

[image: ]








[image: alt]
















APRIL DE ANGELIS


Amongst Friends









[image: ]

























First Performance





Amongst Friends was first performed at Hampstead Theatre, London, on 21 May 2009. The cast was as follows:


 


Lara Helen Baxendale


Caitlin Emma Cunniffe


Joe James Dreyfus


Richard Aden Gillett


Shelley Vicki Pepperdine


 


Director Anthony Clark


Designer Patrick Connellan


Lighting Designer Tim Mitchell






















Characters





Lara


forty-five, tabloid columnist


Richard


forty-eight, crime writer, ex-MP, married to Lara


Caitlin


thirty-four, ex-neighbour, guest


Joe


forty, ex-neighbour, guest, married to Caitlin


Shelley


thirty-five, uninvited guest






















One








Lara and Richard’s large, desirable warehouse flat in a gated community in East London. The entrance is by lift doors. There is also a balcony. A spring night.




Lara   This is a mistake. Tell me again what they said.


Richard   They said fine, fine, they’d be happy to come.


Lara   And –


Richard   They said it’s been a while.


Lara   Yes, and you said –


Richard   I said that’s our fault.


Lara   Yes.


Richard   And then there was a silence.


Lara   What kind of silence – smug, aggressive, guiltinducing, triumphant, suspicious, punishing?


Richard   This was on the phone.


Awkwardness. I mean it’s been years.


Lara   I thought you were happy.


Richard   I am happy.


Lara   What is it you’re missing?


Richard   I’m not missing anything. I have an extremely nice life. I love this place, I love you.


Lara   Then you had that dream.


Richard   Yes.


Lara   You woke up –


Richard   With a kind of sadness, yes.


Lara   You thought about the dream and you thought about them straight after.


Richard   Yes, and that means –


Lara   The two are connected subconsciously, I know that. Now here we are waiting for them. They’re late, that’s aggressive, or perhaps they’re having ‘trouble’ getting through the gates?


Richard   Why didn’t you use your veto, your on-no-account-invite-those old-friends-of-yours-over veto?


Lara   They were my friends too. I was curious. I wanted to see what they looked liked. I wanted them to see what I looked like. I didn’t think you had the cajones to go through with it.


Richard   I have plenty cajones.


Lara   Maybe you wanted me to use my veto and you went down this path always hoping I’d be the one to hold you back –


Richard   It’s just a dinner party.


Lara   – to stop this headlong plunge into folly.


Richard   Do you expect the avocado to explode? It’s three hours of pleasant banter, then we never have to see them again.


Lara   Promise?


Richard   Yes.


Lara   I don’t remember my dreams. It’s just as well – God knows who we’d be inviting over … Ken Livingstone.


Richard   Is it natural, is it healthy not to remember your dreams? To put your head down on the pillow and totally switch off – to be dead in a way.


Lara   What a horrible thing to say to your wife. Why do I bother investing in all that interesting nightwear if you think I’m clinically dead?


Richard   What I meant was. it’s nice sleeping next to someone who is still mentally functioning at some level – even if it’s involuntary.


Lara   Remind me again what your dream was about.


Richard   It was set in a morgue and I was some kind of functionary in this morgue.


Lara   Like a high priest.


Richard   More some lower order of neophyte. And it was my job – God, it sounds horrible to say it now – to, to …


Lara   Go on.


Richard   To … the dead people.


Lara   No!


Richard   It gets better. I knew some of the dead people were only pretending to be dead and my fear was that they would – well, grab hold of me and – well – yeah.


Lara   In this dream you fuck dead people and they fuck you back?


Richard   Yes.


Lara   You think I would have agreed to this dinner party with that kind of omen hanging over my head?


Richard   It’s not an omen.


Lara   Necrophilia is in no way a blessing on an enterprise.


Who are these people you’ve invited?


I don’t know them any more, who are they?


Richard   They are our old neighbours.


Lara   They had a flat in the house next door to ours and we owned all of our house.


