WAITING ROOM AT THE END OF TIME

By Russ Bickerstaff

Lights up on a small segment of the waiting room at the end of the world. The waiting room stretches off into forever left and right of the stage. The waiting room is set up as an infinitely long hallway-like room with one segment of the long wall visible behind the action and the fourth wall serving as the other. It’s a standard waiting room not unlike one found at a doctor’s office or the DMV. The furniture is the standard kind found in any institutional place where people are made to wait. There could be paintings, but there don’t have to be. There is a single door on the far wall with what is entirely likely to be very, very interesting things going on just beyond it. There could be a “now serving” sign affixed to an area that occasionally reads three digit numbers as they are announced. 

A number of people wait around near one of many doors peppering the infinite length of the hallway. STEVE is reading Stephen Hawkings’ A BRIEF HISTORY OF TIME. A young man named JONES listens to music on an MP3 player right next to the door. People mindlessly page through magazines. Others lounge around doing other things. It’s kind of crowded, but not too crowded. People occasionally walk by. The idea is to make it feel infinite by having people in an array of different costumes walking by the action occasionally. This is the waiting room at the end of time and everyone is there. (Perhaps even characters from some of the other shorts in the program.) WRITER walks in and sits down next to a woman named ARIA and a man named SMITH  

VOICE OVER PA SYSTEM: Number 237…Number 237…Number 237…

WRITER: [holds a portable voice recorder unit] Excuse me…excuse me…

MAN and WOMAN look over to see WRITER silently.

WRITER: Hi. How are you?

SMITH and ARIA shrug at each other…slightly out of synch with each other. A WOMAN IN A LABCOAT opens the door and looks around. She’s carrying a clipboard with a few forms clipped to it. JONES looks up at her admiring her, hoping she’ll cast a glance his way.

WOMAN IN LABCOAT: [in a loud voice] Number 237? 237?

WRITER: You’re probably wondering who I am, but that doesn’t matter. The important thing is that I’ve been going around interviewing people. Would you mind if I asked the two of you a few questions? 

MAN and WOMAN shrug, this time perfectly in synch. WOMAN IN A LABCOAT walks back out of the waiting room. She closes the door behind her. 

WRITER: I can see this is going to be fun. Um . . . so the first question I’d been asking everyone is . . .who were you before the world ended? 

SMITH: Excuse me? 

WRITER: What did you do? Before the world ended? 

SMITH: Oh…

ARIA: I was a recording artist. 

WRITER: Oh really? 

SMITH: Yes. I was a talent agent. 

WRITER: [to Aria] And what kind of music did you do? 

ARIA: It was a pop fusion . . . kind of mixing techno dance with classical music. 

WRITER: Oh…

SMITH: I was her agent, actually. 

WRITER: [to Aria] Oh my god you’re Aria. You’re the lead singer from Wolfagang, right? That classical metal fusion group. You did that death metal adaptation of The Barber of Seville. 
ARIA: Yeah, that was a little outside what. . . 

SMITH: Yeah, that wasn’t real commercial. Critically acclaimed, but it didn’t chart. 
‘

WRITER: [to Aria] I don’t think I’d ever met a recording artist before. My little sister LOVES your stuff. 

VOICE OVER PA SYSTEM: Number 732…Number 732…Number 732…

SMITH: [half to himself] Not really as interesting as you might expect, y’know . . . being a talent agent for recording artists and that sort of thing. 

A WOMAN IN A LABCOAT opens the door and looks around. She’s carrying a clipboard with a few forms clipped to it. JONES looks up at her admiring her, hoping she’ll cast a glance his way.
WOMAN IN LABCOAT: [in a loud voice] Number 732? 732?

WRITER: My little sister had all of your albums. She begged me for tickets when you came to town, but I just couldn’t find them anywhere.

SMITH: [resigned to speak fully to himself now] People think you know…you represent some of the most famous people on earth . . . one of the biggest recording artists in the history of time and all it must be interesting, right? 

WOMAN IN A LABCOAT walks back out of the waiting room. She closes the door behind her. 

WRITER: [to Aria] So what were YOU doing when it all ended? 

ARIA: I’m sorry does it matter? 

WRITER: Why do you ask?

ARIA: No it’s just . . . y’know . . . you introduce yourself (sort of) as someone doing interviews at the end of the world and you say your identity doesn’t matter, but if identities don’t matter at the end of the world, then really, what do individual stories matter?

