









     HARD TO SWALLOW





(a ten-minute play) by DANIEL CURZON





curzon@pacbell.net (415-585-3410)

CHARACTERS:  


DAN, a man, any age between 50 and 75, with a bag of snacks

            ANN, a woman, any age between 20-70, with a camera and a guidebook
SETTING:  Bare stage. The actors face the audience, where the “action” is.
DAN     (calling offstage) You’re going to miss them! Where are you, Ann? Ann! Jesus!
ANN  
 (entering) I’m here! I’m here!
DAN  
 (impatiently) What were you doing?
ANN  
 I had to pee.

DAN  
 No one has to pee that long!
ANN  
 There was a line, Dan.
DAN  
 You just don’t want to be here. That’s what I think.

ANN   
 (impatiently) God, I hate traveling with you!

DAN  
 You didn’t have to come.

ANN  
 I know that. . . . I came to keep you company. So we could have fun!

DAN  
 Are we having fun yet?

ANN  
 You tell me!

DAN  
 I’m sorry if I’m being irritable, but I don’t want to miss the goddamn swallows.

ANN  
 Okay, where the hell are they? 

DAN   
 I don’t see the little fuckers yet.
ANN  
 But they’re on their way. I can feel it in my bones. They’ll probably land right on 
             your head. And poop.
DAN   
 They’re supposed to land over there — on the old Mission church.

ANN   
 (showing it)  I have my camera. Your birds will be immortalized forever. And 

              their poop too.
DAN    I finally get here. It’s supposed to be better if you share it! Indulge me, okay? 
            And they don’t poop.
ANN    You’re indulged. By the way, happy birthday!

DAN   
 Thank you. I’m sorry if I barked at you.

ANN   
 I understand, believe me. If I were getting as old as you, I’d be barking too. You 

             old poop.
DAN    (ironically) You’re such a comfort. 
ANN    I know. 
DAN    Want a snack? (Rattles a plastic or paper bag)

ANN   
 Not really. 

DAN   
 You better eat. It could be a long wait.

ANN   
 I thought the guidebook says they start arriving early. (Flashes the guidebook) On 

             March 19th.
DAN   
 Give or take a few hours, depending on their migration pattern.

ANN   
 Wait! Is that one there? (Looks hard, points)

DAN     (excited, looking) Where?

ANN     There! (points)

DAN   
 (looks harder) That’s a sparrow, Ann.
ANN   
 What does a swallow look like?

DAN   
 I’m not that sure, actually. I think they’re pretty small. They have to fit into 
 

             these little mud nests. (Cups his hands to demonstrate) 

ANN   
 How many show up?

DAN   
 Thousands. 

ANN   
 Really? Is that one? (Points and looks) Moving that bush. See.
DAN   
 (looks) That’s a squirrel.

ANN    You sure?

DAN   
 (checking) Positive. (pointedly) Swallows don’t look like squirrels, Ann.

ANN     (sarcastically) And yet you don’t know what they look like?
DAN   
 I know what they look like! They’re sort of nondescript. They’re not particularly 
 

             attractive.

ANN    Then why are we here to see them? Tell me that again.

DAN     Because they have been coming back here for hundreds of years. It’s tradition. 

              It’s continuity. 

ANN   
 Oh, I see. We’re supposed to get all weepy because the swallows return. But 
             screw the sparrows — because they just stay here and do what they have to do 
             without any fanfare.

DAN   
 You don’t seem to know much about the swallows, do you?

ANN   
 I know that one of them doesn’t make a summer.

DAN   
 Right now, I’d settle for one. Here, birdie — birdie!

ANN   
 Do they come when they’re called?

DAN   
 It can’t hurt. Here, swallow — swallow!


 (Pause)

ANN   
 I don’t know if I should break this to you, Dan.
DAN  
 What?

ANN  
 There aren’t any swallows at Capistrano.

DAN   
 What?! What are you talking about?