Richard   That qualifies them as neighbours. They became our friends.


Lara   Because we were going through that phase in our relationship where we didn’t like to be alone together.


Richard   What?


Lara   Every couple has the ‘I need this person in my life but I enjoy them better when I don’t have to talk to them constantly and can look at another set of faces at the weekend’.


Richard   I had no idea that existed.


Lara   This is why we became so close to them – there wasn’t a weekend where we weren’t popping in and out for drinks, eating a meal together –


Richard   And then we drifted apart.


Lara   We moved, Richard.


Richard   Do you think we thought we didn’t need them any more because we could get better people?


Lara   I don’t think we’re that shallow, but now we know Arabella and Brutus and Cuba and Charles.




Lara’s phone beeps. She reads the text.





Lara   That was Cuba and Charles – they’re having after-supper   drinks in the Mezzanine Bar with a special guest couple who are big in the entertainment world, would we join them?


Richard   We have our own guests.


Lara   Phone them now, cancel, tell them I have toothache.


Richard   That is a rejection that is so obvious.


Lara   This is what happens when you invite a socially lukewarm couple – a hot couple phone up and you have to say no.





Richard   If trust between friends cannot be sustained then where in the hell are we?


Lara   What about trust between a couple?


Richard   In some parts of the world that is the last bastion of humanity.


Lara   Are we talking about South-East London? I just remembered the last time I spoke to them and it was …


Richard   What?


Lara   Nasty.




The buzzer of the intercom system buzzes in an irritating manner.





Richard   Nasty?




He goes to the buzzer.





Hello, hello.




Spitty buzzy sounds spit back.





Hello – it’s them.




Spit, buzz.





Just push the gate and come on through. Push the gate, it should open.


Push it push it push it push it yes, will you will you, yes yes yes, push the, push the, push the – OK, see you in a minute.


That’s them.


Lara   Our Lalique frosted-glassware bowl with tulips and putti –


When we were moving I didn’t trust the removal guys, they were Moldovians and I wanted to transport it personally, and I showed it to Caitlin and Joe saying how it was so precious to me because it was the only thing Granny rescued from the old world.


Richard   Your granny was a gambler who barely held on to her own knickers.


Lara   I paid enough for it to lie about its provenance – then it went missing. When I told Caitlin and Joe they weren’t sympathetic, and I saw her flash him a look that said – oh my God, she knows it’s us.


Richard   Caitlin is a breastcare nurse, she hasn’t got an aggressive nerve in her body.


Lara   You were always very impressed by her breastcare credentials but I saw the look, I saw it.


Richard   They did not covet that bowl, they adored postmodern kitsch – tawdry with a popular appeal.


Lara   Stealing something you hate means you want to wound the other in an unnecessary way.


Richard   Lara.


Lara   Who are those people? What do they want? They’re nothing but sadistic thieves.


Richard   I did this for you Lara, for you. Because I thought it would be good, for you.




The lift doors open. Enter Caitlin and Joe.


Caitlin has a cornucopia of gifts.





Caitlin   Hi.


Richard   Hi.


Lara   Hi.


Caitlin   It’s us. I can’t believe it it’s been so long –


Richard   Why we haven’t done this before –


Caitlin   I know, it’s mad, isn’t it?


Richard   Crazy.


Caitlin   You’re both looking great – aren’t they, Joe?


Joe   Super.


Caitlin   And I love your place – isn’t this a palace? God, everything’s so perfect. The floor!


Lara   What have you brought, Caitlin?


Caitlin   Oh God, it’s nothing.


Joe   I said to Caitlin, they will have some of their own food.


Richard   As it happens we’re getting it delivered.


 Central African nosh – it comes wrapped in leaves.


Caitlin   Leaves!


Joe   A common feature of plants.


Richard   It’s communal, we all dip in – for the peoples of sub-Saharan Africa food is not food, it’s social cohesion?


Caitlin   I’m salivating already.


Lara   Open the bubbly, Richard, stop gassing.


Richard   Here’s to old times.


All   Old times.