WRITER: No I know, but understand that I’m just trying to get a feel for who all ended up here. 

ARIA: Why? What difference does it make? It’s all over. 

VOICE OVER PA SYSTEM: Number 747…Number 747…Number 747…

WRITER: I don’t know if it’s going to amount to much, but . . . 

SMITH: OH MY GOD!

WRITER and ARIA: What?

SMITH: That’s me. That’s my number!

WRITER: Are you sure? 

SMITH: Hell yes. Who forgets a number like 747? 

ARIA: Why didn’t you ever tell me your number was 747? 

SMITH: You never asked. 

SMITH stands up and pulls the little paper take-a-number stub out of his pocket. A WOMAN IN A LABCOAT opens the door and looks around. She’s carrying a clipboard with a few forms clipped to it. JONES looks up at her admiring her, hoping she’ll cast a glance his way.
SMITH: Hey that’s me!

WOMAN IN LABCOAT: [in a loud voice] Number 747? 747?

SMITH: Yeah, that’s me. That’smethat’smethat’sme! That’s ME!

WOMAN IN LABCOAT looks a little surprised.

WOMAN IN LABCOAT: Can I see your number? 

SMITH shakily hands the number over to WOMAN IN LABCOAT. She looks at it, nods and hands it back to him a bit confused. 

WOMAN IN LABCOAT: Okay. Umm. . . . come with me, then . . . I guess.   

WOMAN IN LABCOAT opens the door for SMITH, who looks over at ARIA. He shrugs at her. She shrugs back. Everyone else in the room has stopped whatever it was that they were doing and are now looking at the man, who is walking out of the room in astonishment. JONES has his headphones offt. He’s awestruck and motionless. He looks around a little uneasily, waves goodbye to all  and walks through the door. WOMAN IN LABCOAT follows, closing the door behind her. 

WRITER: Uhh . . .that’s not normal for this part of the room is it?

ARIA: Uh . . . no . . . no it’s not. 

WRITER: Because I don’t think I’ve ever seen . . . 

ARIA: It’s NEVER happened, okay? 

WRITER: But that’s really, weird, right? I mean . . . how the hell did . . . I mean . . . who was that guy? What made him so important?

ARIA: He was my agent. 

WRITER: A talent agent?

ARIA: Yes.  A talent agent.

WRITER:  They’ve been calling numbers forever . . . all this time they’d been looking for a talent agent? A talent agent after the end of the world is  . . . what use do they have for him? 

ARIA: Right. He’s about as ridiculous as a writer at the end of time. 

WRITER: Hey, I didn’t mean … I was just saying . . . y’know . . . it’s not like. I wasn’t implying that he was useless, I was just wondering why they chose him is all. 

JONES: They didn’t choose him. They chose his number. 

ARIA: Oh Jones. I’m sure she didn’t pick him for any reason…

JONES: No I know she didn’t. It wasn’t her it was . . . and anyway this is great news, right? It means that they’re starting to actually pick people. That means I’ll get to go back there with her sometime…

WRITER: [to Aria] What’s his deal?

ARIA: He’s got a crush on her. 

WRITER: [pointing to the door] What, her? In the lab coat.

JONES: Yes, her in the lab coat. Is there something wrong with that?

WRITER: Well, no. I’m sorry it’s just a little weird. I mean . . . aren’t you falling for her kind of late? 

JONES: No.

WRITER: It’s the end of the world. It’s all over. You don’t have a future with her. She doesn’t have a future with you. No one has a future with ANYDONE It’s all over. 

JONES: Yeah right, right, right. It’s all over because the world ended and we’re all in this waiting room. I know. But if nothing’s happening anymore, why did they actually call his number this time? Why not call a number no one has like every other time? 

WRITER: I don’t know. I’m just saying it’s not terribly realistic. 

ARIA: I’m sorry, did you just get here? We’re in a hallway waiting room that stretches into forever in both directions. We can afford to be a little unrealistic. 

WRITER: I get your point, but has he even spoken to her?

JONES: I’ve tried. 

WRITER: Yeah, right EVERYONE has tried. Those guys in the lab coats never say ANYTHING other than numbers that don’t belong to anyone. [walks over to the door.] There’s no getting through to them just like there’s no getting through those doors. [puts his hand on the doorknob and tries to open it, knowing it’ll be locked. He pounds on the door to illustrate his point.] 

