Death Takes the Elevator
Justin Mulwee

Characters:
Mr. Merkins
A CEO of a wealthy company with a bitter and condescending  disposition. He is all about possession of power, and often fires people on whim.

 
Death
Also known as the Grim Reaper.  He is dressed in a black cloak and hood that covers him completely, and carries a large, wicked-looking sickle. His voice is deep and commanding, but human. Unknown to Mr. Merkins or the audience, he is really just a janitor in a costume.
Rebecca
Mr. Merkins’ clumsy and 
pathetic secretary who regularly endures her boss’s verbal abuse.
Scene 1

The stage is divided into three areas: stage right has a desk and two walls to give the appearance of an office. The upstage middle has a painting and two wall lights. This is the hallway. Stage left is a large rectangular structure to represent an elevator. Like the office, its open back faces the audience.

MERKINS sits at the desk with his back to the audience. He tosses a piece of crumpled paper, which bounces out of an overflowing wastebasket.

      MERKINS


(muttering)

Where’s that lazy janitor? He’s fired.

Enter REBECCA stage right.  She pours a cup of coffee, adds cream and excessive sugar, and enters office.)
MERKINS

Finally.

REBECCA   


(apologetically) 
There isn’t anymore hazelnut cream.  I had to use half-and-half.
MERKINS
Hmm.

REBECCA  takes a step forward, trips, and spills the coffee on Merkin’s shirt. MERKINS moans and stands up suddenly.


REBECCA      
Oh! Mr. Merkins! I’m so sorry! Let me go get some paper towels.

(turns toward door)
MERKINS


(quietly but angrily) 
That’s it.

REBECCA 


(softly) 
What?

MERKINS


(indignant) 
Do I really have to explain to you the depths of your stupidity?  This shirt is probably worth more than your entire wardrobe. Your idiocy is the last thing I needed today.  Hiring you in the first place was a mistake.
REBECCA 


(cheesy, desperately): 
No, Mr. Merkins! I’ll do better.  I need this job. My rent is passed due and I can barely afford my medication.

MERKINS


(waving hand dismissively): 
Not my problem.  You’re incompetent.

REBECCA bursts into tears and runs out, where she then sits on the floor in the hallway and cries.
MERKINS stands up and walks out past her as if not seeing her, then pauses at the elevator.


MERKINS

(pointing)

I’m going to change my shirt. When I get back,  I want you to explain to me why I should let you keep this job.

MERKINS presses a button and steps into the elevator. REBECCA still on the floor, uses an inhaler.

(pause)
Lights out except for stage right, illuminating the elevator. MERKINS presses a button.
Upstage elevator doors close. A pulley runs in circles atop the elevator to make it seem as though it’s moving. Classic elevator music plays for ten seconds or so. 

Elevator and music stop abruptly.  MERKINS sighs and looks around, then presses the exit button repeatedly.

MERKINS
Whoever supposedly fixed this blasted contraption last time is getting fired.

Switch from normal white light to eerie green light. Elevator doors open. DEATH enters.
DEATH
Good evening, Mr. Merkins.  
MERKINS

Halloween was two weeks ago, friend.  Are you trying to make some 
kind of fashion statement?
DEATH
I bend no knee to the whims of fashion, mortal.

MERKINS


(sarcastically) 
Right. Now what is this nonsense all about?  Are you responsible for this little malfunction?

DEATH: 

In a manner of speaking, yes. But there is nothing wrong with the elevator in your place of business.  You are not in an elevator, Mr. Merkins.

MERKINS

Is that so?

DEATH

It is. But I am getting ahead of myself.  

MERKINS

I haven’t the time for… whatever this is.  I have business to attend to—matters of the utmost importance.
DEATH



(shaking head)

Mr. Merkins. You have all the time in the world.  And the gravity of MY business with YOU is beyond your comprehension.

MERKINS

Who the hell are you?  If you work in this building, and I haven’t already fired you, you’re fired.
DEATH 

I’m a collector of sorts, and only God can interfere with MY duties. But you like to fire people, don’t you James? 

MERKINS

What would you know about it? And it’s Mr. Merkins to you.

