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Here's the scenario: A Southern police officer is about to interrogate a man about a crime he's committed.

Megan Ward is the police officer. Joshua Neth is the criminal.

And the folks in the audience at Pitchers Sports Bar & Grille in Allentown must fill in the details of the crime -- the who, what and where.

It's called the interrogation game, and it's one of many that the comics in the Lehigh Valley's only improv troupe -- The Associated Mess -- play every other Thursday at Pitchers.

Emcee Ryan Hill coaches the rowdy audience. Many shout out sometimes lewd and outlandish suggestions, most of which can't be printed here. Hill decides on the three bizarre scenarios he likes best. He summons Neth, who has been in a separate room, on stage for questioning. It's up to Ward, who has heard the details, to get Neth to confess to a crime he knows nothing about. And it's up to the both of them to be funny while doing it.

After five minutes of hilarious banter, Ward amazingly breaks Neth: he confesses that he killed the Philly Phanatic with a tuba at the White House.

Crime solved.

The Associated Mess, which has performed twice a month at Pitchers since April, fills a void in the Valley's entertainment scene.

"Basically, there's really no one else doing this in the area, which gives us a certain amount of freedom," says Hill, a stand-up comic from Bethlehem, who runs the troupe with Neth, a professional actor from Allentown. "People love to be entertained, and we love the fact that we're able to entertain them."

The troupe's beginnings can be traced to 2003, when Neth started an improv group with fellow actors from the former Theatre Outlet in Allentown. The troupe had a few shows before folding when Neth, an Equity actor, took a job with the Shakespeare Company in Cincinnati. When he returned to the Lehigh Valley in 2006, he met Hill -- who had also moved back to the area after a stint in radio in Cincinnati -- at the Theatre Outlet, and the two became friends.

Hill hosts Tickle Me Tuesdays, a weekly showcase for stand-up comics at the Allentown Brew Works, and was eager to see the local comedy scene grow. He urged Neth to give the Mess another go, and in February the pair held auditions.

"The number one thing I was looking for in these people was the ability to listen," Neth says. "Anyone can get up and start cracking jokes and draw attention to themselves, but to give the focus to other actors and "pass the ball' -- that's the big thing."

Forty people auditioned; 15 were selected. Although the majority of cast members are in their early 30s, the troupe has actors old and young, male and female and black and white. Hill is proud of the mix, and says their personal relationships fuels their on-stage chemistry.

"The more time we spend together, the more we learn how to play off of each other," Hill says.

The time spent together has paid off. On a recent Thursday night, the five actors on stage -- Neth, Ward, Ryan Rossell, Matthew Folger and Cheryl Moritz -- effortlessly bounced dialogue off of one another and played to each other's strengths -- and weaknesses. In a game called "No Laughing," where the objective is to keep serious, Folger got Rossell to crack up several times.

Also important to successful improvisational comedy, Neth says, is the audience. Like most troupes, The Associated Mess relies heavily on suggestions from the crowd to guide their show -- dialogue, setting and general plot are all dictated by those in attendance.

"The audience is huge," says Neth. "They're like another cast member. All of their suggestions are what we're working off of, so obviously you want them to be giving you stuff you can get a lot of mileage out of. We've luckily had some great, creative audiences at Pitchers."

Neth teaches the comics acting techniques during weekly rehearsals.

"Our job as actors is to use all the information we can find from a choice," he says. "Say that someone tells me I have to play a carrot. You're thinking, "great, I'm an inanimate vegetable. How could I possibly play this?' The trick is to take that choice -- the idea of this carrot -- and do something unexpected with it. A lot of the humor comes from doing something the audience doesn't expect you to do."

The Associated Mess has seen its following increase with every show, and Hill and Neth plan to expand.

The troupe is starting series at Touchstone Theatre in Bethlehem during First Fridays, and at Allentown's Civic Theatre, where Hill works as marketing coordinator. Other plans include shooting viral sketches for the Internet and obtaining a permanent performance space in downtown Allentown.

"This is exactly what I wanted: a scene," Hill says. "I didn't want to be traveling to New York or Philadelphia all the time for me or other comics to perform. We want to do comedy, and we want to live here. It's a great fit."
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THE ASSOCIATED MESS

Pitchers Sports Bar & Grille, 570 Union Blvd., Allentown, 610-841-4001. Perform every second and fourth Thursday. Show time: 8 p.m. $8 admission

Touchstone Theatre, 321 E. Fourth St., Bethlehem, 610-867-1689. Perform every first Friday, beginning Aug. 21. Show time: 8 p.m. $10 admission.

Civic Theatre, 527 N. 19th St., Allentown, 610-432-8943. Perform every other Saturday, beginning Aug. 22. Show time: 8 p.m. $10 admission.

