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THE PLAYERS

FLOOD………………………half-brother of Danny and Jane, mid twenties.

DANNY LUCEK........………..alderman, early thirties.

JANE LUCEK............……….ward superintendent, middle forties.

BALZAK....……………..........tavern owner and precinct captain, late sixties.

SCENE

Balzak's, a small neighborhood tavern on the Far South Side of Chicago.

PROLOGUE

Flood appears in spotlight, dressed in an army coat and a long scarf.

FLOOD

(To the audience.)

They say God is dead, but I know better. He stalks the city at night, ravenous for our jokes.  He’s had many faces but I’ve seen His new face, and I’ve heard His laugh.  He is the Jester! Living and acting in history! Don’t you ever feel something at the helm, dishing out an irony that bites you in the ass?  You feel an arrangement made just for you--a special hell, your own little joke.  (Turns and surveys the city.)  Here it is: the Jester’s city.  And His favorite ward, with everything a god could want: sex, murder, racism, fraud, insanity…and that’s just my family.  (Sound of police siren.) .

(Flood runs offstage, laughing, pursued by the siren. Blackout.)

ACT ONE

SCENE ONE

We enter Balzak's, a small neighborhood tavern on Chicago's Far South Side.  The scene is an aging dump: creaking furniture, broken fixtures, ancient clock.  At the entrance to the back room is a framed photograph of the ward's legendary political boss, the late Slap Lucek.  Next to it an autographed White Sox bat hangs precariously from the wall.  A door behind the bar leads to Balzak's sleeping quarters above, as well as a door out onto the roof.  Downstage are a table and two chairs; a plastic clothing bag lies on the table.

It is a cold, wet morning in March; the morning of the annual South Side St. Patrick's Day Parade.  BALZAK is decorating behind the bar. JANE enters.  


JANE

So what’s the deal?  Whaddaya hear?


BALZAK

Dissatisfaction.  Widespread and recurrent.

JANE

You always get that.  From the crackpots and the fakers.

BALZAK

This is different; you breathe it in the air.

JANE
Probably emissions…from the refineries…

BALZAK

No, no…

JANE

…or what we get from the mills.

BALZAK

You know the smell I mean: ever since Slap died…

JANE

Oh, that again.  Get your nose checked.

BALZAK

Take a lesson: my name is Balzak, not Born Yesterday. (Pointing to picture.) I ran Slap’s campaigns and I know the score: there’s a stink in this ward higher than heaven, and to this old timer it smells like war. I don't know what's going on in Police, but you and your brother are about to go down.   


JANE

Alright, don't bother me.

  BALZAK

I still feel obligated with the ties I had to your dad...


JANE

Yeah, yeah...


BALZAK

...to warn your brother to look out.  


JANE

You look out.


BALZAK

Also it saddens me, to look on the picture of the father, and then to view the children.


JANE

That's enough.


BALZAK

It's been brewing between you and Danny for thirty years.  Now the whole ward is your playground.  A big sandbox to fight in.


JANE

You watch what you say to me.

BALZAK

Slap’s been dead six months and there's chaos in the ward.  With police, with race....

JANE

That's city-wide.

BALZAK

It's local; these wars are local.  Everything worked when Slap was alive; he was committeeman and alderman; he wore both pants. Now Scully’s committeeman and your brother Danny’s alderman and nobody wears the pants. Except you, maybe.

Explain the payoffs, get Danny out in front of this. Deal with the stories. 

JANE

Stories from who? Crackpots and fakers.

BALZAK

I’m telling you it’s more than that. The election’s next month and there’s a rumor every hour. Now Thomas and his blacks are crying foul about a ballot change, and no blacks in the parade.

JANE

Everyone’s invited to be in the parade.

BALZAK

Added to which there’s the unnatural. You’ll recall when all the trees died last summer.

JANE

Don’t be goofy: those were bugs.

BALZAK

What about the weather?  Not one snowflake all winter!

JANE

We saved big on cleanup.

BALZAK

Not a single drop of water…until now, today!

JANE

This is Chicago, the weather’s never natural.

BALZAK

All the other wards had water.  The snow ended right at the ward’s boundary. 

JANE

I’m tired of listening.  You wanna gripe, gripe to Danny.

BALZAK

How?  He's never here.

JANE

Alright...

BALZAK

He's up North screwing everything in sight.  

JANE

An alderman is a microcosm.  Whatever you find in the street, you find in an alderman.

BALZAK

Everybody says, "Why haven't I seen 'im?  Where is he? Why is that sinkhole still in my drive?” 

JANE

Things'll change when I’m in charge.

BALZAK

(At Slap's picture, proudly.)

It takes more than change, it takes leadership.  What were the Three Words of Slap?

JANE

Don't quiz me.   


BALZAK

Listen, learn, lead!  

JANE

Brilliant.


BALZAK

Slap Lucek was a symbol.  To people who fought for what they got, scrambled out of the pit and grabbed on.  

JANE

Stow it!

BALZAK


(puffed up.)
It's not too late...to emulate.       


JANE

Sure gramps, go find a bingo game. (JANE turns and looks to the back room entrance; so does BALZAK.  DANNY stands there.  He is unshaven, though well-dressed in an expensive suit and overcoat; he also wears his father’s gold ring. His pale appearance suggests debauch.)  And it came to pass that the Prince appeared.



DANNY

Erin go braugh, Uncle Balls.

BALZAK


(Indicating back door.)
That's not an entrance.  (He starts to leave.)


DANNY

Whoa, whoa, where ya going?  Don't leave us alone: people will say we're in love.


BALZAK


(Shakes DANNY'S hand tentatively.)

So, what's the good word?

DANNY

Danny.

JANE

Dannyboy.


BALZAK

I hear you're the base runner: always on the go.


JANE  

But he never touches home.

DANNY

Tell ya the truth?  Home never touched me. (Removes coat, takes bat down from wall; moves downstage and practices his swing.) 


JANE

(Searching through his pockets.)

You've been out all night.


DANNY

Little early for a gimlet, Sis.


JANE

Where have you been three days?


DANNY

North.  Told you I'd meet ya.  (Winds up with bat.) Here comes the payoff pitch!  And Danny Lucek smokes it all the way to the ivy!  (Swings hard.)  It might be, it could be...


JANE

It isn’t.

BALZAK

Watch it!  Bill Veeck gave me that bat.

DANNY

We know, we know.  In the days of yore.  When giants walked the land.  Tell me, Uncle Balls: will the South rise again?

JANE

Yeah, it will.  Under a new flag. 


DANNY

Yours, Sis?  The flag of the cold-hearted?  That flag 'll freeze in the wind.

BALZAK

If Slap could hear you now.

JANE

Take a walk.

BALZAK

What?

JANE

Leave us alone.

(BALZAK exits upstairs.   DANNY removes his shirt, takes razor, etc. from clothing bag and moves behind bar to shave.)
DANNY
What are you looking at?

JANE

The son.  I’m basking in his light. 

DANNY

So what’s your news?


JANE

We got trouble.


DANNY

Who?

JANE

Scully.

DANNY

Again?

JANE

You were caught on tape.  With one of your whores.


DANNY

Fuck!

JANE

What were ya doing, bragging about it?

DANNY

That blabbing bitch!


JANE

Settle down.

DANNY

This is entrapment!  Why is it always me?  (Pointing angrily to Slap’s picture.) What about him, what about his whores?  That stripper. What about the park house lady and all the other grand slams, even a crazy lady behind the counter of a liquor store.  Hell, they say I follow my dick around town.

JANE

You chase your dick around town.  Listen: Scully's been following the money all week.  There's talk of a grand jury.


DANNY

Screw the Goose; wait til I get something on him.

JANE

He’s on every trail: the payoffs in Police, my…arrangement with the coroner, and your bright statements to a whore.  You can’t buy Scully.

DANNY

Exactly right.  I don't have to.  Look outside...in the back.  


JANE

Outside?

DANNY

Backseat of the squad.  


JANE

I don't have time for games.  Who is it?


DANNY

Our little bastard brother. 


JANE

Flood? Where did they find him?


DANNY

Out near the old mills.  


JANE

The mills?

DANNY

Wandering with the drunks.  You don’t look well, Sis.

JANE

He creeps me out.

DANNY

Is that your legendary guilt I see?

JANE

He had a different mother.  And I’m not his mother now.  You said yourself he was extra baggage. 

(DANNY rinses face, grabs bar towel, walks to table, dries face, begins to change shirt.) 

DANNY

I've changed my mind.  He’s my brother.

JANE

Half-brother.  And he's messed up in the head, just like the mother was. 

DANNY

With a name like Dotty...

JANE

Yeah, Crazy Dot.  Liquor store lady and psychic advisor.

DANNY

 It takes all kinds to make up a ward.  He needs my help.

JANE

Your help?

DANNY

He’s screwed up even more since Dotty leaped off the roof.  Now he’s delusional: calls himself a prophet.  He’s dressed in his army clothes and preaching about a new god.

JANE

A new god?

DANNY

Calls it the Jester.  Says we all have “a joke”.


JANE

That's all you found out?

DANNY

He won't say a word to me yet, just stares ahead. 


JANE

I tried to help him after she jumped. Sent him out canvassing. He got lost, read the signs wrong, went around in circles.  