DEATH

Such formalities are hardly necessary here. But very well, Mr. Merkins.  What I would know about it is that you just threatened to fire your secretary Rebecca Streamer, just as you fired the secretary before her.

MERKINS

It’s not my fault she’s an imbecile.
DEATH

Why do you even have a secretary, Mr. Merkins?

MERKINS

What?

DEATH

You handle the paperwork yourself.  You take most of your own calls. The coffee machine is just down the hall. You have no need for a personal assistant. So why do you have one?

MERKINS

That’s my prerogative.


DEATH

Indeed! And you shall be held accountable for each of your prerogatives.


MERKINS

And you will be held accountable for wasting my time. Now leave me alone.

MERKINS presses the exit button again to no avail. He then uses the intercom button.


MERKINS


(into intercom)

Whoever’s listening, get this door open or you’re fired.  


DEATH

No one can hear you.  As you were deaf to the cries of your fellow man, so they are now deaf to you. You long to ascend to the place of kings. Yet as you raise your foot to crush the weak, every step thrusts you deeper into the pile of worms.


MERKINS


(into intercom)
And send security. Some madman is harassing me.


DEATH
But senseless cruelty isn’t enough.  You need someone to grovel at your feet.  You need to hold another’s life in your palm and threaten to crush it at whim.  Flaunting your power helps you forget, if only for a moment, that you yourself are weak and spineless. That is why you have a secretary, Mr. Merkins, and that is why you will always have a secretary.

MERKINS


(into intercom)

Is anyone there? Answer me!


DEATH

The noose tightens around your neck, Mr. Merkins. The bones of those you’ve crushed cry out for vengeance. With every blood-drenched dollar you store up greater debt.    And now that your pathetic life has reached its end, I’ve come to collect.
MERKINS


(abandoning intercom)
Are you threatening me?

(MERKINS eyes  the sickle and takes it seriously for the first time.  He gulps and takes a step back.)


DEATH



(laughs)

It is good for a man to fear his life, but yours has already departed. No doubt you’ve been having headaches recently. You hoped it wasn’t serious. It was. 


MERKINS


(in disbelief)

What are you talking about?


DEATH

Only moments ago, you had a massive brain aneurism. What they know to be you is being loaded into an ambulance as we speak, but that shell is already empty. 
MERKINS


(enraged)
…No. You’re lying!
MERKINS grabs DEATH’s hood and throws it back, uncovering a human skull which falls to the ground. MERKINS staggers back in shock. Lights turn from green to red. DEATH is now a headless black mass, still holding the sickle.

DEATH



(louder and with a reverb effect)

What a fool you’ve been, James.  You’ve managed to utterly waste your life, causing nothing but the contempt of God and men right up to your very last moment, where you threatened your poor, asthmatic secretary.  Truly you have earned your place in Hell.
DEATH raises his sickle. 

MERKINS falls to his knees and raises a hand to protect his face.


MERKINS


(hysterical)

No!!!






(starts weeping)

No… I can’t… Give me another chance.  I’ll do better!


DEATH



(angrily)

This isn’t A Christmas Carol.

MERKINS


(still crying)

Please… 


DEATH



(yelling, pointing with sickle)

Swear to me you will live to treat others with love and respect.  You will live out the rest of your days in the fear of God and the sorrow of your great iniquity.  Remember always that I have spared you, and live accordingly.

MERKINS

I swear!

Elevator light turns instantly back to white and elevator dings. DEATH gestures toward the door with sickle. All lights on. The hallway has been rearranged to look like a different floor. Elevator doors open. MERKINS looks at the open door in disbelief.


DEATH

For the time being I shall remain out of site, Mr. Merkins, but I trust not out of mind. We will meet again.  Sooner than you think if you decide to break your oath.  Now be gone!

MERKINS scampers out of the elevator, down the hall, and off set.  DEATH picks up his skull and steps out of the elevator. He places the skull on a janitorial cart just outside, and does the same with his ominous black cloak.

The man beneath is wearing a janitor’s uniform. He picks up a ring full of keys, puts them on his belt, and pushes the cart down the hallway into offstage. The audience realizes that “DEATH” is just a clever janitor.

Audience sees empty stage for a few seconds. All Lights off.
END.

9

