
Craig (Louis Cupp, left), and Ryan (Jeffrey Johnson) don’t always see eye to eye
during the five-year affair that’s at the heart of Steve Kluger’s comedy.
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‘After Dark’: Love Is Funny That Way 
BY DOLORES WHISKEYMAN
Special to The Washington Post

Love is in the details: the blue underpants, the
cruise that wasn’t taken, that “falling asleep
kissing thing,” that embarrassing incident

with the spaghetti.
That’s the sweet homily at the heart of the

raunchy but hilarious After Dark, presented by
Actors’ Theatre of Washington at the Playbill Café.

Steve Kluger’s comedy concerns the coming
together—and coming apart—of a gay couple.
Act 1 can best be described as the prologue to
love—that cat-and-mouse game we call courtship,
as hunky Craig (Louis Cupp) fixes his eye on
uptight Ryan (Jeffrey Johnson) late one night in a
Los Angeles diner.  Act 2 is its epilogue, as Craig
and Ryan look back on a five-year love affair gone
sour.

It’s a predictable story line that Kluger pursues
with relentless wit.  As soon as we see these
two—Ryan in his pressed blue shirt and tie, Craig
in his T-shirt and tight jeans—we know exactly
where this story is going to go.  The fun is in
watching it go there.

Ryan is a lawyer who regrets giving up his
literary ambitions; Craig is a Ph.D. working as a
Disneyland dwarf.  One look at Ryan and he has
one thing on his mind—and it doesn’t involve
much conversation. But Ryan, longing for a
romance,    resists    Craig’s    advances—at    first.

Johnson brings a precise  comic timing to the
mix.  At one point, Cupp leans into him, rubbing
his shoulders and arms from behind and purring,
“Can’t you feel the sexual tension?” There’s a
long pause as Ryan, clearly enjoying the
sensation, considers the question.  “No,” he finally
replies.

Kluger’s script is stuffed with such moments,
and director Charles Boyington takes full
advantage of every opportunity to pump up the
comedy.  The funniest sequence involves Craig
giving Ryan pointers on pickup techniques.

“Okay,” he says, “show me your bar pose.”
Ryan poses, and Craig shakes his head.

“You look like a serial killer.”

And it goes from there, progressively sillier.
Act 2 holds a few more surprises than Act
1—some unexpected changes occur in the lives of
his characters, and Kluger finds moments of
pathos amid the lunacy.  But despite his efforts to
sound the right political notes, After Dark is really
just a good-natured celebration of human foibles,
poking fun at the lusty and lovesick.

After Dark, by Steve Kluger.  Directed by Charles Boyington.
Set, Christie Kelly; lighting, Marianne Meadows; sound,
Mark Anduss; costumes, Grant Kevin Lane. Approximately
two hours.  At the Playbill Café, 1409 14th St. N.W., through
Dec. 22. Call (202) 319-1919.
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Court and Spark

By Bob Mondello

After Dark
By Steve Kluger
Directed by Charlie Boyington
At 1409 Playbill Café to Dec. 22

D eclarations of sexual orientation
are rarely as crowd-pleasing as
the one devised by Actors’

Theatre of Washington for its
unofficial coming-out party.  The
troupe acquired new management
over the summer and is beginning its
out-of-the-closet existence as the
area’s only “gay, lesbian, bisexual,
and transgender theatre company”
with a corker of a romantic comedy.

The story of two 30-something
guppies who meet cute and cruise
cuter in a Los Angeles diner a few
nights before Christmas, the play is
undeniably funny from the moment
Craig pops by with some tiramisu-
flavored condoms in his pocket and
bumps into Ryan.

The two seem worlds apart at
first.  Ryan (Jeffrey Johnson) is a
buttoned-down lawyer who reveres
Ethel Merman and mostly wants to be
left alone.  Craig (Louis Cupp) is
more outgoing, a jeans-and-T-shirt
kind of guy when he’s out of his
workday costume as a Disney
dwarf—“I’m Bashful,” he says;
“Coulda fooled me,” replies
Ryan—and is a major sports nut.

If you subscribe to the “opposites
attract” theory of romance, they’re
clearly made for each other, but on
first meeting, they’re just opposites in
opposition.  Author Steve Kluger
gives them one-liners of the “I got
fired from Disneyland for blowing
Dopey” variety and keeps things
buoyant and upbeat for all of the first
act and a goodly portion of the
second.  Questions of HIV status
can’t be finessed quite so blithely,
however—but by the time Kluger
brings them up, the audience has
laughed enough to be willing to cut
him a little slack.

That’s partly because of the attrac-
tive acting by two quick-witted, well-
matched performers who make the
play’s take on dating rituals funny
enough to appeal to crowds of nearly
any persuasion.  As Ryan, Johnson
suggests that bitchy reticence can be
a point of style, snapping comebacks
with a self-protective but somehow
plaintive flair, and Cupp (who looks
startlingly like singer Chris Isaak in
profile) makes Craig his ideal foil,
unself-consciously sexy and almost
annoyingly relaxed even when
matching Ryan quip for quip.

