

Madeline:

You appreciate my ensemble? It’s nothing. I just threw it on.

Philip:

You nearly missed.

Madeline:

I saw a similar outfit at a magazine awards ceremony in Hello.

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello!
(SFX. Madeline’s mobile rings)

Madeline:

Excuse me…. (She answers the phone.) I’ve a dreadful committee meeting
to endure mother. Yes, of course I’ll get the part. I’ll call you back. (She ends

the call and turns back to the screen.) Just had an audition with The
Crumbly Players. Romeo and Juliet.
Lorraine:

Oh, you’ve gone for the nurse?

Madeline:

I don’t play ordinary people.

Lorraine:

Lady Capulet?

Madeline:

Lorraine, dearest, the play is Romeo and Juliet.
(There is a pause whilst everyone else takes this in.)

Philip:

Are they setting it in sheltered accommodation?

Madeline:

Its within my range. I possess the requisite girlish innocence. I shall be
reprising the role.

Philip:

When did you last play Juliet?
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Madeline:

Er… 1978.
(SFX. Madeline’s phone rings again.)

Madeline:

(She answers the phone.) No, not yet mother. I won’t forget the shopping.
Corn plasters and semolina. (She puts the phone down and smiles.)

Lorraine:

Welcome to this extraordinary meeting of The Hall-less Players.

Philip:

Point of order Lady Chairman. For the sake of transparency, this meeting
should be recorded.

Lorraine:

Pete is taking the minutes, aren’t you Pete?

Pete:

What?

Lorraine:

You’re taking the minutes?

Pete:

Pardon?

Lorraine:

The minutes?

Pete:

The acoustics in here a bit rubbish.
(SFX Sound of a toilet flushing.)

Pete:

Hang on.

(SFX Sound of Pete washing his hands. The participants wait with
varying degrees of patience. Philip checks his watch. Madeline touches
up her hair in the reflection from her screen. Norman produces a can of
beer and takes a swig. Lorraine tries to hide her increasing anxiety and
counts to ten.)
Pete:

What did you say?

Lorraine:

I asked, are you taking the minutes?

Pete:

I’ve got plenty of paper.
(SFX Toilet paper being ripped off the roll.)

Pete:

I need a pen.
(SFX. Toilet door opens. Pete climbs some stairs. Lots of clumping noises.
He opens another door. Philip checks his watch again. Lorraine
continues to look impatient. Norman carries on drinking. Madeline
checks her phone.)

Pete:

Just trying to locate the light switch. Got it.
(SFX. Crashing sound as Pete screams and falls over.)

Pete:

I’m fine. (He isn’t.) I’ve bent m’ ballpoint… Ready to go….. I’m poised.

Philip:

This meeting should be recorded – on video. If members are being
deliberately barred, these proceedings should be made public.

Lorraine:

We don’t want people using our meetings as a platform to show off.

Philip:

The very thought!

Madeline:

Only an exhibitionist would stoop so low.

Philip:

Not in that outfit.

Madeline:

I do not require fashion tips from a man in a cravat.

Norman:

Can we start? Hello?

Little Norman:

(Off) Hello!

Lorraine:

Recording is out of the question, not with a demented bird on show.

Philip:

Which one?
(Madeline is too speechless to respond.)

Lorraine:

What possessed you Norman? A parrot!

Norman:

Last time we did a read through your cat stuck her arse in the camera for
twenty minutes and coughed up a furball on your keyboard.

Lorraine:

She likes attention. (Looks up and off camera) You’re mummy’s little
princess, aren’t you Tinky? Yes! Yes you are!

Norman:

I’ve been furloughed. I only see the Hermes driver, and he knocks on the door
and runs away. You’ve all got it easy. Me, I’m on m’ own I am. No family.
No friends. Little Norman, he’s been my only company these lonely months.

Little Norman:

(Off) Show us your knickers!

Norman:

I’ve been completely alone.

Little Norman:

(Off) Show us your knickers!

