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*** NOTICE ***

The amateur and stock acting rights to this work are controlled exclusively by 
THE DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY, INC., without whose permission 
in writing no performance of it may be given. Royalty must be paid every time 
a play is performed whether or not it is presented for profit and whether or 
not admission is charged. A play is performed any time it is acted before an 
audience. Current royalty rates, applications and restrictions may be found at 
our website: www.dramaticpublishing.com, or we may be contacted by mail 
at: THE DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY, INC., 311 Washington St., 
Woodstock, IL 60098.

COPYRIGHT LAW GIVES THE AUTHOR OR THE AUTHOR’S AGENT 
THE EXCLUSIVE RIGHT TO MAKE COPIES. This law provides authors 
with a fair return for their creative efforts. Authors earn their living from the 
royalties they receive from book sales and from the performance of their work. 
Conscientious observance of copyright law is not only ethical, it encourages 
authors to continue their creative work. This work is fully protected by 
copyright. No alterations, deletions or substitutions may be made in the work 
without the prior written consent of the publisher. No part of this work may be 
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, 
including photocopy, recording, videotape, film, or any information storage and 
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. It may not 
be performed either by professionals or amateurs without payment of royalty. 
All rights, including, but not limited to, the professional, motion picture, radio, 
television, videotape, foreign language, tabloid, recitation, lecturing, publication 
and reading, are reserved.

For performance of any songs, music and recordings mentioned in this play which are 
in copyright, the permission of the copyright owners must be obtained or other songs and 
recordings in the public domain substituted.
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IMPORTANT BILLING AND CREDIT REQUIREMENTS

All producers of the play must give credit to the author of the play in all 
programs distributed in connection with performances of the play and in all 
instances in which the title of the play appears for purposes of advertising, 
publicizing or otherwise exploiting the play and/or a production. The name of 
the author must also appear on a separate line, on which no other name appears, 
immediately following the title, and must appear in size of type not less than 
fifty percent (50%) the size of the title type. Biographical information on the 
author, if included in the playbook, may be used in all programs. In all programs 
this notice must appear:

“Produced by special arrangement with
THE DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY, INC., of Woodstock, Illinois.”
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Plays on Principle (which originally included seven of the 
ten plays here) was premiered at the First Unitarian Church 
of Baltimore in 2019 as part of a bicentennial celebration. The 
production was funded by a Creativity Grant awarded to the 
playwright by the Maryland State Arts Council.
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PRODUCTION:
Director................................................................ Pat Montley
Set, Sound & Lighting Designer.......................... Daryl Beard
Stage Managers................Naomi Berkenbilt, Javier Jaramillo
Set Crew.................................... Jim Houston, Scott Macleod,

Richard Peck, Owen Sahnow
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my best critic 
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Madrigal in Black and White

CHARACTERS
LIZ: Mid-to-late 20s, white.
SHADOW LIZ: Older, white; Liz’s uncensored, wisecracking 

alter ego.
CLEO: Mid-to-late 20s, Black.
SHADOW CLEO: Older, Black; Cleo’s uncensored, 

wisecracking alter ego.

TIME:  The present.
PLACE: The street in front of Liz’s suburban house.

PRODUCTION NOTES: Liz and Cleo can be played 
realistically. But the performances of the shadows should be 
stylized. They are less the ominous Jungian “evil twin” than 
they are the sometimes humorous, always embarrassing, 
meddlesome aunt, urging the warnings of an earlier generation. 
Nonrealistic costumes and stylized movement might serve them 
best. The shadows generally talk to their respective persons, 
but the persons—although they hear these comments—speak 
only to each other. The “car” can be represented by a two-
dimensional cutout frame or simply by chairs or black boxes.

***

Question: How can we move 
beyond racial stereotypes?

(At lights up, there is bright sunlight and the sound of a 
lawnmower. LIZ is [miming] mowing the lawn. CLEO 
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is sitting in the driver’s seat of a car with headlights on. 
SHADOW CLEO is in the car with CLEO. SHADOW LIZ 
accompanies LIZ. LIZ stops mowing and crosses slowly 
toward the car, squinting into the sun, but within a few feet 
of it, stops abruptly.)