Director Charlie Boyington
maintains a brisk pace throughout,
giving the evening a professional
enough gloss that you have to say the
show has serious commercial
potential if it can ever be pried out of
its intimate theatre behind the popular
1409 Playbill Café, an actors’
hangout that actively encourages
patrons to take drinks back to their
seats.  Not that the laughter needs
much lubrication.

T  H  E  A  T  E  R

Opposition Party:  Ryan and Craig revel in their conflicting emotions. 
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ATW’S SEASON SETS OFF IN GOOD DIRECTION
Cupp and Johnson Deliver Emotional Performances ‘After Dark’

In Steve Kluger’s After Dark,
two gay men meet at 3:00
a.m. in a lonely L.A. diner

five days before Christmas. It is
the early ‘90s. Ryan, a smug and
unlikable attorney, is guzzling
coffee and working on a motion.
On his way home from the bars,
cute and slutty Craig stops for
coffee too.  Shamelessly, Craig
hits on the very resistant Ryan,
instigating a verbal seduction that
lasts throughout the first act. But
why does Craig want this
constipated professional? Maybe
it’s the challenge, or perhaps he
needs a place to live? It’s not
immediately revealed.

Ryan’s aversion to Craig isn’t
based on his sleeping around or
that his last job was playing
Bashful at Disneyland. Simply,
Ryan is discouraged because
Craig is not familiar with Ethel
Merman, an obsession for Ryan.
Through fast, funny and
sometimes prickly, trivia-filled
banter, Ryan begins to learn that
Craig knows plenty about his
other obsessions—athletes and
the law—and he begins to get
interested.

In Act II, Ryan and Craig are
reunited at the same place five
years later.  The reunion shows
two characters who both have
changed and share a history that’s
not all good.

As Ryan, Jeffrey Johnson oozes
a superficial hubris masking
loneliness and a need to connect.
He’s terrific. Again and again, he

rattles off lines like “It’s
inconceivable that you’ve never
heard of Ethel Merman” with
feeling and conviction, and that
can’t be easy.  He’s wonderfully
creepy as he prompts ex-tight end
Craig to regale him with tales of 
Kent State locker room
shenanigans.

As Craig, a searching sexual
adventurer, Louis Cupp is equally
captivating.  Beneath Craig’s
slick Lothario shtick hides a
sensitive soul, and Cupp nails it.
With sincerity and utter
unselfconsciousness, he demands
certain rights because “for four
years and two months, I kissed
your perineum.”

In a fantastically poignant
moment, Craig pays tribute to all

of his gay heroes, the openly gay
men of San Francisco, many of
whom died of AIDS. It’s here that
Cupp taps a range of emotion that
the script doesn’t call for
anywhere else. Both Johnson and
Cupp have excellent timing and
handle the play's wordy dialog
with apparent ease.

Presented by the Actors Theatre
of Washington, After Dark is
performed in a small theatre
adjacent to the Playbill Café. The
space is cozy and functional. The
occasional clanging of dishes
from the café’s kitchen enhances
the production, as it is set in a
diner. Christy Kelly’s set feels
real, especially since it’s hard to
distinguish where the Playbill
Café ends and the set begins.

The very low stage holds a high
table for two, a coffee bar, and a
lot of authentically tacky
Christmas decorations—plastic
Santa faces of varied complexion
and dozens of holiday greeting
cards festoon the tiny diner’s
brick walls.  Audibly, Elvis
warbling his brand of carols
completes the scene.

After Dark is more than just
one thing. It’s love in the time of
protease inhibitors. It is a funny
gay play chock full of gay quips.
(“With a butt pirate in the White
House, there’d be a new first lady
every week.”) Ultimately, it’s
about love and connecting.  And
it is definitely worth seeing.

—Patrick Folliard

Craig (Louis Cupp. left) and Ryan
(Jeffrey Johnson) get closer ‘After Dark’
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After Dark

After Dark
November 8–December 22, 2002
Running time 2 hours 5 minutes

By Brad Hathaway

Gay theater, like any theater, must be judged not
on how gay it is but on how good it is–as theater.
Here’s a play that works because its two
characters are well defined, interesting people
about whom the audience comes to care, who face
important choices and struggle with them in very
human ways. It’s about being gay, but it's more
about being human.  It is couched in explicit
language but not much explicit action and no
nudity–the skin that is exposed is all above the
waist.

Storyline: Two gay men meet in a coffee shop at 3:20 a.m., five days before Christmas. They flirt,
connect and a relationship is born.  Five years later–at 3:20 a.m., five days before Christmas and in
the same coffee shop–they reconnect, after having spent most of the intervening years together.
Though they have separated, each would like to re-kindle that special relationship.