DANNY

He's what they call a divergent.


JANE

He's a fuckup.  Even Slap said it.


DANNY

Gee, then it must be true.


JANE

You've had Flood under surveillance for months.  Why send a squad out there now? 


DANNY

It was time.


JANE

For what?


DANNY

Tell ya the truth?  I sense a reservoir of forgiveness out there.


JANE

Do you?  Where's mine?

DANNY

I don't know what you're talking about.


JANE

If you can issue yourself a pardon, the least I deserve is...


DANNY

Not here.


JANE

You're right.  I'm not responsible.  I may have made mistakes...


DANNY

Don't start.


JANE

…gone too far.  But I didn't go as far as…

DANNY

Stop it!  Let's keep our heads in the game, huh, Sis?  (Reaches to touch her, but can't)
JANE

That's alright, Danny, I'm just the one who raised you.  If you want to show some affection, do what Slap did: buy me a savings bond.  Seven, eight years and I'll feel your touch.

DANNY

Jesus.


JANE

You have to say you forgive me.  

DANNY

(Putting on green tie in mirror.)
Sure. When the Cubs win the pennant.


JANE

I was your sister, not your mother.


DANNY

You weren't even that.   (Turns and looks at Slap’s picture.)  Slap, he had a ton of garbage poured on him, and it never went to a jury.   
JANE

How many times do I have to tell ya: you’re not Slap. Why is Flood back?

DANNY

Where's my gloves? 


JANE

(Approaches him and begins to put glove on his hand.)

What does he know?  Awwwwww, it’s just like bundling you up to go out and play. Danny?


DANNY

(Withdrawing his hand and grabbing gloves from her.)

Jane?

JANE

You forget our deal, I'll make my own.  (Pause.) I know how Slap died.

DANNY

He choked on a pork chop.  I always told him: You eat too fast.

JANE

How did Scully know to tape you?  What are you keeping from me?  Remember our deal: I follow you into the Council.  Or nobody does.


DANNY

You stay away from Flood.

JANE

What does the crazy bastard know?


DANNY

Just stay away.  He's a delusional patient in my ward.

JANE

And who treats you, Danny?

DANNY

Oh?  How am I delusional?


JANE

You think you're an alderman.

(Lights down as FLOOD marches to a spotlight downstage, chanting to Sound Off.)

FLOOD

I like working for the Jester Man, I like working for the Jester Man!

Let’s me know just who I am, Let’s me know just who I am!

There they are, the Royals: Prince Pimp and the Soul Murder Queen. Who wouldn’t be delighted to share their blood?  Or their politics: a sister who beds coroners and a brother who beds whores. I wouldn’t be surprised if the earth opened up and swallowed them.  But then we wouldn’t get their jokes, which is why the Jester sent me. Leave it to me, Master, to bring them to you. Sir, yes, sir!  And all the others.  Like old man Boyle, with his little green dog.  I asked him for his joke and he refused to tell it. 

 (FLOOD exits, running after dog.  Lights back up in tavern.) 
BALZAK

(Runs in from upstairs)
Are you watching this, this drunk out here?  He just grabbed away Boyle's dog--the one painted green--scoops it up and takes off with it like a football. 


JANE

(Moving to the window.) It's Flood.   

DANNY

Shit!

BALZAK

It's Flood!  

JANE


(Shoving BALZAK out the door again.)
Get my cops.  I want the bastard here.  Now.  (Balzak runs out the back; Jane takes cell phone and dials.) Gimme the Goose.  How long’s he been prancing in the mirror?  Tell him: Jane’s heard about a ballot change. (Disconnects, moves to look out the window when we hear the back door open abruptly. She sits. Balzak drags in FLOOD, who is holding his bloodied nose and shouting out the door.)

FLOOD

I AM THE PROPHET OF TERROR AND DELIGHT!  CAST OUT YOUR FEAR

AND TELL ME YOUR JOKE!


BALZAK
Get in here!


FLOOD

YOU RESIST THE ONE THING THAT COULD BRING YOU PEACE!

BALZAK

Hear me?


FLOOD

YOU WILL KNOW PEACE ONLY WHEN...YOU TELL YOUR JOKE!!


BALZAK

(Shoving him toward the sink.)  I'll give ya a joke, by god.

FLOOD

It is by a god yours is given.  Ohhh, Uncle Balls, the things I’ve seen.  He’s coming,

you know, tonight!  (He spots JANE.)  There she is: The Soul Murder Queen!

BALZAK

Punching cops, stealing dogs!  They oughta have you checked out!

FLOOD

(Looking at a gorgon.) Check her out.

BALZAK

Come on; get near the sink.


FLOOD

See the snakes that hiss in her hair?


BALZAK

Over here!  You're dripping on my bar!

FLOOD

...the mud that pours from her mouth?  


JANE

Get stuffed.


FLOOD

Hey Queenie, how many souls have you murdered today? (To BALZAK.) You ever see SMQ on her broomstick?  Dotty and I used to watch her from our roof: this long bloody trail of screaming dead souls against the moon. Eeerie eerie shit.  (BALZAK takes towel to his nose.)  OUUUUHHHHHH!


BALZAK

Hold still, ya big momma's boy.

FLOOD

(Motions to JANE.) Where's that momma's boy?  Where's Dannyboy?


JANE

Out looking for you.

BALZAK

I was sorry to hear about your mother.  She jumped off the roof, huh?

FLOOD

Fell!  Saw a vision and fell.  Gimme a beer.

BALZAK

Too early yet.

FLOOD

Come on, it's a South Side holiday.


BALZAK


(Finished; throws bloodied towel in sink.)
Peddle it somewhere else.


FLOOD


(Rising; imitating him.)
"Peddle it somewhere else!"

JANE

He’s as mad as she was.

FLOOD

You lay off my mother, you scary bitch.

JANE

She was always on about the moon.

FLOOD

And what would a cold barren rock like you have against another cold barren rock? The moon, frozen sister, can bring you in touch with your emotional side. (Snorts.)

BALZAK

She used to sit here with her cards and read my fortune. It was always in good taste.  And very positive.  Added to which, she was a prophet.  She predicted the Council Wars and the Great Downtown Flood. The last thing she said to me was, “When the flood cracks the skull, the ward will be cleansed.” Whatever the hell that means.

FLOOD

She could also hear your thoughts.  So can I, ever since she died.

BALZAK

Is that right?  So honor her, shape up!  She believed in you—in your potential.

FLOOD

Wonderful thing, potential: as long as you don’t do anything, you still have it. Gimme a beer!


BALZAK

Look, I got two tabs on you. One for the booze and one for the furniture. You busted two chairs last time you were in here. I’ll give ya some water.

FLOOD

Well, Sarge, the furniture’s been busted since V-E Day and the booze is already half water.  Gimme something!

BALZAK

Got any dough on ya?  (FLOOD rattles his pockets.) 

FLOOD

(BALZAK reaches for a beer.)  What a soft heart.

BALZAK

Three bucks.

(FLOOD empties his huge pockets on to the bar; out fall coins, spoons, dirty handkerchiefs, stolen watches, etc.)
BALZAK

(Sorting through it for coins.) What are ya now, a ragpicker?


JANE

More like a thief.

FLOOD

I am the Prophet of Terror and Delight.  My church grows daily.  I am nobody’s thief.  I only steal from assholes who refuse to tell their jokes. (Horrified as he searches from pocket to pocket.)  Where...where....WHERE ARE MY JOKES?! MY JOKES! SOMEONE'S STOLEN MY JOKES!  (Suddenly he remembers and takes off a boot and peers in happily.) Ooooooooohhhh.  Hello, boys and girls!  (He dumps out numerous scraps, everything from wrapping paper to match book covers. He arranges them on the bar and counts them, then smiles with contentment. He places them back in the boot, just as JANE is about to grab them.)   


JANE

We heard about you.  Out with the drunks near the old mills.


BALZAK

Slap and I started at those mills.  There’s nothing out there anymore.  

JANE

Landfills.  Just a waste.


FLOOD

There’s the moon...

JANE

He’s on about the moon again.  Just like the mother. What is this--the grunge look?

FLOOD

I'm a soldier.  In His army.  I’m His Army of One.


JANE

Whose army?

FLOOD

The Jester’s army.  


BALZAK

Pull it together. (Hands him the beer.)

JANE

Flood the Flop.  You runaway loser.  What have ya flopped at now?  Kicked outta

the seminary, kicked outta the army.  And now this pose as a holy soldier or something. 

After Slap put down good bucks for you to be a priest.

FLOOD


(Belches) Forgive me?  (Jane visibly reacts) Ouch. See that, we hit a nerve.  Now what would a Soul Murder Queen need forgiveness for?  (beat) It's true; Slap paid for my training.  It cracked him up—to think of a Lucek in the Church.

JANE

Half a Lucek.

FLOOD

The half that counts: I’m his love child, different from the rest.  Legend is: Slap came into the store for a fifth of bourbon, stayed to have his fortune told, then followed Dotty upstairs to conceive me.  Eighteen years later he returned. 

JANE

For what?

FLOOD

He wanted my vote.  I said, “Not so fast; what’s in it for me?”  He said: “Stick close, you’ll find out.”  