Pause.





Joe   Your security apparatus appears to have some kind of hostility to the human voice.


Lara   It’s just the wiring.


Joe   The wiring has hostility?


Lara   The casing of the – Richard understands it.


Joe   Does it react badly to the elongated diphthong?


Lara   I don’t know. But you should snatch the patent.


Richard   You’re not averse to the old elongated diphthong yourself, Lara.


Lara   We can’t all be the public-school wankers, Richard.


Caitlin   Well, I think this place is gorgeous.


Lara   We like it. The facilities.


Caitlin   Do you hear that, Joe? It has facilities.


Joe   Yes, I’m just having an orgasm.


Caitlin   What have you got?


Lara   What you’d expect: a health club, three restaurant bars, a deli, a dry cleaner’s and a flotation tank.


Caitlin   All within the compound.


Richard   We don’t use the C-word it sounds a bit –


Caitlin   What?


Richard   Penal.


Caitlin   All within, within the walls of the –


Joe   Cunt.


Richard   That would be confusing. Getting food delivered to the third cunt on the left – we’d starve to death.


Joe   There’d be some well-fed hookers though.


Caitlin   You’re not in one of your moods, are you, Joe?


Joe   We nearly turned back.


Caitlin   We wouldn’t have.


Lara   I remember how contrary you were.


Joe   Do you, Lara?


Lara   Yes. It’s all coming back to me now.


Joe   The old magic’s still working then?


Lara   Yes, it used to piss me off then.


Richard   We ring down. Up comes the food. Restaurant Magreb   is in the complex.


Joe   Complex. Once a psychological defence mechanism now a network of retail outlets and dwellings. That’s progress.


Caitlin   So how are you both? Richard? Come on, we’ve a lot to catch up on.


Lara   I think you should start.


Caitlin   Not me.


Joe   I’ll start.


Caitlin   No, Joe, wait till we’ve all had a few drinks. I better had, or you, Richard …


Richard   Well, I don’t know where to …


Caitlin   We read your book. What an imagination; when the chancellor gets impaled by the outraged pensioner wielding an artificially intelligent revolving sex aid. How do you think of such things?


Richard   One’s mind did tend to wander in the House of Commons.


Caitlin   ‘Richard Farnham taps into the unconscious Zeitgeist.’


Joe   Did you write that, Lara?


Lara   My head’s not far enough up my own fundament.


Caitlin   Did you turn to crime when you lost your seat, Richard? That sounds bad.


We were sorry when we heard.


Well, I was.


Richard   There were a lot of us – I didn’t take it personally.


Joe   When people voted for someone else instead of you?


Caitlin   I was just thinking yesterday about that great night we had, remember? Election night eleven years ago. How we stole off from the post-election party and had our own post-post party and watched the sun come up on your old balcony. So many empty bottles.


Joe   Things can only get better.


Caitlin   I thought, I just don’t want to be anywhere else but here. Us with our good, good friends.


Richard   A special evening.


Caitlin   Perfect, I never wanted it to end.


Joe   I pissed off the balcony, narrowly failing to miss the rainwater reclaimer.


Caitlin   So do you have a lot of new friends here?


Lara   About twelve couples we see socially.


Joe   Do they all fit in the lift?


Lara   They don’t contaminate the water supply.


Richard   Lara reviewed a book in her column recently. It claimed friendship was one of the five major ingredients for a successful life.


‘To be happy people require a decent network of emotionally reciprocating like-minded individuals.’


Joe   Sound terrifying, like a bunch of Dr Who clones.


Lara   Yet another tossy expert lecturing us on the bleedin’ obvious.


Caitlin   What is it that makes you – like someone?


Richard   Alchemy.


Lara   Friendship has to be an advantage, like everything. No one makes a disadvantageous friendship. The best diet is a fat friend and so on.


Richard   I draw the line there. No one would make a fat friend on purpose.


Caitlin   I did. Deidre Pringle.


We were outcasts, so we bonded. We had a club – just us and our pets. Two hamsters and a deaf dog.


