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            Premiere Productions 

         

         Christmas Eve, in this translation by Christopher Hampton, was commissioned by the Ustinov Studio, Theatre Royal Bath, and first presented on 19 October 2017. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Thomas   Patrick Baladi

         Judith   Niamh Cusack

         
             

         

         Director   Laurence Boswell

         Designer   Tim Shortall

         Lighting Designer   Colin Grenfell

         Sound Designer and Composer   Nicholls

         Casting Director   Ginny Schiller

         
             

         

         As Heilig Abend the play had its first production in German at the Theater in der Josefstadt, Vienna, on 2 February 2017.
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            Note on the Text

         

         The time shown on the wall clock at the beginning of the play – as well as whenever specific times are referred to in the dialogue – should conform appropriately. What’s essential is that as the last words are spoken the hands reach midnight.

         
             

         

         The symbol / signifies that one character begins to speak while the other is still talking, interrupting.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               Christmas Eve

            

         

         A plainly furnished room: two chairs and a table. There are papers on the table, as well as a Thermos flask and paper cups, plus a tiny Santa Claus and an old-fashioned telephone with a cord. On the wall, clearly readable, a clock is hanging. It’s 10:30.

         Thomas sits behind the table and waits, motionless. The door opens and a woman, Judith, walks in. The door is immediately closed behind her.

         
            Thomas   Coffee? Cigarette, perhaps? I know you don’t smoke. But if you ever felt like making an exception, as you sometimes do, now would be a good moment. Where were you yesterday evening?

            
               He waits. She doesn’t answer. She looks shocked and confused.

            

            ‘As you sometimes do,’ you’re thinking. Why does he say, ‘As you sometimes do’? I hardly ever smoke, how does he know I sometimes do?

            
               Pause.

            

            So yesterday afternoon and evening, where were you?

            
               Pause.

            

            You were at home. I know that. Who else was there? Please sit down.

            
               His tone suddenly becomes commanding.

            

            Sit down!

            
               She does so.

            

            Who else was there?

            
               Pause.

            

            Your husband was there. I know that.

            Judith   My husband …?

            Thomas   Your ex-husband. I know. Who else?

            Judith   What?

            Thomas   Who else was with you?

            Judith   Nobody.

            Thomas   I know. What did you do?

            
               He waits, she says nothing.

            

            What did you do?

            Judith   I don’t understand.

            Thomas   You and your ex-husband. Two-thirty in the afternoon till eleven at night, that’s a long stint. 10:52, to be precise. That’s when he left. Not that late. The night was still young. Isn’t that what they say? ‘The night is still young.’ So what did you do?

            Judith   What did we do?

            Thomas   We don’t have a tremendous amount of time, so I’d be obliged if you could answer a bit more expeditiously. What were you doing? Did you have something to eat, for example?

            Judith   Maybe.

            Thomas   Maybe?

            Judith   I can’t remember!

            Thomas   You can’t remember?

            Judith   I don’t think so. I don’t think we had anything to eat.

            Thomas   What about a drink?

            Judith   Probably. Is there a law against it?

            Thomas   Anything alcoholic?

            Judith   Is there a law against it?

            Thomas   Depends on the circumstances. For example, if you went on to drive …

            Judith   I don’t even have a licence!

            Thomas   Driving without a licence really is against the law.

            Judith   I didn’t drive!

            Thomas   Good. You see? If we start talking to each other, we can clear up all sorts of issues. Was there much?

            Judith   Much what?

            Thomas   Alcohol. Yesterday evening. You and your ex-husband, between two-thirty in the afternoon and 10:52 in the evening, did you drink much?

            Judith   No!

            Thomas   Good. Drinking in moderation is better for the health.

            Judith   What do you want from me?

            Thomas   To find out what went wrong.

            Judith   When? Where?

            Thomas   Yesterday. Today. Now. Shortly. If you’d be so kind as to answer expeditiously.

            Judith   You’ve just hauled me out of a taxi.

            Thomas   Just?

            Judith   An hour ago / and it was …

            Thomas   Twenty-six minutes.

            Judith   Yes, and …

            Thomas   If you wanted to round it up, you could say half an hour ago. An hour ago is simply wrong.

            
               He points at the clock. It’s 10:35.

            

            You could say it’s 10:38. Or you could say it’s coming up to eleven, if you didn’t feel like being too exact. But what you couldn’t say is it’s ten. It’s past 10:30, we’re closer to eleven than ten. Please be precise.

            Judith   All right, I’ll be precise. First I thought it must be some drunk, but then there was a second car and a third one behind me, they forced us to stop. Then there were two men, one of whom held an ID card up against the window, which he pocketed right away and refused to show again. ‘Get out,’ they said. ‘Now!’ I was so taken by surprise, I just got out. Then I sat between them in this car and they didn’t say a word, and whenever I asked them something, they pretended not to hear, and now I’m here, wherever this is, they took away my telephone and I don’t know where I am. May I ask what’s going on?