BALZAK

 You worshipped the man, didn’t ya?

FLOOD

Damn right.  I’m his loyal son: thick, thin and everywhere in between.  Like my father, I contain multitudes. Like Slap, I’m good with the People.  And I’ve got his smile.  
BALZAK

Slap, he could smile you out of the room.  (Pause) Why's your arm like that--all burned? What happened out there?


FLOOD

(Lurches forward.) I MET...THE JESTER!  (BALZAK leaps back startled.)
BALZAK

Jesus.  (JANE motions for BALZAK to leave;  he takes box of decorations and begins exiting to back room.)  I'll be decorating the back. (To FLOOD)  Touch my booze and I'll bust your nose!  (Exits; FLOOD moves to steal JANE’S smokes; she swats his arm.)

FLOOD

Hey!

JANE

You wanna smoke, you ask nice.  

FLOOD

Drop dead.

JANE

You go first.

FLOOD

You pick the coroner?

JANE

I dunno what you mean.

FLOOD

Yes, you do.  I hear your thoughts.

JANE

You and Slap, you two were thick as thieves those last few months. Every time you delivered his liquor you'd come further in.  Before I knew it, right into Slap's back room.  What were ya doing in there?

FLOOD

Collecting jokes.

JANE

What did he tell you?  

FLOOD

Plenty.  First I thought it was just conversation.  But one day he said (Imitating

Slap.) "You wanna sit in the sun and read poetry or ya wanna be an individual that leaves a mark?”  (Imitating himself.) Oh, leave a mark, Slapdaddy, leave a mark!  (Imitating Slap.) “Ever since the hogs left they’ve been looking for a dream, and you can bring it to them.  Get a notebook, write this down." 


JANE

Why would he do that?


FLOOD

He wanted to encourage me.  In my search.

JANE

For what?


FLOOD

God.  

JANE

Slap never talked about God.  

FLOOD

He did that day.  He said God was a politician with too many faces.  And they were old and tired faces.  He believed God was about to reveal a new face.   

JANE

If anybody needs a makeover it’s God.  What did Slap tell you about the Goose?  What do you have on Scully?

FLOOD

He’s a racist.

JANE

That’s not what I meant.


FLOOD

If I were you, I'd worry about my own joke.  
JANE

I don't have a joke.
FLOOD

Everyone has a joke.

JANE

No, not me.

FLOOD

As Dotty always said, "I hate to be Cassandra, but I see clouds for you."

JANE

This is Danny's ward: the sky falls once a week.  He'll be back soon.  You got something, say it.

FLOOD

Alright: I’ve seen the new face of God!  


JANE

Keep it real, Flood.  What do you have on…

FLOOD

He is the Jester, living and acting in history!


JANE

Take it easy, would ya?

FLOOD

And He’s been gracious enough to give you a joke.  All He asks is that you tell it. And examine it; you must examine it

JANE

You know your problem?  You think too much.

FLOOD

Some jokes are bad ones, but some, oh some, are good ones!

JANE

 I bet yours is a good one.

FLOOD

Thanks. And I’m hoping yours is too. The Master prefers a good one. (Moves to Slap’s picture.)  Like this man’s, like Slap Lucek’s: that was a good one. You know what our father’s joke was?  Everybody loved him…but he loved nobody!

JANE

No shit, Sherlock. When I was seventeen, my mother had Danny and died.  She left me with the cleanup. I was slated to fill her spot: raise the prince to the hero he is today and serve Slap Lucek to the grave.  Slap elected me to host the gatherings in the back room. To pour the drinks and empty the ashtrays of the developers and brokers and all the other snakes in his prairie. It was my listening post and so I learned. But I was never allowed to practice.  Even when Slap gave up on Danny and dumped him, made Danny so mad he…I don’t have time for this.

FLOOD

Make the time.  Don’t you understand?  God is back with a new face.

JANE

(We hear a clap of thunder, it starts raining)  I hope he’s prepared for a cold reception.

FLOOD

He’s prepared and He’s laughing.  

JANE

Wandering in the cold, that's how all of us live. Nobody gets forgiven, nobody gets redeemed.  


FLOOD

One night, a few weeks after Dotty died, a few months after Slap, I sat here drinking, wishing I was somebody else, somebody who wasn’t such a…

JANE

…fuckup?

FLOOD

It was the night to round up my buddies and drive us to a meeting. (Mimes a cocktail.)
I picked up Tom and Butch, then got on the expressway to pick up another guy out near the mills. We passed the refineries, then a section of warehouses and factories, and I lost my way. I got off the expressway and drove around this dark factory area where I stopped the car. To orient myself. On the night skyline you could see the inferno of the mills. Hear the pounding and the screeching, the cooking of the steel. The only light was the moon and you could see...something. I tried to get out of there, but my car wouldn’t start. It was freezing.  I got out and walked for help.  I saw a few cars but nobody stopped. When I returned to my car...it was empty.  My buddies had broken into a shack along the tracks. One rolled in a can; the other started a fire. There was gasoline inside. 

JANE

Your friends…

FLOOD

 …went up in flames.  I tried to cover them, but the fire spread to me.  And then... 


JANE

What...? 

(We hear what FLOOD hears: the pounding, half-muffled beat of monstrous forges; loud-roaring fire.  FLOOD grows pale and distant, closes his eyes in torment and

covers his ears.  Pause.  We hear the beat replaced by the sound of Sanctus bells.)     


FLOOD

I saw Him!

JANE

Who?


FLOOD

His mouth was red and His eyes were black…and He was smiling horribly! 

JANE

Your…god?

FLOOD

His new face!  And for a second I saw it!

JANE

You…?

FLOOD

What life was all about!

JANE

You saw…?

FLOOD

The Jester!  And then the moon dropped and the face fell and…the Jester was after me!                                      

(Neither is aware of the back room door opening; Danny enters and stops, wanting to not be noticed)

JANE

Flood!

FLOOD

(A la “Sound Off”)

YOU CAN’T RUN, NO, YOU CAN’T HIDE!

HERE COMES THAT FACE FROM THE OTHER SIDE!

JANE
Time out!

FLOOD

Then out popped an arm swatting a stick!

(We hear three loud whacks of a stick)

DON’T YOU STOP NOW, DON’T YOU TRIP!

HE’S GOT THAT SMILE, HE’S GOT THAT STICK!

Don’t you see?  I heard my buddies scream and then I saw the deal: that life was nothing more or less than my joke. I led us and…lost us: I’m a…fuckup; I’m a fuckup. I’M A FUCKUP! 

JANE

You read the signs wrong.  You got lost.  It wasn't your fault.  Come to Jane. (She cradles him awkwardly.) Listen. Danny brought you back to use you. He thinks you overheard something, when you were with Slap.  Something he can use.  Tell me, what do ya have on Scully? (She turns and notices DANNY standing in the back room doorway.) How long have you been there? (She grabs her purse and heads to the bathroom.)


DANNY


Are you the One?  The Army of One?  Tell me, how do you make a buck out there in the cold?  Sermons?  Prophecies?  Come on, you got to get used to the questions if you're going to start a church. What’s your plan to bring the neighborhoods out of the mire?

FLOOD

Kill all the aldermen.

DANNY

Ha, ha.  They tell me you made quite a spectacle out there near the mills.  Had a whole black congregation riled up, preaching about this new god.


FLOOD

(Taunt.)  I’ve always been good with the people.  Look at them out there, standing in the rain. 
DANNY

The Little People, under the cover of their mushrooms?

FLOOD

They all have a joke.

DANNY

That's right. Goddamn hypocrites. Cut their lawns, patrol their alleys, gripe about their taxes, and that's all they do. Then in the full light of day expect their representatives to be better than they are.


FLOOD

Do it now.  Tell your joke.


DANNY

I'm sorry?

JANE

(from off) He thinks you’re a joke!

DANNY

Stay out of this!

FLOOD

You feel better, you look better.

DANNY

You do not look better, Flood.


FLOOD

This is the way I'm supposed to look.
DANNY

Look at me. (Turning and modeling suit.)  Well?

FLOOD

Knock me dead: you’re accessorizing. And that is definitely North Side hair: no hairspray, (yelling to Jane, off) No teasing!

JANE

(from off) Fuck you!

FLOOD

There it is. I see it in your eyes: you know your joke.

DANNY

I don’t know what you’re…

FLOOD

Here’s a hint, in the form of a question: How do you buy a murder in this ward?  You killed him, didn’t you?


JANE

(returning) Who told you Slap was killed?

DANNY

Be careful here, Flood. 

FLOOD

I read the cop’s mind.

JANE

He thinks he hears thoughts.  What cop?

FLOOD

In the squad before.  Scully has a tape.


DANNY

Oh, that.  Let me explain.

JANE

Hold it.

DANNY

Hey, Sisterlove, isn’t there a float you could be on?  (To FLOOD.) I was trying to impress a whore and got caught on tape.  

FLOOD

Do you think the Jester has time for this?

DANNY

If he’s God, you bet. Come on, Flood, you should know about embellishment: it’s in the blood. I got carried away with my story. 

JANE

That’s enough.

DANNY

And you should know the national pastime isn’t baseball or fucking, it’s recording conversations.  Under booths in restaurants, in gangways, all the way into our bedrooms.  Hell, a man can’t lie to a whore anymore.  So now you know: it was a setup, the bitch set me up.