Steve Kluger’s script is completely devoid of artifice, which is a fabulous attribute when creating a light
romance with a high heart-tugging quotient.  Yes, there is an abundance of lightly humorous banter, especially
early in the development of the relationship.  But there is also a deepening emotional involvement illustrated
by the details these characters share with each other (or–when things are strained–throw at each other.)
There are as many lines which draw knowing nods and approving murmurs from the audience as those that
draw a laugh.  Comedy?  Yes.  But it is a positive, affirmative comedy.  Not a put-down in the bunch.

The two-man cast is terrific.  Peter Wylie has compiled quite a resume recently in the Potomac Region.  He
was Oscar Wilde’s last paramour at Rep Stage, Moliére’s Clitandre at Catalyst and a number of different
characters at Virginia’s Clark Street and Maryland’s Olney Theatre.  Here he is charming and touching as the
attorney with something missing in his life.  Michael Francis O’Connor, who is a newer member of our theater
community, is earthier and more audacious in his come-on but reveals more vulnerability as the man on the
make who initiates their byplay. 

The back room of the 1409 Playbill Café isn’t an easy space to stage a play, but the design team under
director Charles Boyington pulls it off handsomely here.  The entire space becomes a small coffee shop
decorated with plastic Santas and soap-on-mirror holiday greetings.  The gay-ness of the space is established
through the mixing of male-oriented pictures among the Christmas cards and religious art.

“After Dark”, by Steve Kluger.  Directed by Charles Boyington.  Design: Grant Kevin Lane (costumes)
Marianne Meadows (lights), Mark Anduss (sound).  Cast: Peter Wylie, Michael Francis O’Connor.  At the
Playbill Café, 1409 14th St. N.W., through Dec. 22.
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A fun romantic comedy that 
captures the life of two guys from 

their first encounter to 5 years later 
at a late night Diner. The friendship 
and love between the conservative 
Ryan and the wild Craig is brought 

to life by humorous and detailed 
conversations. Craig & Ryan did a 
great job to make us realize that its 
worth taking a "chance" and to fall 

in love. This hilarious two-character 
play gets a thumbs up for 

playwright, direction, and acting!! 
The stage setting lacked the 

detailed touches, but don't let that 
stop you from checking out this fun 

production. 
Nov 17th  
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Media: AFTER DARK , by Steve Kluger 

Kluger's comedy concerns that cat-and-mouse game called 
courtship, as hunky Craig fixes his eye on uptight Ryan late one 
night in a Los Angeles diner. Love is in the details: the blue 
underpants, the cruise that wasn't taken, that "falling asleep kissing 
thing," that embarrassing incident with the spaghetti. That's the 
sweet homily at the heart of the raunchy but hilarious After Dark, 
presented last season by Actors' Theatre of Washington. . 
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“After Dark” 
Axis 
Through November 30 

Reality Theatre is back on the boards 
again, recently breaking in its new 
home, Axis nightclub, with Steve 
Kluger’s hilarious comedy After Dark. 
This two-hour, two-act, two-character 
play implements a circular, 
symmetrical structure to explore the 
ins and outs of Ryan (Christopher 
Palazzolo) and Craig (Jeremy Meir), 
a gay couple who discover that love 
at first night can indeed be a 
transformative experience. 

Act One opens to the strains of “Winter Wonderland” and 
finds the guys in an otherwise abandoned L.A. diner at 3 
a.m., “shortly before Christmas.” Craig, wearing jeans 
and a T-shirt, introduces himself with a gang-banging 
joke about the military being in, then attempts to engage 
the suit-wearing Ryan, who feigns disinterest.  

Always prying and aggressive, Craig (who ironically plays 
Bashful at Disneyland) works hard to wring out the inner 
risk-taker from uptight lawyer Ryan. The tight and fast 
verbal tennis match that ensues uses clever volleys 
served with several references to the fields and courts of 
law and sports. Much of this dialogue is rife with joke set-
ups and punchlines (many quite funny) and recalls a racy 
and gay Neil Simon, or a graduate-degreed, R-rated Will 
and Grace.  

Act Two, which happens in Act One’s identical place and 
hour, but five years later, proves that After Dark isn’t just 
light romantic fluff. It begins with the same old Yuletide 
song, but now the actors dance through more pointedly 
political issues concerning AIDS and gay rights. They 
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also have a chance to somewhat literally step into each 
other’s shoes. 

Throughout, Palazzolo and Meir do a fine job delivering 
zingers and rendering their characters’ development arcs 
in a credible-enough fashion. Meir’s head takes and 
ocular swirls seem especially ready for primetime sitcom 
cameras. Credit director Bill Salmons for his guidance in 
keeping the wordplay snappy and pulling in the reigns on 
the potentially sappy aspects of the second act. 

Call 265-7337 for ticket info. —R.M. Avalos 
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