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Introduction

Welcome to this anthology of twenty contemporary short plays written by some of the most talented playwrights currently working in the American theatre.

In high school, college, and university theatre programs all over the world, student directors and actors are consistently searching for short plays that they can challenge themselves with in classes and in production. A ten-minute play is a step up from standard monologue and scene work, giving actors and directors (and designers) a fully conceived and complete world to develop and perform. Unfortunately, when students begin the search for material, they often have a hard time finding short plays that they connect with and are excited to work on. Students looking online often find material that is uneven, inappropriate, or poorly written. Collections of short plays found in the library are often dated, overdone, and written for older actors.

This anthology solves the problem for theatre teachers and students, giving them access to excellent, contemporary material written for high school and college age actors in the twenty-first century. Each play selected features a distinct and unique voice in this eclectic and diverse volume targeted toward college and high school age actors, directors, and audiences. In these pages, you’ll find a delightful mix of plays—comedic, dramatic, thrilling, coming-of-age, political, silly, and just plain strange. The plays, however, do have a few things in common:


	—All of the plays have no more than five characters, with two to three central characters.

	—Many of the plays have a large number of female-identifying characters.

	—All of the plays range between ten and twenty minutes in performance.

	—All of the plays were written with college-age actors and directors in mind.



In addition, at the back of the anthology you’ll find supplementary materials that will share insight into how our small college theatre program developed the new work featured in this anthology, and gives you information, structures, and inspiration for potentially developing your own original plays as well.

We hope that publishing this anthology will give high school, college, and university theatre programs fresh, exciting, and current material for the studio and the stage. Aspiring directors, actors, writers, and designers, as well as their teachers and professors, will enjoy finding undiscovered material here for reading, producing, directing, designing, and performing. Enjoy being inspired by all of these plays and then selecting one or more for your next class project or production!





Part One

The Plays





penny’s, or whenever you need me

by aniello fontano

aniello fontano is an award-winning playwright, screenwriter, and educator originally from Little Italy, Chicago. He earned his MFA in Dramatic Writing at the University of New Mexico while fulfilling teaching and graduate assistantships in Dramatic Writing and Women’s Studies. The individual, full-length plays from his series “windy’s cycle, or how to carry immense weight” have been produced around the country.

A note from the playwright

life isn’t about triumph or tragedy.

            it’s not black and white.

            good or bad.

            life continues, regardless of success or failure.

                        because life—is just about trying.

                        always trying.

this is a play about someone trying.



Characters
Someone—any age, female/femme

Puppet—a puppet

Synopsis
A run-down diner, empty fish tank, and lonely puppet help guide a lost soul home.

For performing rights, please contact:
aniellofontano@gmail.com


an abandoned diner.

damp. dark. foggy.

an ancient, crooked, flickering, neon sign reads “penny’s”.

an algae-riddled fish tank sits in the corner.

inside, a blue light illuminates a dilapidated aquarium jukebox.

if there were fish, they’d swim through it.

but there aren’t.

just dirty water and algae.

someone enters.

they sit in silhouette at the counter.

they look around.

no one’s in the place.

someone lights a cigarette and inhales.

smoke trails upward from the orange embers.

slowly, eerily, a hand-rod puppet rises from behind the counter.

its white eyes cut through the darkness.

someone smokes, but doesn’t see the puppet.

the puppet eyes wander toward the cigarette.

it stares intensely at the tobacco.

we sit in this silence for a bit.

then—

Puppetthat’s bad for you—

Someonewhat the fu—

Puppetahhhhhhh—

Someoneahhhhhhhhhhhhh—

simultaneous screams echo through the diner.

when someone runs out of breath, they put down the cigarette.

Someonecalm down. calm down. calmmmmmm.

the puppet breathes heavy.

in, out, in, out, in, out.

Someoneshhhhh. breathe.

in, out, in, out, in, out.

the puppet gathers itself.

they stare at one another for too long.

then, lightning fast—

Puppetyou shouldn’t say bad words bad words can be taken the wrong way or repeated by someone much younger than you like a younger sibling or a neighbor or that kid in class that won’t stop picking his nose and wiping it on his desk and he thinks no one notices but people notice josh we can all see you and then those people who heard the bad words will say the bad words and that’s not good because your job as a friend is to make sure—

Someoneok, ok. i won’t say “bad words,” and you don’t scream. deal?

deal.

someone picks up the cigarette and inhales again.

the puppet stares at the cigarette.

its eyes grow judgmentally wider.

an unspoken “that’s bad for you.”

someone dies out the cigarette and stares at the puppet.

then, someone reaches over.

slowly, carefully, they tug on the puppet’s head.

it screams in pain.

Someonesorry!

Puppetthat’s my head!

Someonesorry, sorry!

things settle.

Puppetwhat? is there something on my face?

Someoneno, just … never mind.

Puppetwhy are you here?

someone stares at the puppet.

Puppetno one’s been here in a long time, why are you here?

Someonei saw the light flicker.

someone gets up and looks over the counter for a puppeteer.

no one is there.

someone walks around the diner, taking it in.

they stop at the fish tank.

Someonewhere’s the fish?

Puppetgone.