FLOOD

(Looking upward; to the Jester.)

I can’t wait to hear his joke; I know it’s going to be a good one. 

DANNY

You don’t believe me?

FLOOD

Join Him…Lead! The ward will rise up and follow you. Our movement will spread to other wards as all are touched with His healing laughter, as all are reunited with the Master!  BE ALL THAT YOU CAN BE!  (DANNY punches FLOOD who doubles over clutching his stomach.)

JANE

You're outta control.

DANNY

I got a pow-wow with Scully.  I'm late.  There's something I need. 


BALZAK

(Entering with a case of beer; looks at Flood.) What’s this now?  Is he alright?
DANNY

Well, Flood?


FLOOD

I am the One.


DANNY

What...?

JANE

Before.  You asked, "Are you the One?"

DANNY

And?


FLOOD

I am that One.  

DANNY

The Army of One.

FLOOD

Only I can anoint.

DANNY

Anoint.

JANE

Who?  

FLOOD

My father's successor.

DANNY

What is this?  I have the ring, the power.

FLOOD

Power…without grace.

DANNY

Whose grace?

FLOOD

The Jester’s grace.

DANNY

Flood, do you memorize this shit, or make it up as you go along?

JANE

He knows about you, Danny.  He's got special gifts.  (Grabs her coat; to FLOOD.)   You're going with me. You'll need a place to flop.  (To DANNY.)  Better hurry if you wanna make the step-off.

FLOOD

(To all three.) Repeat after me: Terror, Denial, Tears, Laughter, Belief.

BALZAK

Go lay down upstairs.  Have something to eat. 

DANNY

He can rest later.

JANE

We got a date on a whiskey float.  

DANNY

Flood, you don't wanna go with the Soul Murder Queen.

JANE

 
Sure he does.  Don't you wanna see me on my broomstick?  Sweeping down on the crowds, murdering their souls?

FLOOD

(to Danny) I know what you did. (moves to back door, Jane following)
DANNY

Let's just say you read the signs wrong...

JANE

Get your own toy. 

DANNY

…like that night out near the mills, where one of your pals died.

JANE

(as Flood runs back in to confront Danny) What do you have up your silky sleeve? 

DANNY

(Savoring it; to FLOOD.) For...give...ness.

JANE

What did you just...?

DANNY

Everybody sins, pal.  But not everybody gets forgiven.  I forgive you.

(beat; then Flood starts to laugh and races out the back.)

JANE

(following Flood out the back door.) You twisted little fuck.

(We hear bagpipes as the parade begins. Lights fade. End of scene.) 

  SCENE TWO

2 a.m.  The bar room is littered with empty beer bottles and dirty ashtrays. We hear fire engines pass the tavern and red lights sear the set. BALZAK is standing in the doorway surveying the scene.  DANNY sits downstage, loading his revolver.
BALZAK

Fires blazing, storefronts smashed!  And they call it a Saint’s Day. 

I’ve never seen anything like it: dozens in the hospital, scores in jail, cops everywhere. And that mob out there now, trying to touch the moon!  How lit do you have to be to do that?  But Flood takes the prize; he incited the whole ward. First, he gallops off and steals a police horse. Claimed the cop wouldn't tell him his joke.  Goes off like Saul Revere, yelling “The Jester is Coming!  The Jester is Coming!” Next he’s back here, leading a crowd up to the roof. 

DANNY

Gee.  Say.  Wow.

BALZAK

All night I got 'em.  Popping off about fire at the mills and blood on the moon.  

DANNY

Alright, let’s have it.

BALZAK

(Consulting his notes on a cocktail napkin.)

These are thoughts I culled from his mad presentation.  According to Flood, this god is scheduled to arrive tonight and reveal himself to one and all.  “He’s coming and He’s coming for us.”

DANNY

I’ll piss in my pants.

BALZAK

If I understand properly, a joke is some sort of…

DANNY

…sin.

BALZAK

No, he made that clear: jokes are different. More than sin. Because it’s…how did he put it?…better than sin.  Sin is just sin.  But a joke can be a good one.

DANNY

Wrap it up.

BALZAK

Your joke is a secret wound this god saddles you with and always gets you where you don’t want to be got: right on that secret wound. You follow me?
DANNY

You’re screwed from the start; the fix is in.  Is that it?

BALZAK

And finally you must examine your joke. 

DANNY

That’s enough.

BALZAK

At least Flood’s winning converts.  I don’t see you or her on top of the leader board.

DANNY

Where is she?

BALZAK

Out on the roof.

DANNY

What’s she been up to?

BALZAK

On the phone, weaving her plots.  

DANNY

Too late.

BALZAK

I saw you met with Scully.  Are you off the hook now?  The thing in Police...?

DANNY

I'm following his money, he's following mine.

BALZAK

You know where his is going?  Is this what Flood has? Why’s all this money pouring into the ward?  What’s this talk about stealing the election from Thomas and the blacks?

DANNY

(Ignoring the question;  takes bat down from wall.)
I offered Flood my forgiveness.  But all he could do was laugh. I'm tired of dealing with hitless wonders. (Winding up with bat.)
BALZAK

Listen, before you go into your homerun trot, I hear Scully has a tape.

DANNY

I can explain!

BALZAK

The Goose informed us captains tonight. You’ll be out by morning.

DANNY

We're still dealing!    

BALZAK

Which is good.  The mayor makes the final decision and he has not been told. I happen to know the mayor personally.  And I knew his father personally.

DANNY

What are you dribbling about?

BALZAK

Awwww, come on, I tutored Slap.  I know why Scully wants you off his turf. What I can't understand is how she thinks she's gonna replace you. Only if you got something on Scully is he gonna look at her.  And you don't have it yet. Listen, her enemies are ecumenical.  Others are earmarked to go on.

DANNY

Like...? 
BALZAK

Well, think.

DANNY

I'm thinking.

BALZAK

In the old parlance, a gamer.

DANNY

Excuse me?

BALZAK

From the yards and the mills, to the barracks, to the halls of power: for fifty years we were the world.

DANNY

You don't mean...

BALZAK

People know Balzak, people respect Balzak.

DANNY

Ha, ha.  Alderman Balls.  A giant from the South.

BALZAK

These people you call old timers are your political base.

DANNY

Look, I enjoy a joke like anybody but...

BALZAK

You get what Flood has on Scully, a word from you would still count for something.  I get the dope on Scully, I help you.

DANNY

I don’t believe this.

BALZAK

Give me the nod and I'll have the governing hand.

DANNY

The Hand of Balzak.  I'm sorry, that's way too mighty.

BALZAK

Ya still don't get it, do ya?  What I represent.

DANNY

Hey...what's that, pop?

BALZAK

No, no; think back. Don't you remember, my days in office?  You'd toddle in together, father and son, after the weddings and the wakes.  And sit here at the bar side by side, listening to me.  Then, after awhile—

DANNY

—he dumped you.  Tell you what, old scout: you wanna get close to me, I'll give you a badge you can wear in the Hall.

BALZAK

You little pimp.

DANNY

Here's what you do for Danny: stay out of his way tonight.  I know what there is on you, and I'll use it.   

BALZAK

I dunno what you're—

DANNY

No?  Eight years ago, on a Friday night...?

BALZAK

Hey you!

DANNY

You had some dopey kid watch the place while you went crazy...

BALZAK

Alright!

DANNY

...up and down the street buying lottery tickets, convinced you’d win the twenty million.  And the dope served all his buddies...

BALZAK

Hear me?

DANNY

...who ended up wrapped around a guard rail on the Ryan. Two were minors.  Now if my memory serves me right, Slap fixed it.  Yes?

BALZAK

Get outta my tavern!

DANNY

He found a friendly judge. Answer. Did he find a friendly judge?

BALZAK

For two grand, yeah!  Plus a finder’s fee!

DANNY

The dollar amount is not important.  What's important here is that forgiveness was negotiable.

(BALZAK stalks to the back room.  Suddenly FLOOD descends the stairs with two puppets)

FLOOD

Look!  Danny and Jane puppets!  Confiscated from a puppeteer who refused to tell his joke.  
FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

I’m the Soul Murder Queen and I’ll have your soul!  

FLOOD AS DANNY PUPPET

(Hitting Jane Puppet with his bat.)

Fly away, wicked queen, you have too many souls!  

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

(Scooping up Danny’s soul with her broom.)

One can never have too many. 

FLOOD AS DANNY PUPPET

Oh dear, oh dear, my soul, my beautiful little soul! 

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

How do you like my lesson? Will you have another? 

FLOOD AS DANNY PUPPET

(Coming to life again with his bat.)

Yes, one more lesson!  I’ll teach you to kill my soul! 

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

(Hitting Danny with her broom.)

 And I’ll teach you to kill our father!  

BALZAK

What was that?

FLOOD AS DANNY PUPPET

Stop! You’ll kill your pretty brother!  

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

But to lose a brother is to gain a fortune.   

DANNY

(tearing JANE PUPPET off Flood’s hand)

Where’s the real witch?