            Thomas   Wine?

            Judith   What?

            Thomas   Was it wine you drank yesterday evening?

            Judith   Probably.

            Thomas   You see, that’s the way forward. That’s how we’ll make some progress. Did you get round to having sex?

            Judith   You have no right …!

            Thomas   Just curious.

            Judith   This is incredible –

            Thomas   You don’t have to answer. It’s not essential. It has no bearing on our subject. Did you get round to having sex?

            
               Pause. Judith is staggered.

            

            For old times’ sake? I can imagine the scene. Getting late, after a few glasses of wine, expensive wine, I dare say …

            Judith   No!

            Thomas   No, in the sense of refusing to answer the question? Or in the sense of you didn’t get round to having sex? Or in the sense of the wine wasn’t that expensive?

            Judith   Needless to say, in the sense of refusing to answer the question.

            Thomas   I understand. You could also simply have said, no, we didn’t get round to having sex. Which would have been the correct answer. So, once again …

            Judith   Where are we?

            Thomas   Yesterday evening …

            Judith   Are you even a policeman?

            Thomas   Where were you?

            
               Pause.

            

            Judith   At home.

            Thomas   Who was with you?

            Judith   My divorced husband.

            Thomas   Why?

            Judith   Why?

            Thomas   Yes, why? You get a divorce, he keeps coming round, why?

            Judith   He comes to see me sometimes.

            Thomas   Are you friends?

            Judith   Yes.

            Thomas   I know it’s theoretically possible, but is it really? It’s not possible for me. Not with my ex-wife! We don’t go and see each other. We don’t drink wine together, not even cheap wine. She calls me the biggest mistake of her life. She says I’m a nasty piece of work. A bad person. She says I stole her youth away. It’s understandable she would say that in the last years of our marriage, but that was five years ago and she’s still saying it. My appearance makes her suicidal. The sound of my voice brings instant misery. She says my existence has ruined her faith in the human race.

            Judith   Who does she say that to?

            Thomas   Anyone who asks. And to quite a lot of people who don’t ask. She even says it when she’s alone.

            Judith   When she’s alone?

            Thomas   She thinks I can hear her. She thinks I’ve installed microphones in her flat.

            Judith   And have you?

            Thomas   Please!

            Judith   But if you haven’t installed microphones …

            Thomas   I know, because our daughter’s told me! I don’t use microphones for personal reasons. It’s not allowed.

            Judith   Oh, not allowed.

            Thomas   This is still a law-abiding country.

            Judith   Ah.

            Thomas   Your friends still haven’t managed to put a stop to that.

            Judith   What friends?

            Thomas   Precisely. What friends? That’s what we need to discuss. That’s what I want to hear more about.

            Judith   Could be your wife is right.

            
               Pause. It takes him a minute to understand.

            

            Thomas   Think that’s a good idea? To antagonise me?

            Judith   I don’t want to antagonise you.

            Thomas   But you want to show me that you’re not going to let yourself be intimidated.

            Judith   I don’t want to show you anything, I want to get out of here.

            Thomas   I think you do want to show me something.

            Judith   I couldn’t care less about you.

            Thomas   Hard to believe.

            Judith   I care about you the way I might care about a rock dropping on my head. It’s tremendously unpleasant, it might even kill me, but that doesn’t make it interesting.

            Thomas   I shouldn’t have mentioned my wife. Now you think you can treat me how you like.

            Judith   You mean your ex-wife. Please be precise.

            Thomas   People like you, as soon as you find out something about a person, you’ll turn it against them. Your hatred justifies everything.

            Judith   My hatred?

            Thomas   Of the state. Of the rules. In other words, of me.

            Judith   Will you just tell me why I’m here?! Am I a witness or have I been arrested? Can I make a phone call? / I know my rights.

            Thomas   I’m as reluctant to be here as you are. It’s Christmas! I could be at home.

            Judith   With your daughter?

            Thomas   No.

            Judith   Because your daughter’s with your ex-wife?

            Thomas   What about you? Where should you have been at a quarter to eleven on Christmas Eve? If we hadn’t hauled you out of your car, where would you be now?

            Judith   I’m sure you know the answer to that as well.

            Thomas   Do we really exist?

            Judith   What?

            Thomas   What do philosophers talk about among themselves? Do they discuss whether we really exist? Seriously: do we exist?

            Judith   I shouldn’t worry about that if I were you.

            Thomas   I exist, that’s hard to deny, but I could have dreamed the world. You could be part of my dream. This clock, this chair, do they actually exist?

            Judith   We’d have to reach back a long way, but the short answer is yes.

            Thomas   So that’s your professional opinion? As an occupant of a Chair in Philosophy, you certify that I exist?

            Judith   I’m not saying another word, until you explain to me why I’m here!

            Thomas   Calm down. I’m not doing anything to you. Not yet anyway. And you’re right, of course I know where you were headed. To your parents’ lovely house. The villa with the garden and the fitted carpets and the Alsatian. Hasso? Bello?

