
   [image: Cover: An Actor Convalescing in Devon by Richard Nelson]


   
      
         [image: alt]

      

   


   
      
         
            RICHARD NELSON

            An Actor Convalescing in Devon

            Conversations on a Journey

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page 

                  	Original Production 

                  	Dedication

                  	Character 

                  	An Actor Convalescing in Devon

                  	1.

                  	2.

                  	3.

                  	4.

                  	5.

                  	6.

                  	7.

                  	About the Author 

                  	By the Same Author   

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
            Original Production

         

         An Actor Convalescing in Devon was first presented at Hampstead Theatre Downstairs, London, on 5 April 2024, with the following cast and creative team:

         
            The Actor  Paul Jesson

            
                

            

            Director  Clarissa Brown in collaboration with Richard Nelson

            Designer  Rob Howell

            Lighting  Rick Fisher

            Sound  Mike Walker
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            Conversations on a Journey
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               An Actor Convalescing in Devon

            

         

         Bare stage.

         The Actor carries on two chairs and a rucksack.

         He arranges the chairs, takes a journal out of the rucksack. 

         Lights fade. 

         
            
               1.

            

         

         Waterloo Station, London. 

         Sounds of the station. 

         Lights come up. 

         The Actor sits, looking through a journal. 

         He looks up. 

         Sounds fade. 

         Then: 

         
            Actor  My journal …

            (Reads.) ‘Michael is on a life-support machine. Been told there is little hope. In intensive care.’ Same hospital I was in. Barts. Our plan had been for him to come and cheer me up there.

            Then: 

            (Reads.) ‘We seem to be in a play, playing characters who know each other reasonably well.’

            Turns a page. 

            (Reads.) ‘Michael studied a box of Kleenex – intently.’

            Closes the journal. 4

            Others I remember: ‘Michael: “One gets wonderful lighting in hospitals.”’

            Smiles. 

            Michael wanted champagne with visitors in the hospital. He thought he was in his dressing room.

            Then:

            I talked to Michael about being in King Lear and Pericles and their journeys of discovery, losing themselves or being lost in the world. How Michael’s journey is a real one and how interesting it would be if he could write about it, tell us what it is like. If we could be in his head.

            Another thought: 

            He couldn’t remember playing Lear or Pericles.

            Another: 

            One morning Michael thought he was in Australia, in Sydney. That would change by the day.

            Another: 

            Every email, every text he sent me, he ended with ‘more soon’.

            ‘“More soon”,’ I told him, ‘that’s what I’m going to put on your gravestone.’

            Then:

            A friend of mine, when I was a boy in the fifties, he was very lonely; he had a toy theatre, of the old kind, a Pollock’s Toy Theatre … He had working footlights. He had flying – it’s Pollock’s so it’s nineteenth-century theatre, mid-century. He’s got his characters who can be moved on a stick, to the centre of the stage and present their lines. He’s got a chorus all on one stick. He’s got scenery … I can picture it … He could do a whole show. Acting all the parts. And he’d beg me to come over and watch his Blackbeard the Pirate; 5

            (Obviously.) he needed an audience … What’s the point, without an audience?

            Pause. 

            Right away, his doctor was talking about percentage chances. And was telling me that it had been a terrible shame that he hadn’t been resuscitated quicker.

            Then: 

            The next day the cast from Pericles came and sang the song where Pericles comes back from the dead …

            Pause. 

            Noise of the station comes and goes. 

            He checks his watch. 

            Waits, then: 

            My doctor said to me, ‘What do you think it is?’ Michael was with me. I said, ‘I think it’s cancer.’ He’d let me be the first to say that word. He said, ‘I think you’re probably right.’ How thoughtful is that? And how generous. It gave me at least a momentary sense of control.

            Then: 

            (To say something.) An American friend, a writer, told Michael and me a story, a true story. In fact, I think he used this in one of his plays.

            Then: 

            A young student of Yiddish is having a difficult time finding books in that language in New York. There seem to be only two sources: a small bookshop in Amsterdam, and the garbage cans of Manhattan’s Upper West Side. The student puts up notices: ‘Yiddish student looking for Yiddish books.’ And he writes his phone number down. Soon the calls begin to come in.

            Then: 6

            One man says he has boxes and boxes of Yiddish books in his apartment; all of them, he would like to donate to the student. The young man hires a van, drives to the man’s apartment building. Climbs several flights of stairs. Rings the bell. An old gentlemen answers the door, he leads the student to a cupboard, opens a squeaky door – crammed, floor to ceiling, top to bottom, full of boxes – Yiddish books.

            Then:

            The young man, of course, is over the moon, nearly crying with joy, he thanks the gentlemen, pumps his hand as he shakes it – he is so excited. Then begins to pick up the very first box.

            Then: 

            ‘What are you doing?’ the man asks.

            Then: 

            The student is confused. ‘I’ve got a van parked outside; I hired it. I’m paying for it by the hour. I’m here to take the books …’ ‘No, no, no,’ says the old man.

            ‘What? Why not?’

            Then: 

            ‘No. First I must tell you about each one.’

            Then: 

            The books, he knew, were going to live.

            Short pause. 

            Michael once brought home an old second-hand book he had dug out of a book stall; it was in terrible condition – the covers, not the pages – by an author he very much admired. I remember him showing it to me and saying ‘I want to nurse this back to life …’

            Then: 7

            I’ve got it with me, I’m going to show it to you …

            Starts to look in his rucksack, but is interrupted by – 

            Train announcement. 

            That’s my train … It’s the slow one. Stops many times. It’s not about speed …

            He doesn’t move, then: 

            Last autumn, October – I Zoomed with Roger. We hadn’t seen each other throughout Covid. We’d email of course and talk on the phone. He was ‘lying low’ he said, in his cottage.

            Smiles.

            He said – how much he had enjoyed the pandemic … Gave him such a good excuse not to see people …

            Then: 

            (Surprised.) He had a beard. I’d never seen him with a beard … T-shirt. Of course. That was his ‘uniform’. I’m guessing he wasn’t wearing trousers; so in his underpants. You never know on Zoom. Certainly no shoes or socks … I wanted to send him something a friend had written. Would he mind? As always, he was generous, he said ‘great’.

            Then: 

            Two days later I press ‘send’, and literally ten seconds later, I get a text from Michael: ‘Have you heard about Roger?’

            Then: 

            He’d gone to Telluride with his film. He never should have done that. The air there is so fucking thin. And he’d already had one heart attack, for Christ sake. But that was ten, twelve years ago. So I guess he thought …

            Train announcement for his train. 

            His cottage is … was near … We’ll go close by …8

            Sudden thought: 

            Someone read ‘Adlestrop’ at his funeral. And read it so badly … Even got the name wrong. I felt exasperated on Roger’s behalf.

            Recites, as it was badly recited: 

            
               ‘Yes, I remember Aldestrop –

               The name, because one afternoon

               Of heat the express-train drew up there

               Unwontedly. It was late June.’

            

            (‘That’s not how to read it.’) Shakes his head. 

            Recites the way it should be recited: 

            
               ‘The steam hissed. Someone cleared his throat.

               No one left and no one came

               On the bare platform. What I saw

               Was Adlestrop – only the name.’

            

            Short pause. 

            The first days: Michael’s eyes were open and they were completely cold. I thought, when I talked to him and I talked to or at him a lot – I thought, he could hear. I don’t know.

            Looking directly at the audience for the first time, no evasion: 

            ‘Every third thought shall be my grave.’ Prospero.

            Then: 

            Shakespeare thought of everything …

            Lights fade.9
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