Someonegone where?

the puppet doesn’t know.

Puppeti’m being rude. do you want a milkshake?

Someonea milkshake?

the puppet produces a picturesque milkshake.

someone stares at it.

Someonethanks.

someone sips the shake and walks around the diner.

Someonethis is really good.

Puppeti’ve perfected the recipe.

someone finds a puppet hair in the milkshake.

the puppet is ashamed.

someone smiles.

Someonehow long have you been here?

Puppetforever.

Someoneand you’re just alone?

Puppeti wasn’t always.

?

Puppeti had a friend once. penny. she was the best. smart and nice and she could dance so good. that was her best thing. dancing. wait! actually, it was telling jokes. telling jokes, then dancing, then drawing.

Someonewhat kind of jokes?

the puppet thinks.

Puppetwhat do you call a fish with no eyes?

?

Puppeta fshhhhhhhhh.

someone chuckles lightly.

Puppetwhat do you call a fish wearing a bow tie?

Someonei dunno.

Puppetsofishticated.

another light laugh.

Someonewere all of her jokes about fish?

Puppetwow.

Someonewhat?

Puppeti never realized that.

beat.

Someonealright. what do you get when you cross a rhetorical question with a joke?

someone waits for a response.

Puppeti dunno, what?

silence.

Puppeti don’t get it.

Someone’cause it’s rhetorical it’s never mind.

someone stares into the fish tank.

Someonethis has to be cleaned.

duh.

Someonei used to have a fish tank like this when i was little. these little algae called phytoplankton turn the water green. it’s not necessarily bad, but if you clean the tank more it won’t happen.

Puppetdid it have fish?

Someoneit was a fish tank, so …

wow. hurtful.

Someonejust one. “bellyache.”

?

Someonei had trouble sleeping. my stomach would turn at night and so me and my mom named the fish “bellyache.”

Puppetwhat color was the fish?

Someoneshe was blue. with those weird green fish eyes. and one stripe of orange down her side.

Puppetdo you still have her?

Someonenah. my dad got mad at me one day and threw her down the toilet.

Puppetthat’s not a nice thing to do.

Someoneno. it’s not.

Puppeti’m sorry.

Someonehe was always difficult. he’d get mad and do things and say things. things to get everyone around him as mad as he was or just distract himself i guess. i don’t know to be honest. i just remember him being loud.

the puppet listens.

Someonebellyache was great though. me and my mom used to watch her swim around the tank ’til i fell asleep. my mom was a warm person.

Puppetshe sounds nice.

Someoneshe was. she was a good listener. nobody listens now so, that stuck with me. my dad never listened. he was always in his own world, and we didn’t know how to help.

i told my mom i was scared, ’cause of how loud he was, you know? so she went to the store and bought an old beat-up record player and a stack of oldies. all dusty and scratched and chipped.

and whenever my dad would get mad, she’d come sit in the room with me and put on those old records. there was this one record … the vinyl would pop in places and you’d hear split seconds of him yelling at the world but … it was my favorite. a weird, broken lullaby. my mom would sit with me and play it loud enough to drown out his screaming in the other room. she’d hold me close and sing.

a smile.

Puppetthat’s nice.

silence.

Someonecan i ask you something?

Puppeti’m not going anywhere.

someone smiles.

Someonewhy do you sit in the dark?

Puppeta while ago the lights went out and never came back on. there’s a switch but i can’t reach and. it’s sad.

Someonei know the feeling. right before i started high school, my mom died. she was sick for a while and i remember begging for her to get better. begging the world. my dad. god. whatever. but she didn’t. no matter what i did, it made no difference. i think, something in me died too. i used to be light. i haven’t felt that in a long time.

Puppeti’m sorry.

Someoneit’s not your fault. it’s no one’s fault really. it happens.

Puppetit can still hurt.

true.

Puppetbut hurting goes away. it’s not forever. it’s just a part. a little part of a big whole.

Someonebut if it goes away, she goes with it.

silence.

Someoneif it stops hurting, there’s nothing left.

silence.

Someonei had this place i’d go to when i was little. like an imaginary happy place or whatever. after my mom died and i was alone with my dad, i could go to this place in my head and be happy. where that song my mom used to sing to me played all the time. and i had a friend. where all the bad things that happened, didn’t.

but then, after a while, i started to forget her. that place. what i felt there. happiness. lightness. joy. it didn’t feel right. it didn’t feel right to be happy without her. how could i forget her and let her down again, you know?

so i left, and never went back because—

pain keeps her around, i think.

or maybe, loving people and losing them hurts too much.

so i just kind of, stay away.

Puppetthat’s a hard way to live.

no answer.

Someoneso what happened to penny?

Puppetone day, she was just gone. she left, then the fish left, then the music stopped and the lights went out and … and i was alone. but, she’ll come back. i know she will.

Someonehow do you know?

Puppeti don’t, but i believe it. and i’ll be here for her.

Someoneeven though she left you here in the dark?

Puppeteven though she left me here in the dark.

beat.

Someonewhat would you say if she came back?

Puppeti’d say … i missed you. and i love you.