ANN  
 That woman over at that souvenir table told me. They don’t come back here 
 

             anymore. Haven’t come back here for years.

DAN    Of course they do.
ANN    No, they don’t. Why would she lie to me?

DAN    But they’re still having the festival! (gesturing) What’s all this for if the swallows 

            don’t come? I don’t like your joke at all.
ANN    It’s not a joke.

DAN    You’re just being mean.

ANN    Okay, I’m being mean. Let’s just stand here until we rot. (Crosses her arms)
DAN    They’ll come! You watch. 

 (Pause)

DAN    There’s one! (points) Give me your camera.

ANN    Be my guest. (offers him the camera)

DAN     Quick! (aims the camera, then stops) It’s not a swallow.
ANN    What is it then?

DAN    A gorilla.

ANN    What?

DAN    Yeah, a flying gorilla just landed on the Mission.

ANN    Then why don’t you take its picture?

DAN    Because I came for the swallows.

ANN    Well, I don’t believe you’re going to see any here.

DAN    Yes, I will.


 (Pause)

ANN    It was a rat, wasn’t it?

DAN    (admitting it) Yes.

ANN    Rats can make very nice pictures.

DAN    (mockingly) Oh, look, everybody! I have my slides of the rats returning to 

             Capistrano! You can at least count on the rats!
ANN    Maybe it’s the beginning of a new tradition.






DAN    You think maybe? (suddenly very sadly) What does it matter if they come or not? 

             So I see the swallows, or I don’t see the swallows. (quietly) So fucking what.
ANN    Did you take your medication?

DAN    No.

ANN    Do you want me to go get it?

DAN    No.

ANN    Sure?

DAN    Yes.

ANN    I don’t mind.

DAN    I’ll be okay.

ANN    They’re going to be ringing the bells soon. The lady at the souvenir table said 
             they let people who were born today ring them.

DAN    Really?

ANN    You want to do it? Let’s go.

DAN    I don’t think I can. With my back.

ANN    Sure you can.

DAN    No, I can’t. I’m a mess.

ANN    You’re not a mess.

DAN    Was it too much to ask for a swallow before I die?
ANN    Dan.

DAN    I’m sorry. Too maudlin.

ANN    You’re not going to die.

DAN    Ever?

ANN    Not right away.

DAN    Not till I see a swallow at least!
ANN    Maybe we should leave. I think you’ve got this idea in your head.

DAN    What idea?
ANN    That once you see the swallows you can die.

DAN    Oh, that’s silly. I’m more hard-headed than that.
ANN    (gently) No, you’re not. Why don’t we leave right now? We can come back next 

             year.
DAN    Well, if they’re not here this year, why should they be here next year?

ANN    You never know. Things get better.

DAN    Do they? No, they don’t. We just keep settling for less and less. First, we demand    

            all of life – every morsel. Then at the end, please just a few more breaths. Just one 

            more breath. Please! Just one! Just one swallow!
ANN    (pause) Take your medication!

DAN    I will not be artificially stimulated into happiness.
ANN    You’re bringing me down, Dan. And that’s not easy to do.

DAN    Sorry. I’m glad you came with me. It helps. It certainly helps.

ANN    You’re welcome.

DAN    Even though we are all essentially alone, even with others.

ANN    Will you stop! You make me want to cut my wrists.

DAN    Don’t you think we’re always alone?

ANN    You mean like now? 

DAN    Yeah.

ANN    We’re alone? I thought I was talking to you, my good buddy Dan.

DAN    Don’t take it personally. I just mean, in between the chatter and the pictures and 
             the waiting for the swallows, there’s a terrible emptiness. Loneliness. You must 

             notice that.
ANN    No, I don’t notice that.

DAN    No?
ANN    No.

DAN    Then I envy you. . . . . I also don’t believe you.

ANN    All right, so there’s a little loneliness. Keep chattering so I won’t notice. Hey, 
             why don’t you start going to the gym with me when we get back?
DAN    The gym? That’s just another way to mask the emptiness.