Lara   Oh dear, were you bullied?


Caitlin   Only until I grew breasts.


So, Richard. You never finished.


Richard   It’s your turn.


Caitlin   Oh God, what can I say? Nothing except I wrote a book.


Richard   You did?


Joe   She wrote it by hand and not on computer like the rest of the world.


Caitlin   I was just pouring my heart out on old scraps of paper.


Lara   You just started scribbling? Well, that’s commendable.


Caitlin   It was after you moved. I found myself with time on my hands. It’s stories from work, Abreast of the Times.


Lara   Nice and simple.


Caitlin   I couldn’t just see a client and then not follow it up. I had to make friends.


Richard   How charming.


Joe   Caitlin has a gift for over-involvement.


Lara   Did they mind you putting their lives in your bestseller?


Caitlin   Well, quite a few of them died.


Richard   I remember you used to be in tears sometimes.


Caitlin   You remember that? I was weeping on my doorstep – couldn’t fit my key into the door.


You invited me in for a glass of wine – I rolled home in the wee hours.


Richard   Unforgettable evening.


Lara   And somebody published it.


Caitlin   Joe made me send it in. I wouldn’t have had the nerve.


Lara   Well, that’s an achievement. Most books rarely rise to obscurity. Good luck!


Joe   It’s going to be fantastic.


Caitlin   No one knows whether it will have mass appeal.


Joe   Breasts have mass appeal.


Lara   Faulty breasts?


Richard   Next you’ll be telling me it had great reviews. Then I’ll be quite jealous.


Joe   She’s had one. Smash Hits.


Richard   Really?


Caitlin   Stop it, Joe, it looks like showing off.


Joe   We thought you’d invited us over because you’d read it.


Lara   It would take more than one. Richard avoids reviews. It’s hard for him when other people get good ones.


Joe   You’d be suffering if we brought Caitlin’s.


Caitlin   I’m embarrassed.


Lara   Caitlin, I don’t envy you in any way. Please take as much pleasure in your book as you like.


Caitlin   Thank you.


Richard   I’m thrilled for you. I admire you being out there amongst all those breasts.


You’ve taken them and moulded them into literature.


Joe   Leave my wife’s breasts out of it.


Caitlin   Listen, you bring them up any time you like – it’s your flat.


Lara   You’re just being polite, Caitlin, you can’t really be enjoying having them dragged out every five minutes. Unless that’s why you wrote the book, unconsciously, to draw attention to them.


Caitlin   I think the unconscious is overrated.


Richard   I agree. If men were really thinking about sex every five seconds think of the mess the country would be in.


Now can I give anyone a top-up? More sex, anybody?




Caitlin laughs.





Lara   Richard does have one more little piece of news.


Richard   Yes.


Caitlin   Go on, Richard.


Richard   They asked for me back – the party. Some bloke obligingly dropped dead. I’m in the selection process as we speak – a formality, apparently.


Caitlin   So you won’t be writing any more books?


Richard   People read books on trains. I asked myself, is that all I am? The entertainment between Euston and Milton Keynes?


Caitlin   Here’s to you, Richard, congratulations.


Women will vote for you. No problem.





It’d be great to put your X in a box for someone who doesn’t look like a trampled fried egg.


Richard   Thank you.


Joe   I’m all for recycling. Why not politicians? Spray-tan and a new mantra. Change, blah blah.


Lara   I won’t get to see him so much.


Richard   When I’m away …


Late-night votes, constituency visits, drinks in the Commons bar, I’ll know you’ll be safe here.


Joe   How will the voters take to you living locked away from them because they’re violent scum?


Richard   Steady. You’re talking about a disengaged minority.


Caitlin   I love it that we don’t have to agree with each other.


Joe   One day they may wake up and storm the fortress.


Lara   People would be sympathetic. You should read the correspondence I get. All anyone wants is a safer world for themselves and their families.


Joe   Small-minded cunts.


Caitlin   You’re taking not agreeing too far, Joe.