FLOOD

Left her on her phone.  Wouldn’t budge an inch.  It’s not easy to get the joke of a Soul Murder Queen. (Looking closely at BALZAK.) Poor Uncle Balls, someone’s told your joke.  (To DANNY.)  Play by the rules!  (To the Jester.) Sir, yes, sir!  You want a good one.  Yes, Master, on my way.

DANNY

(Blocking his way.) Which way would that be?

FLOOD

The Way of the Jester.  I have His work to do.

DANNY

I thought His work was here.  Sit.  
FLOOD

If you’re ready to tell your joke, His work is here.

BALZAK

Whose cops are those outside?

DANNY

The People's.

BALZAK

What are they there for? I can't be a party to...

DANNY

Get her down here. 

BALZAK

(Motions to Slap’s picture.)

You, you're just a shadow of him.  You strut and pose and that's all you do.

DANNY

(approaches with bat.)

For years I admit I was behind the pitch.  But now I know how and I know when…to swing.  (Swings bat, BALZAK ducks.) That ball had some movement on it.

BALZAK

Yeah, late movement.  I know what the word is on you: there's a cover-up.

Some are saying you killed Slap…

DANNY

That was a puppet!

BALZAK

…but  I don’t believe it. You don’t have it in ya! Who’s idea was it to murder him?  It couldn’t be yours, you don’t have ideas. Was it Scully’s?  Did Slap die because he knew Scully’s secret? 

FLOOD

Joke.  Scully’s “joke”.

BALZAK

That’s it, isn’t it?

FLOOD AS DANNY PUPPET

Yeah?  Whaddaya gonna do?  March with flaming torches to the gates of the bungalow?  

DANNY

(Takes another swipe at BALZAK who moves toward stairs.)  Awwwwwwwww, you afraid of my stick?  

BALZAK

Never fuck with giants!

DANNY

We've been given a moral. 

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

(as we hear JANE’S footsteps descending the stairs.)  FE FE…FI FI…FO FO...FUM... …I SMELL THE BLOOD OF AN AL-DER-MUN!

DANNY

(she enters) Oh goodie.

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

(Indicating DANNY.)  What is that?  Don't tell me.  A one-man evil cabal!

DANNY

 (grabs one of the puppets and tosses it toward the back door. To Balzak) Get him out of here. (no one moves. Danny points gun at Balzak) Take him in the back and watch him! (Flood and Balzak exit to the back)

JANE

I've got my troops out.  

DANNY

I'm shaking.

JANE

We can finish you off.

DANNY

Too late.  
JANE

So, what’s the deal?   We’re fighting the clock.  What do you want to know?

DANNY

What Flood knows.

JANE

In exchange for what?

DANNY

Your...life. (Points gun.) 
JANE

You wouldn't kill me.

DANNY

Why not?  You're family, aren't you? Scully said you called him this morning, while he was dressing.

JANE

To wish him a happy day.

DANNY

To make your own deal.  All my life I’ve felt that cold front.  Flood’s right: you

murdered my soul.
JANE

You murdered our father, then bragged to a whore. And you call me cold?

You lied to me that night—you said you acted alone.  

DANNY

I…did.  I…

JANE

You were dumb enough to team up with Scully.  He used you.

DANNY

He promised to be a father to me.  Then that son of a bitch taped me.

JANE

Don’t pout; stand up straight.

DANNY

Whatever I am, you made me.

JANE

I didn't make you.  You're a faker.

DANNY

We have a saying up North...

JANE

You'll always be a faker.

DANNY

..."Big possums walk late".

JANE

A year up there and that’s what you come back with?   Slap was right: you can't handle the playbook.

DANNY

If I’d had a real mother...

JANE

Don’t.

DANNY

…or a loving sister, not a competitor.

JANE

Poor baby.

DANNY

Tell me what Flood knows.  

JANE

I know Scully wants to steal the election.  But there’s no proof.  You’re his

alderman, don’t you know more? Once we get what Flood has, we can push the Goose aside.

DANNY

I knew it!  Flood hasn't told you, has he?  

JANE

We can start over.

DANNY

Never.

JANE

You go off and plunder the North.  Your secret's safe with Sis.  As long as I get what I want.

DANNY

Say it.

JANE

I want the ward.

DANNY

Take a number.

JANE 
I haven’t reached Scully. I’m dealing with you.

DANNY

Not interested. (Suddenly the shadow of a huge stick passes the window.)

 JESUS!! WHAT WAS THAT?!

JANE

What?  

DANNY

Out there!  Did you see it?!

JANE

You’re delusional. You promised me the ward. I hope you made that part of the deal.

DANNY

(Moving to window.) What the hell is happening?

JANE

I know what your cops are spreading out there.  It won't work: blaming the cover up on me.

DANNY

Is that what they’re doing.

JANE

Why not forgive me; then I’ll forgive you. 

DANNY

When they build the third airport.

BALZAK

(Entering suddenly from the backroom.) He’s gone!

DANNY

Gone how?

BALZAK

Out the back.

DANNY

Shit! (he runs out)
JANE

LITTLE POSSUMS WALK EARLY!!   

(Blackout.  Spotlight on FLOOD juggling the puppets. Behind him is a huge full moon and the orange glow of fires in the ward.  He appears to be dancing on the fire’s rim.)

FLOOD

(Juggling puppets. To the Jester.)

Do I please you, Sir?  My strings tight enough?  I can feel you out there, getting closer.  It’s not the tides tonight but jokes that are pulling you in.

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

Nobody pulls me in.  I don’t have a joke.

FLOOD

 (Admonishing JANE puppet)

Everybody has a joke.

FLOOD AS DANNY PUPPET

(Hitting JANE puppet.)

Let me find it.  Where’s your secret wound, is it here?

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

(Returning blows to DANNY puppet.)

What do you have up your silky sleeve?  Is that a joke?

FLOOD AS DANNY PUPPET
You have my soul!  What you need with my joke?

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

Blood and tears.  Forgive me? (beat) Forgive me?

FLOOD

(Stopping suddenly.  To the Jester.)

Forgive me? I examine my joke every day, and I still don’t…I understand, but his cops are everywhere! Look for yourself: Scully’s house is a fortress. (beat) While we’re waiting, I know my work is its own reward, and I’m totally in your column, but well, we have a saying here in Chicago:  “Where’s Mine?”  All I want is what I have coming to me, Master—my fair share.  I’m tired of being your grunt. I want to be more than…I know, I hear: you want a good one.  Yeah, yeah, keep your cap and bells on!

(Suddenly the shadow of a huge stick crosses the stage and whacks hard onto the floor next to FLOOD.) 

HOLY SHIT!!

(FLOOD runs offstage, pursued by the stick.  End of Act One.)

ACT TWO

SCENE ONE

An hour later. The bar room is dark. A huge full moon can be seen through the window. JANE sits downstage smoking a cigarette and staring at Slap's picture. We hear the back door open and FLOOD singing to “Sound Off”. He enters.
FLOOD

You can’t run, no, 

You can’t hide,  

Here comes that face  

From the other side!    

JANE    

Jesus.

FLOOD

Don’t you stop now

Don’t you trip,

He’s got that smile

He’s got that stick!

JANE

Fuckup.

FLOOD

He's following me everywhere.   

 JANE

Who, Danny?  Oh, that god of yours.

FLOOD

He's out there. He's got the whole ward locked up.  

JANE

How'd you get by Danny's cops?  Where were you?

FLOOD

Adding to my totals. What do your numbers look like?

JANE

They’re down. This talent you got for rooftops--I'd remember the way your mother bought it.

FLOOD

The hell you mean?

JANE

She jumped off a roof.

FLOOD

Fell.  She saw a vision and fell.

JANE

Sure.
FLOOD

You defile the memory of a great woman, a visionary.

JANE

Yeah, yeah, we know: “When the water meets the head.”

FLOOD

“When the flood cracks the skull!”

JANE

Fine.  Siddown. (Pulling his scarf off him.) 

FLOOD

Don't touch that.

JANE

What's wrong?

FLOOD

(Grabbing it back.)

Don't touch it!

JANE

She make that for ya—Crazy Dot?   Not much to leave a son.  You could come away with a lot more from me.

FLOOD

What's that stink in here?

JANE

What stink?

FLOOD

Puuuuuuuuuueeeeeeeee.   Smells like a joke. 

JANE

Dump that god, he's boring me.   (She grabs his coat and goes through pockets, searching for Scully’s joke amid all the scraps; some even written on beer cups.) 

FLOOD

(Takes Jane puppet from his back pocket.)

That’s not what I hear…inside your head.  You’re thinking…

JANE

No one gets inside my head.

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

I terrified of Jester.  I tired of living with joke.  

JANE

Put the puppet down.  I won’t talk to a puppet.

FLOOD

(Puts puppet down, moves behind bar in search of shot.)

Fix you a nightcap?

JANE

I’ve had enough. How do you know I’m thinking those things?

FLOOD

(Pouring himself a shot.)

Told you before: I’m a receiver.  So was Dotty.  And today, by Jester, I was Master of the Revels.  Receiving all day and night.  I’m finally good at something.  

JANE

What, forcing confessions from drunks?

FLOOD

Don’t you see?  I can help people.

JANE

How?

FLOOD

By bringing them to their joke.  I’ve discovered my potential. I can cut a deal. (beat)
I saw the Goose tonight.