ANN    Maybe. But it works, Dan. It works!

DAN    Does it? 
ANN    (seriously) Enough. It has to be enough.

DAN    Forgive me, Ann, for being so depressing. I should have taken my medication. I  

             thought the swallows would be enough, at least for today. But apparently they’re 

             not coming.

ANN    Do you suppose they’ve ever come?

DAN    What do you mean?

ANN    Perhaps it’s always been a scam. There never were any swallows at Capistrano.

DAN    Now that is depressing.

ANN    Just wondering.

DAN    It was always just a trap to get tourists?

ANN    Of course. And when they didn’t see any swallows, they chalked it up to bad
             weather. 
DAN    Or getting the date wrong. 

ANN    Or the anger of the gods!

DAN    Or Original Sin! Personal sin?

ANN    Personal depression?

DAN    Anything but what it was. There are, and there never have been, any swallows at 

            Capistrano.

ANN    Amen!  I think we just solved the meaning of life.

DAN    Did we?

ANN    We did. And we did it together (teasing) – despite the inner vacuum, the 

             unutterable loneliness.

DAN    But I want there to be swallows at Capistrano! I want them! So I can at last die! 

 (pause) You were right.
ANN    I know. (changing the mood) So you’d better have a word with that owner at the 
             restaurant we ate at last night.

DAN    Why?

ANN    I didn’t mention it, but she said she doesn’t like the swallows. They mess up the 

 restaurant’s patio. So she breaks their nests.

DAN    She doesn’t!

ANN    I’m sure she does. Killing the very reason for her business – us.

DAN    Well, I hope you gave her a piece of your mind.

ANN    Wouldn’t do any good, most likely.

 (Pause)

DAN    Did you get your results back yet?

ANN    Yes.

DAN    And?

ANN    My CA 125 is up to 255.
DAN    What’s normal?

ANN    Between zero and thirty-five.

DAN    Want to talk about it?
ANN    No.

DAN    They can treat it now, can’t they? 

ANN    That’s the buzz. 
DAN    It isn’t true?
ANN    It might be true. But I have to figure out whether it’s worth it to go through all

             that. And then maybe die anyway.

DAN    You’re not going to die. I might, but you won’t.
ANN    Don’t be too sure about that.
DAN    I’m older. I have to go first. It’s only polite.

ANN    (patting his hand) Okay then, you go first.


 (They smile at each other.)

DAN    (looking for the swallows) Well, something tells me we won’t be seeing any 

             swallows today. 

ANN    You think not?

DAN    A little bird told me.

ANN    Think we should leave?

DAN    I guess.

ANN    We’ll come back next year. We’ll get ‘em then! 

DAN    You think so?

ANN    You watch. They’ll be here. I’m bringing a gun – to bag me a couple.

 (He laughs.)
ANN    No, I’m serious. I’m going to have one mounted. The last swallow at Capistrano!

DAN    (after a beat) I’m glad you came with me, Ann.

ANN    My pleasure.

DAN    Sorry, I was grouchy. 

ANN    It tells me you’re alive.

DAN    You’re right. . . . . Hug?

ANN    Big hug!

 (They hug each other.)

DAN    Guess what? I don’t feel lonely right now.

ANN    Really? That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.

DAN    Home?

ANN    Home it is.


 (They have the same thought.)

ANN / DAN    (waving) Bye, bye, birdies! See you sometime!


 (They walk off together.)


 (Lights down. Then lights up. A year has passed.)


 (DAN enters, with the camera and guide book. He stops and looks for the 
              swallows.)

DAN    You’re going to miss them! Where are you, Ann? (quietly, toward audience) The 
 swallows are going to be here this year. I can feel it in my bones. Don’t you? . . .    

 Ah, Jesus, Ann, where are you? (He bows his head in memory of his friend.)  

 Come back as a swallow, okay? One swallow. (He looks out over the audience)  

 Just one swallow is all I need, I promise.





Slow Fade


