
bad Art

ACT ONE

(HALF LIGHT.  An underground room:  An 
older wing-back chair and a couple of 
simple wood ones, a worn side table, a 
humble t.v., but all over a new, vivid 
Persian rug.  To one side, a narrow bed 
with regal purple sheets.  To the other, an 
ironing board, at which CHARLENE, 53, 
tinkers with an elaborately ornate tea set, 
preparing it for tea.  She wears a flannel 
robe, her long hair scraggly.)

(In the wing-back chair sits TAMI, 30s, 
Middle-Eastern, swarthy but clean-cut and 
impeccably suited.  The front section of 
the day’s New York Times rests on his 
thigh, perfectly quartered to an interior 
page.  He reads.  He’s slightly more 
engaged by “the act of reading” than the 
article itself.) 

CNN ANCHOR (FILTERED V.O.)
And now for more on the devastating story coming out of 
Billingham, Missouri, where a pitbull puppy has attempted to 
maul a young child.  Tabitha Ryan is at the scene.  Tabitha?

TABITHA RYAN (FILTERED V.O.)
Thanks, Miles.  Thanksgiving Day has come a week early for 
the family of the young mauling victim when.  Mere minutes 
ago, the savage pitbull on the cusp of adulthood was cleared 
of rabies.  The news sent celebratory. . .

(The News Voices FADE OUT.)  

(FULL LIGHT.  An electric kettle whistles.  
Charlene pours the water into the ornate 
tea pot.  Note:  When Tami speaks, his 
words are second-language, upper-class 
British-English.)

CHARLENE
Tea?

TAMI
No, thank you.  I am none too fond of the American teas.  
“Boysenberry Harmony.”  “Cran-Apple Serenity.”

CHARLENE
This is English Breakfast.



(But Tami has returned to his newspaper.  
Charlene pours some for herself.) 

CHARLENE (cont'd)
I didn’t know what to expect.  But this is a nice space.  
Your bunker. . . My. . . I don’t know what to call it.  

TAMI
It is whatever you have made of it.

CHARLENE
Don’t you think it’s odd that they’ve raided your bunker but 
not your palace?

TAMI
There are too many headaches when one attempts to apply logic 
to American tactics.  For instance:  A-12, below the fold.  
This is an insult!  How ever did you find it amidst the other 
drivel?

CHARLENE
Well after Rebecca heard it on the news--

TAMI
Rebecca did not hear it on the news.

CHARLENE
Saw it on the news.

TAMI
On-- How do you call it?  “The ticker.”  Like one of your 
stocks:  McDonald’s Big Macs: up four points, Nike’s swoosh: 
down three.  Paintings by Charlene Shaw found in Tamiz 
Nayyir’s bunker: one.  By the way, how is that young child of 
Missouri faring?  Have his stitches dissolved?

CHARLENE
I don’t know.  I don’t get cable.

TAMI
New York Times A-12!

CHARLENE
That’s fine.

TAMI
How is that “fine?”

CHARLENE
Because no one will read it.  Who makes it to A-12?
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TAMI
I just did.

CHARLENE
You had a reason.  

TAMI
I will tell you who will read it.  One: the bored rich who 
live in exile, and, Two: the select cognoscenti who aspire to 
become bored, rich exiles.

CHARLENE
How many of those are there?

TAMI
More than you would ever imagine.  And there’s a third type 
of A-twelver too, the one of greatest concern.

CHARLENE
Who?

TAMI
The pathetic American muckraker, still feeding off the 
delusional fumes of Woodward and Bernstein.  For your USA 
Today, a pie-chart on the price of patriotism.  These are the 
bottom-feeders for whom you must keep your eye out.

CHARLENE
Well. (then) What do you think?

TAMI
I have just told you what I think.

CHARLENE
I mean about. . . the state of things.

TAMI
The world is a wreck.  There is famine and exploitation and 
depravity and war-- They are interchangeable, and they have 
co-mingled with what various people call “civilization” for 
the past four thousand years.

CHARLENE
I meant the state of things for me.

TAMI
Ah.  I believe the two are. . . How do you say it?  One and 
the same.

CHARLENE
So you’re an optimist.
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TAMI
A cockneyed optimist.

CHARLENE
Cock-eyed.

TAMI
Pardon?

CHARLENE
The term is “cock-eyed.”

TAMI 
My face is perfectly symmetrical.  And symmetricality, you 
should know, is the scientific definition of beauty.  Look at 
my face, does it not present as perfectly symmetrical?

CHARLENE
It does. 

TAMI
Good. (then)  It is a complex issue.

CHARLENE
(yes) Some historians believe Helen of Troy was a hunchback.

TAMI
I have no idea what you are talking about.

CHARLENE
The complexity of beauty.

TAMI
No, I refer to the complexity currently before us.  Not this 
article itself, which is hardly complex-- and hardly an 
article-- four full paragraphs, all of them utterly devoid of 
that so-called moral Americans hold so near and dear.

CHARLENE
What moral is that?

TAMI
Objectivity. (He reads:) “Adolph Hitler collected art as 
well, and his Nazi party took it upon themselves to steal 
original works of the greats, such as Leonardo Da Vinci.  By 
comparison as an art collector, Tamiz Nayyir--

CHARLENE
(Stop.) Please.

TAMI
This is a complex issue for you.
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CHARLENE 
Is it?

TAMI
I would not be here if it were not. (re. the newspaper) Do 
not let this drivel humiliate you.

CHARLENE 
I’m not.  I don’t even. . . I’m not.