JANE

You saw Scully?  How did you get in?

FLOOD

I rang the doorbell; he honked.  He was slouched in his grand marshal outfit, feathers spread, sucking candy and a cigar. I said, “I come to hear your joke.”   

JANE

What was his reply?   

FLOOD

Disappointing. God, the Goose is dumb. When I said I’ve come to hear your joke, he thought I’d come to hear one of his racist jokes. So he tells me the best one he knows. And he’s chuckling louder than a slob in a firehouse video.  So I move him to the mirror and say “Look at this mug and meditate on it. The Master will be calling.”  Dumb bird, he just stared at me.

JANE

You got something on Scully, deal with me.

FLOOD

You’ll tell your joke?  (Pause) I said…!

JANE

You’ll push this thing too far.

FLOOD

That’s the whole point of my god: to take a thing and push it too far.  You can’t beat him, nobody can. Look at my totals: everybody believes in the Jester.

JANE

Not me.  Not Goose Scully.  Not Danny.

FLOOD

Not yet.  But you will when He comes. Oh boys and girls, will you ever.  And you’ll be judged.

JANE

Judged how?

FLOOD

By how hard He laughs when He sees you.

JANE

They say God loves us.  Hell, if that’s love, I’d rather take his money. (She picks up the Jane puppet and examines it.)  All my life I’ve been the cleanup, even when the deals were mine. That night Slap died who put up newspapers in the windows?  (Using puppet to illustrate.) Jane.  Who made the coffee and called the captains?  Jane.  Who directed Danny to deal with the press?  Who took the ring off of Slap’s dead finger?

FLOOD AS DANNY PUPPET

Just to touch the gold?  Jane.  
JANE

(Grabbing him.)

I can give you a home.  This time I mean it.  We're a team you and me, joined by Slap's blood.  

FLOOD

Your fingers are ice.

JANE

Some like my touch.

FLOOD

We know a medical examiner who does. To most of us you’re just some old chick who’s been embalmed.  But to a certain coroner, whose joke is tickling my toes, you’re the picture of health. 

JANE

Why won’t you get close?   Afraid I’ll murder your soul? 

FLOOD

Is that how you covered up Slap's murder?  Ice the coroner, murder his soul?

JANE

You have Slap’s gift: you’re good with the people.

FLOOD

I’ve always been concerned with my totals.  

JANE

You should have those burns looked at. Come on, do a little dance with Jane.

FLOOD

The dance comes after the joke. I need a major one, worthy of my Master's benediction. (To the puppets.) I WANT A GOOD ONE!

JANE

Hey Flood, are you tripping?

FLOOD

But it’s hopeless to get you big stinkers that far into the light.

JANE

Calm down.

FLOOD

Even Scully was terrified of the light.

JANE

Maybe he thought it was a lineup.    

BALZAK

(Entering from stairs)

What’s all this racket down here?  (To FLOOD.)  I saw you sneak in, when I was on the phone.  

JANE

Who were you talking to?

BALZAK

The other captains.  Scully wouldn’t take my call.  He’s on the line with the mayor.  Our disturbances are all over the news.  Added to which, the whole city is feeling effects: Reports from the North say the river’s turned red!

JANE

Then they’re drunker than you are.

BALZAK

There’s giant waves on the lakefront. The drive is flooded.

JANE

Go up, make coffee.  We’ll talk. (BALZAK exits up the stairs reluctantly.)  Listen to me: Danny’s an accidental alderman, extra baggage. Now it's our turn, to pull out our finger list and start flipping. Tell me what I want and you'll have all you need.

FLOOD

You know what I need.

JANE

(Flashing bills.)

All the money you could possibly... 

FLOOD

(With Jane Puppet.)

Off on your broom, fly away.

JANE

(Trying to stuff some bills in his shirt  pocket.)

Take it for your god, receive it in his name.

 FLOOD

You can't grease the Jester.


JANE



Come on, how much does he want?  

FLOOD

(Laughing, throws bills back at her.) And they call me mad!
JANE

Don't laugh at me.

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

How much does he want?

JANE

Don’t.

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

Time to pull out our finger list and start flipping. 

JANE

I’ll put you back in that squad.  I’ll lock you up for good.

FLOOD

So you want to cover up your father's murder, betray your brother, sweep up the souls and reign forever.  I can only anoint you if I know your joke.   

JANE

I don’t have one.

FLOOD

Everyone has one.

JANE

I got a dispensation.

FLOOD

Tell it and you’ll get a divine favor.  Come on, when your joke is up it’s up!
JANE

Let go.

FLOOD

Begin.

JANE

Crackpot!

FLOOD

Ready?

JANE

Faker!

FLOOD

You want Sculley?!!!

JANE

Alright!  "Jane’s  joke."

FLOOD

No, no. (Proud emphasis.)  "Jane's  joke!”  

JANE

Do you believe the sins of the father are visited on the children?  Well, they were visited on me.  I'm like Slap, cold and missing parts. Danny blames me that I gave 'em his mean streak.  

FLOOD

Murdered his soul.  Say the words.

JANE

And now he'll never forgive me.  

FLOOD

That's not your joke.

JANE

Look, you…!

FLOOD

Try again.

JANE

...illegitimate little...

FLOOD

Again.

JANE

Bastard!  Thief! 

FLOOD

 Again!

JANE

 My acts of contrition...

FLOOD

Your acts of contrition.

JANE

...are acts.        

FLOOD

No shit.

JANE

All I want...

FLOOD

Yes...?

JANE

...is...

FLOOD

Well?

JANE

...not forgiveness.

FLOOD

All you want...

JANE

...is…
FLOOD

My master waits.

JANE

All I want is Danny's head.  
FLOOD

Yeah well, that’s real sweet, but…

JANE

That's it.

FLOOD

No way.  There’s a ton missing from that joke.  

JANE

Nothing’s missing.

FLOOD

Come on.

JANE

I can't.  It's too low.

FLOOD

Nothing's too low.

JANE

There isn’t time.

FLOOD

Say it!  

JANE

I..can’t…

FLOOD

Say it?

JANE

No!  I can’t...

FLOOD

What?

JANE

I can’t!

FLOOD

Can’t WHAT?!

JANE

...love.

FLOOD

I didn't hear you.

JANE

You did.

FLOOD

Say it again.

JANE

No.

FLOOD

SHE CAN’T LOVE!!

JANE

Stop that.

FLOOD

SHE CAN’T!  BOY, THAT'S A GOOD ONE!

JANE

It’s not my fault.  I have a missing part.   

FLOOD

Maybe the coroner can find it.  

FLOOD AS JANE PUPPET

No, he’s looked. Goofy thing is he don’t care; he’s all over me.   

JANE

(she grabs him) I’ll put you away for good. 

FLOOD

Wait. Can’t love?  That can’t be right.  It’s not that you…can’t…

(The phone rings upstairs.)
JANE

Alright: WON’T!

FLOOD

That’s it!  I got a good one!  Everybody dance!   (Jane ends up with the scarf when FLOOD jumps back.)
JANE

What kind of god is this?  That laughs at... (looking closely at scarf, she sees something)
FLOOD

Repeat after me: Terror…Denial…Tears…Laughter…Belief.

BALZAK

(Entering) Scully's on the phone.

JANE

(To BALZAK.) Wait here.

BALZAK

It's not your call.

JANE

Not my...?

BALZAK

He wants to talk to Flood.

FLOOD

(To BALZAK.) It’s not that she can’t, she won’t!
JANE

Watch he don't go off again.

BALZAK

It's not your call!

FLOOD

(Blocking her way.) You can't go now; we're too close.
JANE

Move.

FLOOD

You haven't finished this.  (Grabbing her.)

JANE

Let go.  (She disconnects.)  I told mine.  (Begins exit.)
FLOOD

Exactly.  Now you must examine it.  (She stops and turns.) Don't you see?  You didn't tell the Jester anything He didn't already know. You tell your joke so you will know it.

BALZAK

He'll hang up.

JANE

(To FLOOD.)

Sorry.  (Beat)  Forgive me?  (Moves to exit; FLOOD runs up behind her and rips off her wig.  JANE reaches to her head, then exits up steps without turning.  FLOOD drops the wig on the bar. BALZAK lurches and pulls FLOOD’S boot off his foot, runs into the backroom and slams the door. FLOOD hobbles over to Slap’s picture and speaks to it.)

FLOOD

(To Slap’s picture.)

She gave me a look to frost my balls, but I’m too near the fire for that.  I got her joke!  And it was a good one, just like yours.  The joke of the father infecting the children.  (To the Jester.)  And what would be your response? I worry about you sometimes.  (To Slap’s picture.)  About something else, too.  That it’s all happening like you said.  Like you said.  I’m having doubts about my visions. Why won’t anyone examine their joke?  Maybe I am crazy. Was it you I saw that night?  (To the Jester.) And not you?  (To Slap’s picture.) No offense, Pop, to see the vision of a Chicago alderman—alright, sorry, and committeeman—is not the same as seeing the new face of God. Fuckup, you’re always reading the signs wrong. (Pause. Looks to picture, something dawns.)  Recall that smile. Was it his smile…or His smile?  

(Closes eyes and chants.)

His smile is wider than an alderman’s sleee-eeve.