LIZ. Oh! Sorry. I didn’t see anyone in the car. I, um … 
SHADOW LIZ. You didn’t see her because she’s Black.
LIZ. The sun! The sun was in my eyes.
SHADOW CLEO (to CLEO). You’re invisible.
CLEO. The sun? (Turns to look out the back window.) Oh. 

The sun was … in your eyes.
LIZ (finishing the sentence with her). In my eyes. Yes. (Self-

consciously pointing and squinting.) West. (Gesturing to 
the lawnmower she left behind.) I was, uh, mowing the 
lawn and I … saw the car sitting here. 

SHADOW LIZ. A car you didn’t recognize, in your cul de sac—
LIZ. And I wondered—
SHADOW LIZ. What it was doing in front of the Johnson’s 

driveway.
LIZ. Why the lights were on.
CLEO. Oh. I didn’t realize they were … (Turns lights off.) 

Thanks.
SHADOW CLEO. Neighborhood Watch at work. They’ll all 

sleep safer tonight.
LIZ. I was going to turn them off. I mean if no one was in the 

car. So the battery wouldn’t … 
SHADOW CLEO. She was going to rifle the glove 

compartment for crack, then call the cops.
CLEO. Tricky business.
LIZ (misunderstanding). What? No, really. I was only thinking 

that the battery would—
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CLEO. No, I didn’t mean—I meant you always feel … a 
person always feels—

SHADOW CLEO. A Black person always feels—
CLEO. You always feel funny about doing that to another 

person’s car.
SHADOW LIZ. Doing what?
CLEO. Reaching in the window.
LIZ. Right! Or opening the door to turn off—
CLEO. Yeah. So you make a big deal of it. Or look around 

the parking lot for an accomplice so you can say, “Should 
we try to turn the lights out in that car before the battery—”

LIZ. Exactly! And you think the cops are going to pull up just 
as you put your hand on the switch.

(LIZ and CLEO laugh.)

SHADOW CLEO (to LIZ). They wouldn’t arrest your white 
ass, sweetheart.

SHADOW LIZ. So ask her what she’s doing here.
SHADOW CLEO. Better tell her what you’re doing here.
CLEO. I’m waiting for my brother. (Gestures to the house 

next to LIZ’s.) He’s in there.
LIZ. Oh.
SHADOW LIZ. Didn’t know the Johnson’s were having any 

work done.
SHADOW CLEO. She thinks he’s robbing the place. 
CLEO. His car’s in the shop. 
SHADOW CLEO. Tell her he’s a financial adviser. American 

Express.
SHADOW LIZ. Wait. They did talk about getting a new roof. 

Remember they asked us about recommending—
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CLEO. So I’m giving him a lift.
SHADOW LIZ. In the getaway car.
LIZ. Who says siblings can’t be nice?
SHADOW LIZ. She’s probably got twenty of them—raised by 

a single mother who worked herself to an early grave cleaning 
white women’s houses with carcinogenic chemicals.

SHADOW CLEO. Tell her he’s a doctor making a house call.  
(Realizing no one would believe it.) Nah. Forget that. 

CLEO. I was just admiring … your house.
SHADOW LIZ. Lock up the silver.
SHADOW CLEO. Good move. Now she’ll go right in and 

lock up the silver.
LIZ. Did you want to come up on the porch while you wait? 

Maybe have a cold drink? 
SHADOW CLEO. Your big break, girlfriend! Sit on the 

plantation veranda, sippin’ mint juleps and watchin’ the 
darkies pick cotton.

LIZ. I was just ready for one myself.
SHADOW LIZ. Calm down, sister. Next you’ll be telling her 

your grandmother marched in Selma.
CLEO. I … I brought some work to do. (Lifts papers on her 

lap.) But thanks. Thanks anyway.
SHADOW CLEO. Now you’ve gone and hurt Miz Scarlett’s 

feelin’s.
LIZ (disappointed). Oh. Sure. 
SHADOW LIZ. Don’t look so disappointed. It’s embarrassing.
CLEO. I think I would like to stretch my legs though. (Gets 

out of car.)
SHADOW LIZ (to LIZ). Nice legs, eh? We need to spend 

more time in the sun, you know. Promise me.
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