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        Premiere Production
      

         

         Something in the Air was first performed at Jermyn Street Theatre, London, on 13 October 2022, with the following cast:

         
             

         

         Colin  Ian Gelder

         Alex  Christopher Godwin

         Clare  Claire Price

         Nicholas  James Schofield

         Gareth  Sam Thorpe-Spinks

         Andrew  Andrew Woodall

         
             

         

         Directors  Peter Gill and Alice Hamilton

         Set and Costume Designers  Anett Black and Neil Irish

         Lighting Designer  Jamie Platt

         Sound Designer  Harry Blake

         Assistant Director  Sam Woof

      

   


   
      
         
            Characters

         

         
            Alex 

late seventies

            Colin

late seventies

            Gareth 

early twenties

            Nicholas 

early twenties

            Andrew

late forties

            Clare

late forties

         

      

   


   
      
         
            SOMETHING IN THE AIR

         

         
            It might be easier

                 To fail with land in sight,

            Than gain my blue peninsula

                 To perish of delight.

            
                

            

                       Emily Dickinson

         

         What would it be to start life again and to know that one was doing so. What would it be if our life now, the life we’ve already lived that is – what if that was, as it were, a rough sketch and the other a clean sheet. Then each of us, I think, would try, above all, try to create the right setting for his life. Create for himself surroundings like these. A house like this, filled with flowers and full of light.

         
             

         

         Anton Chekhov, Three Sisters

(in a version by Peter Gill)

      

   


   
      
         
            Alex and Colin are sitting next to each other in identical wing-backed chairs. Alex stage left, Colin stage right. Alex has a knitted rug over his knees and they are holding hands unobtrusively, not much more than touching.

            Colin (adjusting Alex’s rug) Alright …?

            
               Alex makes a sound in reply.

            

            Are you?

            
               Alex makes a similar sound.

            

            Colin (imitating and chuckling) Yes?

            Alex Yes.

            Colin Yes.

            Alex Aye.

            Colin Good, good.

            
               Ad lib. Laughter.

            

            There we are.

            Alex The first time I came to see you, in Hammersmith, the tide was so high on the river that there were sandbags stacked against the wall to prevent a breach. I came out of the station, as you said, and crossed under the spars of the new flyover they were building. And as I walked down by the side of the mansion flats at the side of the bridge, I could see the sandbags piled right up, and, when I got nearer, that there was water leaking through the wooden boards that plugged a gap in the wall giving the first boathouse access to the river. The pontoon was riding so high that the level was inches away from the top but quite still. On the other bank, the towpath under the bridge was flooded, with the poplars nearby skirted in water. And nothing it seemed moving.

            Colin Do you want anything?

            Alex What?

            Colin Do you?

            Alex No. No.

            Colin Sure?

            Alex Yes.

            Colin Tell me if you do, yes?

            Alex I will.

            Colin If you want anything will you, eh? Eh?

            Alex Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes.

            Colin That’s right.

            Alex Yes, yes.

            Colin Good, good.

            Alex And you, dear.

            Colin Of course, of course.

            Alex I walked down past the houses under the catalpa and the boatmen’s cottages past the club houses and the pubs, and the houseboats riding above the wall, and past the public lavatory and across the green and through the alleyway where there was another pub, till I got to the row of houses where you lived. It was late afternoon and I had come straight from work and I really wanted, well, to fuck you then, really, but you wanted to show me the river further upstream. Which you did indeed. All the houses seemingly getting grander the further we went. And you pointed out where various eminences had lived, none of whom of course I had heard of, until we lost the river in an alley where there was another little pub and a deserted mansion behind a wall and a factory and another pub into a smart terrace, where you had deduced that some character in Dickens must have lived. And out onto an esplanade of big houses with gardens across the way fronting the river, their grandeur emphasised by there being no more pubs or boathouses, just their various magnificences. And beyond the Eyot the river had flooded over the road, so that we could go no farther and missed seeing the churchyard further up, where more of the famous were apparently buried. And the sun was, was it, low in the sky and spreading red on the Surrey side, was it, as it always seemed to be in the late afternoon, down there, when I came to visit. And we came back to your room and I did indeed … well, yes … fuck you. And later, I remember, we could see that the tide had turned, by the reflection of the river in the ceiling above your bed.

            Nicholas (to Alex) Tea?

            Alex What?

            Colin Do you want tea, tea?