            Judith   Henry.

            Thomas   Henry, yes. Good food, discreet music, a beautifully decorated tree all the way up to the ceiling. Perhaps even a spot of carol singing. Wouldn’t do me any good. But last year you spent Christmas with your parents as well, and the year before and the year before that.

            Judith   How do you know where I was the year before last?

            Thomas   We’ve been able to check where your telephone has been, every minute since you bought it. Before that you had a different phone. We could also check where that was. Why do you go to your parents for Christmas? You were always running away from there! Again and again, away from that beautiful house, always as far away as you could get. I don’t think you’re even very fond of the dog.

            Judith   I’m not saying another word, until you explain to me / why I’m here. I want –

            Thomas   You already said that, but you won’t stick to it. You like the sound of your own voice too much. Occupational hazard. Anyway, your poor parents must be wondering where you are. It’s almost midnight. Shall we give them a call?

            
               Slowly, he pushes the phone over to her. She stares at it, but makes no move. She’s struggling with herself, it’s a difficult decision.

            

            Judith   No.

            Thomas   But they’re waiting for you. In the beautiful house with the fitted carpets and Henry, they’ll be worrying.

            Judith   No.

            Thomas   Are you that embarrassed to be here? So embarrassed you’d rather your parents were worrying than finding out where you are. Reconsider. Think of those two poor old farts.

            
               She doesn’t move. He draws the phone back away from her.

            

            You’re a proper scourge of the bourgeoisie.

            Judith   Can you talk in anything but clichés?

            Thomas   Clichés are underestimated, clichés are very useful. Tell me, how did your parents and your husband – when he was still your husband – how did they get on? You were a glamorous couple, you with your long hair, him with his full beard. Then your year in Bolivia. You called three times! Only three times! Was that thoughtful? Then two months in Chile when you didn’t phone at all.

            Judith   How can you know that? You can’t possibly know how often I called. Even with the best technology you couldn’t / know that. At the time, I didn’t even have a mobile.

            Thomas   It’s a very interesting subject, but time is pressing, so let’s just say there are several ways we can find out something like that. For example, we can pull the phone records for your parents’ house for the last twenty-four years; but we could also phone up your mother, tell her we’re working for a university magazine and writing an article about you.

            Judith   She would have told me.

            Thomas   Not if we said the article was a birthday surprise, mothers love that kind of thing, mothers are crazy about birthday surprises.

            Judith   We were in Bolivia, but we were never in Chile. There’s a lot you don’t know.

            Thomas   You travelled into Chile on false passports. If you knew how much we can find out, when we’re interested in somebody. Mind you, those are only facts. Facts are blind. A fact can mean one thing or mean something altogether different. What I find much more interesting is: did your husband and your parents get on? I suspect it was pretty tense every time they met, the conversation was strained. The professor of dead languages, your father, would have made a remark, then your husband would have said something, then your father again, and so on and so on. About Cuba or Northern Ireland … or Israel!

            Judith   Who’s told you that?

            Thomas   You just need a bit of imagination. And I can easily imagine how much your parents worried about you. Their only child. So talented. Whatever you did, everyone always piped up: ‘What a talented child!’ Riding lessons, piano lessons, fencing lessons, singing lessons, the private school, the Cambridge college, think how much it all cost! And what thanks did they get? Three phone calls from Bolivia. And silence from Chile. Unreliable friends, drugs, parties, pamphlets full of grammatical errors.

            Judith   Grammatical errors?

            Thomas   Nothing wrong with that, everyone makes grammatical errors.

            Judith   I can imagine that you do, but I don’t.

            Thomas   Everyone does –

            Judith   Show me one.

            Thomas   We’re short of time. Just take my word for it. I know all your essays. You’ll never find a more faithful reader. I even read your doctoral thesis about Frantz … Fan …

            Judith   Frantz Fanon.

            Thomas   Yes, with a ‘tz’. Who spells Frantz with a ‘tz’?

            Judith   You read that?

            Thomas   I did, I did. I went to great lengths to pass it along to a colleague, but you’d be amazed what ingenious excuses people make to get out of reading 764 pages of Frantz Fanon’s Concept of Revolutionary Violence. And they only gave me a day.

            Judith   Was it rough?

            Thomas   Spare me your arrogance. It was boring: not complicated, not difficult to understand, just boring. You and Mr Fanon getting worked up about the rich and the poor, as if the difference between them had never occurred to anyone else. You’d like the world to be a better place: who wouldn’t?

            Judith   Fanon deals with colonialism and the rights of the oppressed –

            Thomas   – to resort to violence.

            Judith   Yes.

            Thomas   To violence!

            Judith   Yes.

            Thomas   There we have it. The big word. Violence. That’s probably why you wanted to go to South America. You could equally have gone to Africa, but I’ll admit, Bolivia has better music and, no doubt, better parties. The Wretched of the Earth. Did you really find them? In Bolivia?
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