JONES: I know, I know. But it’s not like I haven’t seen her make eye contact with me. And it’s not like we haven’t communicated. 

WRITER: What, through eye contact? 

JONES: I passed her a note. 

WRITER: A note. And has she . . . 

ARIA: No, she hasn’t. But she doesn’t have to. Some things ARE forever. People don’t stop being attracted to each other…people don’t stop falling in love just because the world ended. There’s a drive for everything that goes beyond any ending. 

WRITER: Very inspirational. 

ARIA: No. No it’s not. You know why we haven’t stopped hoping for things even after the end of the world?

WRITER: Uhh….

ARIA: We’re stupid. Really, really stupid. See that guy there? [motions to STEVE]

WRITER: Yeah. 

ARIA: You know how many times he’s read that since we got here? 

WRITER: No. 

ARIA: Neither do I. And you know what? Neither DOES HE! Do you?

[Without looking up from the book, STEVE shakes his head]

WRITER: Your point? 

ARIA: I don’t know. But why read the same book over and over and over again?

WRITER: Because we’re stupid?

ARIA: Right. The mysteries of the universe are gone with the rest of the universe, so why keep reading the same book about it over and over again? Because there’s the hope—the hope of something more. The hope of some kind of explanation. 

JONES: And have you noticed something else? They’re not calling numbers.

WRITER: [looking off into the distance] Wow. 

The door opens. Everybody turns their attention to WOMAN IN LABCOAT and SMITH. SMITH comes to sit down right next to ARIA …the same place he was sitting at the beginning of the short. There is a silence. WOMAN IN LABCOAT stands at the door. There is a brief silence. All eyes are on SMITH except for JONES, who looks longingly at WOMAN IN LABCOAT, who looks off into the distance. 

There is a silence.

ARIA: Well? 

SMITH: What?

ARIA: What happened. 

SMITH: Oh, right. Can’t we just skip it? 

ARIA: Uh, well . . .no. No we can’t. 

SMITH: They called me back there. I went into a room. [mumbling uncomfortably under his breath] Someone came by and told me it was my fault. 

ARIA: Excuse me?

SMITH: They said it was my fault. The whole end of the world thing. 

WRITER: Excuse ME. 

SMITH: It was my fault. I was responsible fort he end of the world. 

ARIA: What did you do?

SMITH: Nothing. I didn’t do anything . . . it’s what I didn’t do. Can we just talk about something else? 

ARIA: Well . . . I think this is maybe a little more important than that. 

WRITER: Me too.

SMITH: Okay, okay fine . . . but you’re really not going to like it. It’s not . . . it doesn’t really explain anything. 

ARIA: Just spit it out.

SMITH: Okay, fine . . . it was actually kind of weird. They asked me . . . they asked me if I ever told you about my feelings for you.  

ARIA: [looking around a little uncomfortably] What? 

SMITH: And I said well . . . no . . . I never really got around to it. And THEY said that pretty much explains it. Why the world ended. It’s a big equation. There are lots of variables. They showed it to me. There were a lot of factors involved. It’s huge. There was a lot going on at the end of the world, but it all ultimately came down to the fact that . .  . I never told you I love you. I always have. Ever sine we were kids.

SMITH and ARIA stare meaningfully into each other’s eyes. STEVE starts laughing.

WRITER: Wait a minute . . . you’re telling me that the world ended because you didn’t tell her . .  but that’s ridiculous. 

STEVE: [tosses aside the book] And so is everything else. Everything. It makes perfect sense because it doesn’t.

WRITER: I don’t . . . 

STEVE: We come from a world that came up with reality TV and nuclear warheads and supply side economics. Nothing is supposed to make sense. 

WRITER: So?

STEVE: So it may as well have all ended because one guy didn’t have the good sense to speak his feelings. 

WRITER: Oh . . . 

WOMAN IN LABCOAT begins to go back into the area beyond the waiting room. Just as the door begins to close behind WOMAN IN LABCOAT, JONES reaches out to her. She stops. They make solid eye contact for a few secondsa. They disappear behind the door together. 

STEVE: Good thing about a world this strange . . . doesn’t have the good sense to know when it’s over. . . 

The Lights Fade-Out and It’s Over. . .  