(Opens eyes to picture.)

No!

(Closes eyes and chants.)

His mouth is red and his eyes are…blaaa-aaack.

(Opens eyes to picture.)

No!

(Closes eyes and chants.)

And he was smiling…horri-blllly.

(Opens eyes.)

Too close to call.  But that laugh, was it…?

(Balzak enters from back room with the boot.) Did you hear bells before?

BALZAK

Get a grip, that was the phone.  (With boot.)  This is just like you: to have the

dirt but not deciphered.  (With jokes.)  What do these notations mean?

FLOOD

(Reading the joke BALZAK hands him.)

Ohh, that’s a bad one.  

BALZAK

Which is Scully’s?  I want a good one.

FLOOD

(To the Jester.)

Where have I heard that before?

BALZAK

I got it out of Danny: him and Scully were in it together.  I just said that to Scully and he laughed at me.  You saw the Goose tonight, told’em you had something on him.  I need more and you’re gonna give it to me.    

FLOOD

 I need more too.  

BALZAK

Name the deal.

FLOOD

Prove to me that I’m the Prophet of Terror and Delight.  Examine your joke.

BALZAK

Examine…?

FLOOD

Trust me.  I’ve been trained as a soldier and a priest.

BALZAK

And discharged from both units.

FLOOD

Still, I can anoint.

BALZAK

Anoint me.

FLOOD

Examine your joke.

BALZAK

Stop calling it that!  There’s nothing funny about the past.  (Pause)  I do it, you’ll release Scully’s joke?

FLOOD

Examine yours.

BALZAK

It was the night of the big lottery. I had a premonition I was gonna win the whole thing, so I go and buy lottery tickets and I leave a dummy in charge who serves two minors.  They go on a joyride and crash the car and die. And then that sonofabitch hits me for two grand! What happened with those kids—it never leaves me. I gotta live with that sentence for the rest of my life.

FLOOD

You’ve done it!  You’ve examined your joke. Thank you, Uncle Balls. You believe me! 
BALZAK

Don’t take it up with me.  (Pointing upward to the Jester.) Take it up with Him. I’m just bobbing and weaving and trying to get by.

FLOOD

I am His Army of One!  

BALZAK

Everyone thinks you’re mental, but you fit right in. Nothing’s natural now: the weather, the politics, what’s happening in the streets, even the placement of the moon. Look, it’s enormous. And no one’s picked up it: this isn’t the time for a full moon.


FLOOD

He sees it too.

BALZAK

Now let’s have it—Scully’s joke.   Is it city-wide or local?

FLOOD

All jokes are local.

BALZAK

How’s he planning to steal the election? What’s gonna happen in those black precincts?

FLOOD

Mischief.

BALZAK

Machine malfunction?  Road blocks?  What’s this talk about a ballot change?

FLOOD

Getting warmer, Sarge.

BALZAK

Slap said: “It all comes back.”  

FLOOD

“But it never comes back in the same way.”  (Imitating Slap.) “Scully’s cooked up this plan to steal the election. He’s gonna disenfranchise half the ward.  Here’s a map of the whole scheme.”

BALZAK

“It all comes back.” (Pause.)  It’s…it’s the butterfly ballot!

FLOOD

No.  Close!  Think!

BALZAK

“But it never comes back in the same way.”

FLOOD

Right.

BALZAK

Tell me!

FLOOD

It’s the moth ballot!

BALZAK

Moth?

FLOOD

The holes are already there.

BALZAK

Where’s the map?!

(Flood points upstairs; BALZAK runs up the stairs. We hear a car door slam in front of the tavern. FLOOD grabs the DANNY puppet and hides behind the back door as DANNY enters. FLOOD grabs the gun from his waistband and points it at him.)

FLOOD AS DANNY PUPPET

My ward, my ward!  The wind will blow my ward away!  Quick, let me tell my joke before something scarier than a sister comes. 

FLOOD

 Incoming: the new face of God!    

FLOOD AS DANNY PUPPET

As alderman, I seen corruption take many forms: bribes, kickbacks, payoffs. But  most alarming: you can buy murder in this ward.

DANNY

Hey Flood, isn’t it time you called a crisis line?

FLOOD

Tell ya the truth?  This is your crisis. (Putting puppet down.)  I’m on top, I’m winning.

DANNY

Winning what?

FLOOD

The people; I’m way out in front.

DANNY

You?

FLOOD

I’m all about it.  Gimme the ring.

DANNY

What?

FLOOD

(Points gun.) Slap’s ring; give it here.

DANNY

(Hands over ring reluctantly.)
I forget; that’s quite a resume you got there: priest, soldier, puppetboy, fuckup.

FLOOD

(Displaying jokes and tossing them everywhere.)

Let the record show: eighty-eight decisions for the Jester.  Am I stealing your hard-on?  The people love me.  

DANNY

Yeah, right, just like Uncle Balls, you’ve got all the winning numbers. Where are they?

FLOOD

Upstairs.

DANNY

What’s she doing?

FLOOD

Melting.  It’s a natural reaction; she’s told her joke.  

DANNY

She’s what?
FLOOD

She’s in my column.  

DANNY

You can’t trust her.  What did you give her?   You didn’t give—

FLOOD

No.  But I would’ve, if she’d examined her joke. 

DANNY

Her heart pumps cold blood.  Deal with me.

FLOOD

(Moves behind bar)  I will. After all, you’re my brother. I’d give you the last joke out of my pocket.

DANNY

(Moving to bar stool.) So fill me in, fuckbrain. What did Slap have on Scully?

FLOOD

You forget the rules, slugger. You get that after you tell your joke. Oh brother, if I can help you, I can help them all.  Repeat after me: Terror. Denial. Tears. Laughter. Belief. (No response)  Come on, you’re used to speeches, debates on the floor of the council.

DANNY

Everything’s done in closed hearings.

FLOOD

Even better.  The Jester loves the back rooms.  Tell us, what do you hear? (Pause.) Even SMQ stepped up to the plate tonight, and she hit one out of here. I’ve added and added to my totals, but I don’t have yours. I want all of them.

DANNY

You’re just like Slap.  He wanted everything.  All the votes, all the women, all the praise.  

FLOOD

The people loved him.

DANNY

Shut up.

FLOOD

Ouch, we hit a nerve. 

DANNY

You didn’t know Slap like I did.  Or her. I had to walk through that house with a rear view mirror to see all the knives.

FLOOD

The Jester teaches us to view ourselves not as victims, but as unique opportunities to amuse.

DANNY

(his mask drops) Hey, Flood, you really see something out there?  (pause) What were the Three Words of Slap?

FLOOD

Listen!  Learn!  Lead!  Sir!

DANNY

And what was the word he never used? 

FLOOD

There were so many. I remember he said, "If I can't pronounce it, it's out!"  If you're trying to say Slap wasn't a caring person...


DANNY

Well?

FLOOD

He was.  He cared about everybody in his ward. And every thing. About a piece of paper twirling in the wind.

DANNY AND FLOOD TOGETHER

Especially if it was a buck. 

DANNY

How did you know I was going to say that?

FLOOD

Slap was the best father the ward ever had.  He knew all the angles.


DANNY

Except one.


FLOOD

That was his joke, brother.  Nothing in his past prepared him for his family. Still, if you approached him in the right way...

DANNY

No.

FLOOD

...at the right time...


DANNY

I tried.

FLOOD

What did he do?

DANNY

He laughed. 

FLOOD

(Laughing) Perfect. It all fits together into a brilliant system.

DANNY

You're deeply nuts, you know that?


FLOOD

Yes! Hey bro, let’s do bumps. (He drops the gun on the bar as he pours two shots.)


DANNY

Watch it with that thing!  Is the safety on…?

FLOOD
Who knows?  Now tell me your joke!  

DANNY

You don’t know what it’s like when a whole ward doesn’t like you. The signs, the boos, the hisses.  Beer cans on your head.  People liked Slap. I don't...elicit that.

FLOOD

Good, good.  Now...

DANNY

Alright, what have you got on Scully?

FLOOD

You're finished?

DANNY

That was it.  

FLOOD

A joke can be brief, but it must be clear.

DANNY

I told you.  I just did it.

FLOOD

Doesn’t pass the laugh test; there's more. 

DANNY

Okay. You know why I like whores?  They never say the “L” word.  Oh, maybe to mock you, but they don’t pretend it exists.  Here’s another thing: when it’s over, I get my dick hard a second time by counting out the money, just like Slap did to me the night he dumped me.  And then saying, “Go ahead, count it.” You know what’s wrong with your religion, Flood?  Your god isn’t evil enough.

FLOOD

Oh, but He is.  He made us in His image.  Suffers from the same things, slips backwards, struggles with himself…

DANNY

Acts like a maniac…

FLOOD

Maybe He’d do a better job if He could just stop laughing.  

DANNY

Meaning to talk to you about that laugh of yours, Flood: it’s sick!

FLOOD

(Whispers confidentially.)

Between you and me, it is a little nuts.  Come on, Dan, He’s got half the ward inside His tent, but He needs a good one. Please, go ahead, I'm listening.  (Closes eyes, a priest in confessional.)

DANNY

Nobody…(Pause. Tries again.)  Nobody… 

FLOOD

Nobody…

DANNY

(Can’t say it. Moves behind Flood with bat, pointing it at FLOOD’s head.)