Norman:

I haven’t seen a soul.

Little Norman:

(Off) Don’t tell your husband!

Lorraine:

We will dispense with the usual agenda.

Philip:

Point of order Madam chairman!

Lorraine:

(Already worn down.) Yes Philip.

Philip:

It is not usual practice, When I was chairman….

Lorraine:

Well, you’re not. We have one item to discuss. With the easing of lockdown,
the Playhouse will be re-opening its doors. We will, once again, be treading
the boards. However, there a few rule changes that we will have to adhere to.

Philip:

Are we changing our agreed performances this season?

Lorraine:

We’ve no choice.

Philip:

No one is going to tamper with my Coriolanus. It’s a polished performance.
As the actor with the most Noda nominations, there is an expectation from
our public to see the group’s most prominent member.

Madeline:

You’re certainly that.
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Philip:

I put bums on seats darling. Bums on seats!

Lorraine:

(Ignoring him.) Under social distancing guidelines there are only certain
plays we can perform. (She produces a list.) Terrance Rattigan’s Separate
Tables. That’s it. That’s the only published play we can perform. Several
existing plays have been re-written. “Two Gentlemen from Verona” is now
“One Bloke at Barnard Castle.” We also have JB Priestley’s “A DPD driver
calls”, Tom Stoppard’s “Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are self-isolating” and
“A View from the Bridge” is now “A View from the Window”.

Pete:

What about Panto? I like a good panto.

Lorraine:

(Checks the list.) Snow White and the dwarf.

Pete:

Musicals?

Lorraine:

We can do musicals, but under the guidelines no one can sing. (Pause) But
we can mime. However, there are still a few that have been adapted: “Chrissy
Witty Bang Bang”, “Text me Kate” and “Annie get your Mask”. We can also
perform the full version of “Seven Brides for Seven Brothers”, but we can
only invite fifteen guests to see it.

Madeline:

Yes, but what am I, I mean we, going to be performing? My public have a
right to know.

Lorraine:

Yes Maddy.

Madeline:

Madeline! It’s Madeline! You fail to appreciate that… (Madeline freezes.)

Lorraine:

Madeline? Madeline? Are you there?

Pete:

She’s probably buffering.

Norman:

I think we’ve lost her.

Philip:

Chance would be a fine thing. We don’t need prima donnas.
(He puts out his hand. An elegant female hand passes Philip another
martini. He accepts it without acknowledgement. He takes a swig of the
martini. He winces and turns off stage.)

Philip:

You forgot the olive.
(The elegant arm re-appears and snatches the glass from him.)

Philip:

You indulge her. Did you see her Lady Bracknell?

Lorraine:

No.

Philip:

I’ve seen less ham in a bacon sandwich. We should mount a revival of
Geoffrey Bernard is unwell.

Lorraine:

That’s just for one male actor.

Philip:

Is it?
(Madeline unfreezes.)

Madeline:

My talent is much in demand.

Lorraine:

Oh, Madeline, you’re back.

Madeline:

My screen froze. I was still listening. It’s always irritating when you don’t
have enough olives, isn’t it Philip?

Philip:

Ah. Yes.
(The elegant female hand appears and passes Philip his martini glass. It
is crammed with olives. Philip takes it. He looks at the glass. He looks at
the elegant hand.)

Philip:

Thank you – darling.
(The elegant hand flicks him a V sign and exits from view.)

Madeline:

I think we should perform Shirley Valentine.

Philip:

I suppose you’ll play the title role.

Madeline:

It will be whomever the director deems appropriate.

Philip:

Who is directing our first play?

Madeline:

Moi. I will cast an actress with gravitas - someone who could hold an
audience. A professional with a calm presence.
(SFX. Madeline’s phone rings. She jumps with shock and answers it.)

Madeline:

(Shouting) What do you want? No mother. I haven’t heard yet. (She
terminates the call.)

Lorraine:

Moving on, we’ll have to take into account staging requirements.
(SFX. Cat meows. Lorraine looks up.)