Someoneshe left you. rotting away here in the dark with an empty fish tank and broken sign. you wouldn’t be mad at her? you wouldn’t tell her off? tell her how she messed up your life and—

Puppetof course not. friendship isn’t about “convenience.” sometimes people need to find their own way. what’s important is being there when they need you. and …

i’ll always be here for you, whenever you need me.

someone smiles, pushing tears from their eyes.

Someoneyou said, “you.”

the puppet smiles.

so does penny.

Puppeti mean … no one else really knows about this place, so.

Pennygood point, good point.

beat.

Puppetyou got older.

a bigger smile.

Pennyyou didn’t.

Puppeti missed you.

tears swell.

Pennyi didn’t mean to leave you i just—

i don’t know how to be happy and sad all at once.

how to be broken and try to fix myself.

i thought by coming here i’d be ok and then i thought by leaving here i’d be ok but the truth is

i’m not ok.

i miss my mom

i miss myself

i miss you

and i’m so sorry

penny hugs the puppet, who returns it.

she lets go, and exhales everything from her lungs.

Pennywhat do we do now?

the puppet looks up at the circuit breaker, just out of its reach.

so penny pulls a stool under it, climbs up, opens the box,

and switches each breaker on.

the diner crackles to life with each switch turn.

lights, sounds, machinery—what have you.

then, something like

penny and the quarters “you and me”

roars out of the fish tank juke box.

maybe it’s clean and there’s a blue fish in the tank now.

the puppet pulls out two rags and hands one to penny.

penny starts to clean a table.

puppet cleans the counter.

they listen to the song.

the diner is finally alive again.

this time—maybe for good.

end of play.






Creatures of the Earth, or Opposable Thumbs

By Emma Schillage

Emma Schillage (they/them) is a queer Southern Gothic playwright, actor, and director based in New York and New Orleans. Schillage earned their BA in Theatre Arts from Loyola University New Orleans and their MFA in Playwriting from Columbia University. Their work has been produced by The 24-Hour Plays, Red Bull Theater, the cell, and Southern Rep. Their award-winning play Cockroaches is published and available for purchase with 1319 Press. You can find them @emmaschillage on social media.

A note from the playwright
I’ve always been intrigued by how humans see themselves at the center of the universe. This sparked my curiosity about what exists on the outskirts—animals, creatures, and pests, leading me to Raccoon and Opossum.

As an actor turned writer, I aim to create joyful and dynamic scenes. In works like Creatures of the Earth, or Opposable Thumbs, I focus on layering emotion through playful language, allowing actors to embody vibrant new characters. I hope this piece inspires you to embrace love and pursue the life you desire, whether or not you feel at the center of the universe.

Characters
Opossum—AFAB, any gender

Raccoon—any sex, any gender

Synopsis
Opossum believes that being human holds the key to a more fulfilling life. Raccoon wishes only to be with Opossum. As they navigate their desires and the world around them, the play delves into themes of identity, belonging, and the complexities of love and self-acceptance.

For performing rights, please contact:
emmaschillage@gmail.com

Characters
Opossum—petulant and passionate. Hopelessly in love with being human.

Raccoon—sarcastic and emphatic. Hopelessly in love with Opossum.

Setting
A forest. A small clearing.

Notes
I wrote the play with two female actresses in mind. That being said, any person of any race or gender could play these roles.

Our characters aren’t human, but the stakes should be. Their emotions are very real and very grounded, while sometimes ridiculous and overly dramatic. They are multifaceted, they move, they are physical and fluid beings. They are human and animal.

CAPITALIZATION indicates that the animals are using a very human word that they don’t normally use. They might know the meaning of the word and they might not.

Warning: This play contains citrus.

Raccoon and Opossum sit in a kiddie pool. Raccoon wears a pool ring and Opossum wears pool floaties.

Opossum digs an orange out of their pouch (opossum’s are marsupials after all) and hands it to Raccoon who begins biting at the rind furiously. Its little hands fruitlessly (ha!) move back and forth around the orange, trying to dig into the flesh.

Opossum takes out their own orange from their pouch. They too try to spear their little fingers into the flesh. They are somewhat less successful than Raccoon, who has now managed to get some of the juicy bits out. Juice from the orange is now dripping down their arms. Raccoon frantically slurps it up. Opossum, growing more and more frustrated, tries to get the slightest taste of fruit until—

Opossum    Nope! That’s it! Today is the day.

Raccoon looks up, their hands and face filled with citrus.

Raccoon    Hmm?

Opossum    It’s official. I’m running away.

Raccoon    From what?

Opossum    From home. I’m running away and starting a new life.

Raccoon    Opossum.

Opossum    Don’t mock me. I’m being serious.

Raccoon    Fine. Why then, pray tell, have you decided to make this completely sound, rational, and not at all impulsive decision?

Opossum (as if an enormous injustice has been made)    Because … of this stupid … freaking … ORANGE!

Opossum throws the orange.

Raccoon    Sound argument. No. Seriously. I can tell that you’ve really thought this through.

Opossum    AHHHHHHHH!

Opossum starts throwing a tantrum, kicking their legs in the kiddie pool.

Raccoon Woah! Stop! You’ll spill all the water out.
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