Let's hear your joke instead.

FLOOD

Mine...? (sees bat)
DANNY

Let me offer you a little help, brother.  If you're afraid to admit what you are, what we all are, just pretend.  Like it's your first visit to AA. (Places bat on FLOOD's skull, as if to warm up.)  Say: I think I'll just listen tonight.

FLOOD

I think I'll just listen tonight. 

DANNY

I understand one of your pals died that night.

FLOOD

What night...?

DANNY

Out near the mills.  You remember: the night you got this. (taps bat on FLOOD’S burned arm.)

FLOOD

It was an accident…

DANNY

You left the scene.

FLOOD

…there was a fire…

DANNY

You were dumped in jail after they patched you up, then released without an inquest. Didn't you find that odd?


FLOOD

I find everything odd.

DANNY

Remember the place they put you in after that?


FLOOD

Sorry.

DANNY

It was for nut cases.

FLOOD

No, no, no, no, no…


DANNY
We had to loose you on the world in stages.

FLOOD

Look, I don’t…

DANNY

You escaped, showed up a week later…in the bars and churches.           


FLOOD

I...don't remember...

DANNY

If I hadn't stepped in they'd still be looking for you.  You see, I fixed it.  I found you a friendly judge: I found you Danny Lucek.


FLOOD

No, no, no, no, no…


DANNY

What's wrong, Jester lose his jingle?   

FLOOD

It was an accident, a mistake.

DANNY

Boos from the gallery.


FLOOD

I made a wrong turn.


DANNY

You read the signs wrong.


FLOOD

I...did.

DANNY

Isn't that a comment on our times?   Some killers are never caught, others cut a deal.  Do you see what I'm saying here?


FLOOD

See it and hear it.

DANNY AND FLOOD TOGETHER

Forgiveness is negotiable.  

DANNY

Everything else is. I told you before--I forgive you.  So what’s your problem with me? 

(We hear what FLOOD hears: the pounding muffled beat of the forges. FLOOD staggers downstage, freaked by the noises he is hearing, and falls. The vision ends JANE and BALZAK descend the stairs.  JANE appears in heavy makeup, without her wig, wearing the scarf.) 

DANNY

Lookie, the Queen ready for war.  Got her war paint on and everything.  And that hair, would you look at that hair.  


JANE

I’ve been on the phone with Scully. I asked him if you put in the word.
DANNY

What word?


JANE

He said there was some mistake.  I said no, we all had a deal: Jane replaces Danny.  He laughed at me.

DANNY

Poor Sis.  She hates to be laughed at.


JANE

I told the Goose you're outta control.


DANNY

Was he moved?


JANE AND FLOOD TOGETHER

He's on his way. 

DANNY

Interesting fantasy. 

JANE

People are tired of you.  It’s Jane’s turn now.  

(JANE displays Flood’s scarf, through which BALZAK shines the flashlight.)

BALZAK AND FLOOD TOGETHER

This is what Slap had on Scully; he drew a map.

FLOOD

HEY! (Jester light appears and the other three are frozen as FLOOD speaks their thoughts.)

FLOOD AS JANE

Jane can move the ward ahead, Jane can run it straight, Jane can run it clean.  

FLOOD AS DANNY

What is this, a trick?  

FLOOD AS JANE

I wanna reach out to all the people.  

FLOOD AS DANNY

I’m still the alderman here.

FLOOD AS BALZAK

You couldn’t get a stop sign.

FLOOD AS JANE

Scully’s lost his marbles, disenfranchising the blacks. 

FLOOD AS BALZAK

 Stupid as I ever heard.

FLOOD AS DANNY

 So, what are your plans, you two big leaguers?

FLOOD AS JANE

You surprise the press they call ya brilliant.

FLOOD AS DANNY

A press conference?  

FLOOD AS JANE

I'm going to take you and Scully down together.

(lights return to normal as do the other three)

JANE

Be the crusader who finds the corruption then step in and take it all.

DANNY

Ha fucking ha.  What do you want?

JANE

I got it all.   

DANNY

You're turning me in? 

JANE

Our father believed in the ward.  You and Scully, you don’t believe in the ward.

DANNY

(To FLOOD.)

I’m ready to tell my joke.

FLOOD

Hurry.

DANNY

You absorb this, you get ready to laugh it up.

JANE

(To DANNY.)

What are you doing?  It doesn’t count.

FLOOD 

Get ready to laugh, get ready to laugh!  

 DANNY

For thirty years Slap groomed me.  Then he dumped me. When Scully came to me with an offer to share the ward…I took it. 
JANE

Let it rest.

DANNY

Shoving it in my face—that I wasn’t good with the People. I hate the People!   

JANE

Danny...

DANNY

All my life I begged for his attention, anyone's attention, but nobody ever...

JANE

Don't say it. 

FLOOD 

Say it!  

DANNY

Nobody…loves…me!
FLOOD

(Erupting in laughter, slapping his knee.)

GOOD ONE! GOOD ONE!

(DANNY points the gun at FLOOD. Beat. He moves the gun to JANE)

JANE

(To DANNY) It’s over.  (DANNY lowers the gun and moves toward the back room,) You’re Slap’s son.  I know you can do it.

(Pause. DANNY goes into the back room and shoots himself. BALZAK runs to the back; then reenters.) 

BALZAK

He’s…dead.  

FLOOD

He’s off the Jester’s books. (Places Danny puppet on the bar in a funereal position.) 

(To JANE.) Are you examining your joke?  (Looking upward.) Listen! Do you hear it? 

(We hear what FLOOD hears: the ceaseless beat of the forges becoming the loud beat of a heart, then pounding like an advancing army. Suddenly the sound is replaced by bells that peal softly, like jester's bells. The bells grow louder  and closer, suddenly resembling sleigh bells, then abruptly cease. FLOOD runs up the steps to the roof.)

HE’S HERE!  HE’S HERE!   

BALZAK

Get back!  Where ya going?   


JANE

Let him go.  (We hear a car door slam.)  Who is it?  

BALZAK

(Moving to window.)

Scully. He's coming in back. (BALZAK exits.)   


JANE

All mine.   

(We hear a scream and a heavy thump from the direction of the back door.  JANE turns to look upward. We hear the back door open.)  

BALZAK


(Offstage.)
HOOOOOOOOOOOOOLLLLLLYYY SHIIIIIIITTTTTTT!!  

(Long pause as JANE looks ahead motionless. Then FLOOD crawls into the room followed by BALZAK. His leg injured from the fall, FLOOD is, at turns, laughing and crying.)

FLOOD

I saw Him.  I was dancing when I...slipped…I...fell.  


JANE

(To BALZAK.)

Is Scully...?

BALZAK

Like the door post.  Cracked his skull.  The Goose is…dead!

FLOOD

(Grabbing JANE'S feet.)

“When the Flood cracks the skull!”

JANE

Let go.

FLOOD

I’ve examined my joke: I’m a fuckup.

JANE

(Kicking herself free.)

Off!

FLOOD

I’m a fuckup, I’m a fuckup.

BALZAK

(To JANE who is gathering her coat, etc.)

Where ya going?  We need a decision.

JANE


(To BALZAK.)
I was never here.  No one can prove I was here.  ( turns to FLOOD.)  Give me the ring.

FLOOD

But you haven’t been anointed.

JANE

It’s my ward now.

FLOOD

Then tell me: how do you buy a murder? Oh, right: you’re in bed with the coroner. You’ll do the Goose, too?

JANE

Anoint me.

FLOOD

Do you think the people will hand over their hearts and votes to a woman who refuses to love them?

JANE

(Grabs the ring from him.)

Take care of the leg. 

FLOOD
(As she exits to the back room.)

That’s right baby, you keep the garbage collected, but I get their jokes!

I create the messes and you clean them up!

BALZAK

(Pacing nervously as FLOOD erupts in laughter.)
It's a wonder to me why Slap Lucek put his loony bastard in charge of his legacy.


FLOOD
What did you expect?

BALZAK

Stop laughing.

FLOOD

Stop?  The Master doesn't expect us to stop.  It's never over.  

BALZAK

It is for you: there's a body in here, a body out there!  Ask your god to get you out of this one!

(BALZAK exits to the back room. FLOOD painfully inches his way to the window. A beam of moonlight encompasses him.)

FLOOD

You were there, I saw you. I’m tired, I’m cold, everything hurts. (the lights go out.) Hello? Who’s there?

(Three tremendous whacks of a stick on the floor.)

Is that…you?!  

(Suddenly the moon appears to drop and a huge silhouette engulfs the room.  The spectacle is overwhelming.  A humpbacked jester holds a stick and smiles horribly.) 

OH MY GOD, YOU DO EXIST!!

(Terrified and delighted, FLOOD jerks himself up on his wounded leg. The Jester whacks his stick once, more violently, onto the floor.)

SIR, YES, SIR!!
(The Jester whacks his stick twice, more violently still, onto the floor.)

 I’M YOURS, MASTER, I’M YOURS!!

(FLOOD rises, no longer in pain, and begins to dance for the Jester.  Pause. We hear the Jester’s laugh.  The shadow of the Jester engulfs all light.  End of play.)
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