Lorraine:

Tinky! Come down Tinky.
(SFX. Cat meow followed by the sound of an ornament crashing to the
floor.)

Lorraine:

(Ignoring the noise.) We’ve received an e-mail…..
(SFX. cat scratching in litter tray.)

Lorraine:

From the Playhouse, requesting for members to volunteer….
(SFX. More cat scratching. She starts to wince. She looks away from the
camera.)

Lorraine:

Stinky Tinky! Ashley! She’s missed her tray again. (Snaps) Don’t walk
behind me in your onesie. I’m on camera.
(Remembering that her microphone is on, she mutes herself. She has
quick silent rant at her unseen partner. She turns back to the camera all
smiles. She unmutes.)

Lorraine:

We need member volunteers with front of house, backstage and technical
roles. Have you had any offers Pete?

Pete:

Thirty-six members have e-mailed back.

Lorraine:

Fantastic!

Pete:

They all want to work behind the bar.

Lorraine:

No other volunteers?

Pete:

Just me. I want to do technical work.
(SFX. White noise.)

Pete:

Sorry. I’m particularly interested in video, lighting and (His voice slows and
stops.) souuuuuund…

Lorraine:

Pete?

Pete:

(Still squeaky.) Can you hear me? I want to do sound.

Lorraine:

I’m sure you’d benefit from the training.
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Pete:

No, I want to run the training. I want to share my expertise.

Lorraine:

I’ll pass that on. We must address the staging. Norman, as set designer, the
flats you created for our performance of Hamlet, and please don’t take this as
a criticism, but the battlements of Elsinore looked like they were made of
cardboard.

Norman:

They were made of cardboard. That’s something you need to discuss with the
stage manager.

Lorraine:

You’re the stage manager.

Norman:

Yes, well, it was a budgetary decision made by the art director.

Lorraine:

That’s you.

Norman:

Who was acting on advice from our esteemed treasurer.

Lorraine:

Also, you. We had cardboard crowns, cardboard swords and a cardboard
Yorick.

Philip:

I had to struggle with a cardboard codpiece.

Madeline:

It matched your performance.

Lorraine:

The audience got to see everything. It fell apart.

Norman:

The codpiece?

Lorraine:

The set! Did you run out of staples again?

Norman:

I sneezed.

Madeline:

Even an artiste of my calibre finds it a challenge to perform the emotional
turmoil of Ophelia’s mad scene when she’s been concussed by an eight-foot
turret.
(SFX. Madeline’s phone rings.)

Madeline:

(Answers the phone.) Lionel, super to hear from you. Oh… Right…. Second
messenger. Second messenger? So, who’s…. That’s a brave piece of casting.
Yes, it’s our duty to nurture young talent. (With a stony face she ends the
call and puts down the mobile. Trying not to cry she looks into the
screen.)
(SFX. Madeline’s phone rings again. She takes the call.)

Madeline:

Not now mother! (She hangs up.) Annabel! She’s only been a member for
ten minutes. We all know why she’s got it. Have you seen her skirts?

Norman:
Pete:
Philip:
Madeline:

(Together) Yes.
(Together) Yes.
(Together) Yes.
She’s not right for the part. Juliet is supposed to be chaste.

Norman:

Annabel’s always being chased.

Madeline:

Chaste, Norman, Chaste.
(Norman looks confused.)

Madeline:

Annabel has never been chased. She just stands about and waits for men to
come along. Probably on street corners. What does she know about acting?
She’s a slip of a girl. She’s only forty-three. I put my heart into that audition.
Day after day, speaking the poetry to myself. I can do it. I’ve got the energy,
the fire! (She composes herself and launches into a speech – very
badly.)‘Tis almost morning. I would have thee gone And yet no farther than a wanton’s bird
That lets it hop a little from his hand,

Little Norman:

(Off) I would I were thy bird.
(A shocked Norman looks up at Little Norman. You can see the fear in
Madeline’s eyes.)