TAMI
No?

CHARLENE
No more than is reasonable.

TAMI
Ah-- “reason!”  One of my trigger words!

CHARLENE
A trigger for what?

TAMI
For me to want to pull a trigger.  What are you hoping for, 
Charlie?

CHARLENE
That nothing has changed. (then) That everything’s changed. 
(then) I don’t know.

TAMI 
We have created an exquisite bond, you and I.  So I vow right 
here and now, I will never lie to you.  But they will make up 
lies and call them “stories.”  They will belittle your vision 
and label you “provincial.”  They will acknowledge your 
successes only by portraying you as grotesquely naive.  And 
they will think things far worse.  You will have to be 
strong.  Very, very strong, or they will break you.  Can you 
be strong enough, Charlie?

CHARLENE 
Who are “they?”

TAMI
Everyone.

(LIGHTS.)
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(Morning, the same November day.  A Great 
Room, full of daily life.  In particular:  
A couch, an overstuffed chair, a Shaker-
knit afghan, a coffee table, a dining room 
table and chairs.)  

(MATT, 17, all limbs, searches for 
something.)

MATT
Mom? (then) Mom?

CHARLENE (O.S.)
Downstairs.

MATT
Have you seen my shoes?

CHARLENE (O.S.)
Hmmm?

MATT
My shoes.

(Charlene emerges through a swinging door 
to the kitchen, the same bathrobe and the 
same scraggly hair as earlier.)

CHARLENE
Lunch is on the kitchen counter.  Is Andy picking you up?

MATT
Bench, he’s subbing today, hopefully not math.  The booster 
club just bought us new jerseys, only Bench told ‘em there’re 
15 of us on the team even though we’ve got 18.

(Matt looks under the sofa.)

CHARLENE
I’m not sure that’s a math insufficiency, just Bench somehow 
distracting himself.

MATT
I was asking if you’d seen my shoes.

CHARLENE
I believe they’re on your feet.

MATT
The real ones.  The dress ones.
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CHARLENE
No.  Why?

MATT
For tomorrow.

CHARLENE
What’s tomorrow?

MATT
The awards dinner. (then) At the Elks Club?

CHARLENE
Tomorrow?

MATT
Yeah.

CHARLENE
I thought it was the Friday after Thanksgiving.

MATT
If it was the day after Thanksgiving nobody’d be there to 
hear my speech.

CHARLENE
A speech?

MATT
Yeah, well the thank you acknowledgment thing.  

CHARLENE
Who knew it’s such an affair?  Your sports coat needs 
cleaning.

MATT
I brought it to the cleaners the other day. (then) What?

CHARLENE
You’re growing up.

MATT
No I’m not.

CHARLENE
Yes.  You are.

MATT
Is this your way of telling me you’re cutting off my 
allowance?
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CHARLENE
Since when do I give you an allowance?

MATT
Maybe I’ll just wear sneakers.  Or sandals with socks 
underneath.

CHARLENE
I don’t think so.

MATT
C’mon!  I’m getting an award for my art, they won’t think 
twice.

CHARLENE
It’s for a photograph.

(The front door opens.  BENCH, mid-40s, 
enters familiarly.  He wears his nylon wind 
jacket with ease.)

BENCH
Mornin’ glories.

MATT
Wassup, Bench.

CHARLENE
Almost ready, just looking for his shoes.

BENCH
They’re on his feet.

MATT
For tomorrow night.  I can’t find them.

BENCH
Our own personal Axel Adams!  Edward Stricken!

CHARLENE
Ansel.

MATT
Steichen.

BENCH
Ten?  Ten and-a-half?

MATT
Yeah.
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BENCH
So you’ll ball up some sweat socks and borrow mine.

MATT
Black or brown?

BENCH
Huh?

MATT
Are your shoes black or brown?

BENCH
Whatever color you care to polish them, my friend.  Charlene, 
I was gonna be neighborly and bring in your paper but it’s 
not out there.

CHARLENE
I already brought it in.

BENCH
Oh. 

(He “casually” looks for it, covering by 
taking an apple from the bowl on the table.  
He rubs it on his windbreaker, making an 
odd squeaky sound.)

CHARLENE
That should be washed.

BENCH
Nah, I hosed it down with my tent when I got back last 
weekend.

CHARLENE
I meant the apple.

BENCH
You didn’t wash them?

CHARLENE
I don’t remember.

MATT
I’m gonna get my lunch.

CHARLENE
Take a granola bar while you’re in there.  I don’t want them 
thinking I don’t feed you breakfast.
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MATT
Are they the Quaker chewies or that healthy kind that’ll pick-
axe my teeth?

CHARLENE
What do you think.

(Matt exits to the kitchen.  Bench waits 
until he’s out of earshot.)

BENCH
I read the Poughkeepsie Journal this morning.  Okay, you got 
me, I read the sports section of the Journal, but I glanced 
at the front page as I flipped, and I didn’t see anything.

CHARLENE
See anything of what?

BENCH
News.  New news.  Not in the local paper. (then) So is it in 
yours?

CHARLENE
There’ll be a pie chart soon enough.  

BENCH 
Huh?

CHARLENE
(re. the Times) Yes.

BENCH
Where?

CHARLENE
A-12, below the fold.  

BENCH
I mean where’s the paper.

CHARLENE
Oh.  The basement.

BENCH
Why?

CHARLENE
I. . . I was using it down there.

(Matt swings through the kitchen door, 
brown bag in hand.)
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