Joe   Sometimes that happens when you disagree with people.


Caitlin   I think you’re both great. So what if you moved here and it’s Fort Knox if that’s what makes you happy? 


Good for you for sticking two fingers up at the rest of the world and saying I’ve had it with your violence and your rage and your robbing, I want to live with people like me that I like.


Joe   They’re sticking two fingers up at us, though, Caitlin.







Pause.





Richard   What I do know is as you mature, your view of life changes – what emerges from the work, the sleep, the watching TV, sitting in traffic, are the connections between people. That’s what’s real. There are memories of you, moments in my mind’s eye that have never left me.


Caitlin   That’s lovely.


Joe   It’s a song, isn’t it?


Caitlin   Whatever it was that drove us apart, I’d like to say thank you for burying the hatchet. You’re such an amazing couple, we were so flattered that you wanted to be our friends, especially you, Richard. I was flattered – I don’t know if Joe has a flattery bone in his body, but I do, loads.


Richard   I don’t think it was a hatchet we had to bury, we just drifted apart.


Joe   Did the removal vans drift up to your old house in that drifty way they have?


Caitlin   Joe.


Joe   You fucked off and left us – be big and admit it.


Richard   No no.


Joe   Also you never left a forwarding address.


Richard   We moved in such as rush.


Lara   We’ve been very busy.


Joe   For six years?


Caitlin   People have their reasons.


Joe   If we want to make a new start, build from the ashes of the old, we have to be honest, don’t we?


I don’t like it either, but there you go.


Lara   People have a right to feel secure. I wanted to sleep safe in my bed at night – you can’t put a price on that.


Joe   Next to the king of the sex-aid murders.


Lara   On paper.


Richard   Lara’s very sensitive, she always carries a can of mace, never leaves home without it.


Lara   Don’t exaggerate. I did an article about self-defence products. I carried one for a few weeks – forgot I had it.


Richard   It’s in your handbag now.


Caitlin   I’ve never seen one. Can I?




Richard gets Lara’s bag.





Lara   Richard.




He brings it out.





Caitlin   Handy.


Richard   Not that she’d need it now. Lara hardly goes out.


Lara   Temporarily. I recently experienced some emotional downtime.


Caitlin   It’s great to know the shite is shared. Tell us?


Richard   We think it was hormonal.


Lara   Yes, thank you, Richard.


Joe   So, where were we? Oh yes, what was this place before it was this place?


Richard   It was a factory.


Caitlin   The view’s wonderful.


Joe   So once it had real people in it.


Caitlin   My grandad worked in this factory – he got fuzzy lung.


Richard   You made that up.


Caitlin   It was their term for respiratory sclerosis.


Lara   The way you keep harping on it about it, Joe, makes me think you’re envious.


Joe   Of this fish tank?


Lara   Envy. The Brits’ disease. I want what they’ve got but I’m not prepared to put in the graft.


Caitlin   I’m envious. I admit it.


Joe   That’s not what you said outside, Caitlin. You were laughing when I said ‘the solution to penal overcrowding – put us in prison instead of the criminals’.


Caitlin   Now I’m inside I’ve changed my mind.


Richard   Ordinary people live here too –


There’s three nurses who clubbed together. They work night shifts, it suits them. Lovely girls.


Lara   Everyone has the right to feel safe, that’s a human right. I love not having to look over my shoulder in the car park, knowing there’s no one there in chaos or turmoil.


Joe   You mean the working class?


Lara   At the risk of sounding Monty Python, I know more about the working class than you do, Joe.


I grew up on a council estate. There’s a lot of decent, hardworking people. I don’t think they’d appreciate you characterising them as anti-social yobs. Living here’s a privilege but I appreciate it. It’s clean – one thing I couldn’t bear before was the litter.


Dead nappies may be aversion therapy for unprotected sex, but no one likes finding them outside your front door especially before a salmon brûlée.


Caitlin   I remember they had this kind of banter in the past – that spark of aggression which is really about liking someone.
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