Madeline:

Good night, good night! Parting is such sweet sorrow.
That I shall say good night till the morrow.

Little Norman:

(Off) Sleep well upon thine eyes, peace in thy breast! (Squawks) Same time
tomorrow night love? I’ll leave the back door open.
(Madeline and Norman have been found out. Norman puts his head in
his hands. Madeline stares at the screen. Philip tries not to laugh.)

Lorraine:

That’s a phenomenally clever parrot you have there Norman.

Norman:

I’ve never heard him say that before.

Little Norman:

(Off) Bollocks.
(Norman opens his mouth to speak.)

Little Norman:

(Off) Bollocks.
(Norman is about to open his mouth again but waits for Little Norman to
squawk again. We see the pain and embarrassment in his face.)

Little Norman:

(Off) Bollocks. Bollocks. Bollocks. Bollocks.
(Relieved that the bird has shut up, Norman sighs. He opens his mouth to
speak.)

Little Norman:

(Off) Dickhead!

Norman:

Excuse me.
(Norman picks up a roll of gaffer tape and exits from view. SFX.
Squawking and the sound of the gaffer tape being pulled off the roll.
Another squawk. Feathers fly into view. Silence. A dishevelled Norman
re-appears and takes his seat.)

Philip:

Point of order Lady Chairman.
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Lorraine:

(Snaps) What?

Philip:

Please accept this as constructive feedback, but this meeting is a shambles! I
could do far better.

Lorraine:

You shouldn’t have stood down.

Philip:

It wasn’t supposed to be you in charge! The role of chairman requires finesse.

Lorraine:

Piss off!

Philip:

As vice chair, I propose a vote of censure.

Lorraine:

Denied. Interject without my permission and I will eject you.

Philip:

That is outside your jurisdiction!

Lorraine:

(Shouts) It’s in the standing orders. Read them and understand them!

(Lorraine touches a button on her keyboard. A blind falls down in front
of Philip.)
Pete:

(Still squeaky) You can’t do that!

Lorraine:

Yes I can. Mute! (Pushes the button.)

Madeline:

That’s outrageous!

Lorraine:

Not as outrageous as you, you gin soaked old drama queen!

Madeline:

(Suddenly lost for words, she flounders for a response.) Old?
(Lorraine pushes the mute button. Madeline carries on complaining.)

Norman:

Well done love! It’s about time someone showed ‘em who’s boss.

Lorraine:

Oh Norman. (Beat) Norman. Norman. Norman. No one likes an arse licker.
(Lorraine pushes another key. A disgruntled muted Norman complains
to camera.)

Lorraine:

Philip, you may return.
(She touches a button. The blind comes up. Philip is raging but is also on
mute.)

Lorraine:

I propose that I play the lead in our next production. Everyone OK with that?
(Philip, Norman, and Madeline shout at the screen, but of course, we
can’t hear them.)

Lorraine:

Good, then we’re agreed.
(Philip, Norman, and Madeline continue to silently rant at their
cameras.)

Pete:

Hello?

Lorraine:

Pete?

Pete:

I’ve got everything working!

Lorraine:

This is my meeting, don’t interrupt.

Pete:

What does this button do?
(Suddenly, the lights come on in Pete’s “box”. He is sat behind his desk
with the minutes in front of him. He is naked. Fortunately for the
audience (and everyone else) his modesty is covered by the desk. His
colleagues react in horror.)

Lorraine:

Turn your camera off!

Pete:

You what?

Lorraine:

We can see you!

Pete:

I can’t hear you.
(Pete is about to stand.)

Lorraine:

Don’t stand up!

Pete:

I’ll fiddle with the speaker knob. I just need to reach up….

Lorraine:

No! No! No!
(Philip, Norman, and Madeline are all in a panic.)

Pete:

I’ll be with you in a flash!
(Pete reaches up…..)

Lorraine:

Meeting closed!
(Lorraine hastily pushes a button on her keyboard.)
(Blackout.)