            Alex Do I want tea?

            Nicholas I can make you some.

            Alex No, no.

            Nicholas Are you sure? Why are you laughing? It’ll be alright, honestly.

            Alex What?

            Colin Are you sure? Tell me if you do.

            Alex Yes, yes.

            Nicholas Really. No trouble.

            Colin Are you?

            Nicholas Or we could finish our walk.

            Colin I met you in the Partisan coffee house in Soho in … oh up beyond … round by … beyond … down from Kettner’s and from Jimmy’s, where we used sometimes to eat and up from Chez Victor where we didn’t eat, though I did once years later. Up from Dean Street the little street that leads into Soho Square. A singular and unremembered marker of the post-war intellectual left or rather of realignment after Suez and Hungary, I suppose. Where the borscht and the cheesecake that it served was an indication of its roots in the past, and its repudiation of the espresso bars of the period a singular comment on the present. Where you could take up a table all day, as far as I could see, having bought one cup of coffee. Where, I suppose, deliberate lack of any of conventional business practice, even then, in the world even then, ensured quite soon its demise. It suited you more than me in fact, who was too intimidated to venture down to the basement where the chessboards were and where were organised the Aldermaston marches. Or upstairs where there was a library – for you were big in NUS politics and had a room in the students’ union in Bloomsbury, in some kind of quid pro quo. Where you sneaked me in at night and out early morning. For they were less liberated days, and, though not exactly blokeish, race and gender didn’t figure in the picture – certainly not in the Partisan where the dominant tone was male and heterosexual, and queer was still the word. Though I always sat with a pacifist lecturer in anthropology called Freda with whom I went on the Aldermaston march – in the event behind whichever banner would have us. Where on the first one I remember, for some reason vividly, at Turnham Green, a group during a halt … a group of bejeaned art students. It seemed uniformly beautiful. Like a prefiguring of things, an annunciation of what was to come, so many James Taylors before their time. All with long soft hair falling in curls, it seemed, and wispy beards. With the look of leaders of future communes. Unnerving and alluring and something fascist. And after the march, to Freda’s flat in Langham Place where she made soup, for some of the ragtag. Who I rarely bring to mind now.

            
               Gareth is there.

            

            Gareth (to Colin) Where shall we meet then?

            Colin I don’t know.

            Gareth It’s up to you.

            Colin I don’t know.

            Gareth You say. I’m easy.

            Colin Who do you mean?

            Alex Better hurry up if he is coming then.

            Gareth That would suit me fine.

            Colin Who? Who?

            Gareth Or we could meet on the steps. Wherever you like really.

            Alex If he is.

            Colin Who?

            Gareth Would that be alright for you?

            Alex You know.

            Gareth I can use my union card.

            Alex You know, you know.

            Gareth What do you think?

            Colin I don’t.

            Gareth Looking forward.

            Alex Oh dear.

            Gareth Or we could meet on the steps.

            Colin The clientele of the Partisan was in the main older than us. Some of the men must had fought in the war or in Korea or Malaya or in Cyprus. Our memories of the war confused in the generality of childhood rather than anything consecutive. Your mother’s anxiety at the sound of the siren. The air-raid shelter in the night. The barrage balloon in the park, the single Spitfire. Cod-liver oil and malt and the taste of government orange. The blackouts, the ration books, the Mickey Mouse gas mask, the damp towels and Paul Robeson and Uncle Joe and Popeye and Ernest Bevin and Carmen Miranda and Lord Woolton and Betty Grable and Alvar Lidell and the death of Bambi’s mother.

            Nicholas Nice.

            Alex The river was going out and the sun was going down in a blaze.

            Gareth Shall we go for some lunch?

            Alex I was unnerved you know by that house when I first came there, where the hall was dark and the walls were white and there was no dining room but a kitchen converted, so that it was half modern and half quite else. With a big wooden table and benches to it at one end and a dresser covered with china and a collection of memorial plates to Gladstone and china dogs, and on the wall was a country clock that didn’t work, and at the other end all more up to date. And with a newly built room extending out of it into the garden, where there was a Pither stove and a big reproduction of a bright abstract picture by Matisse made of coloured paper cut-outs, which then I couldn’t see why … until explained … was called The Snail, which was the beginning of my cottoning on – as was learning to say Purcell, and contra versy. And a model sailing ship in a glass case among the objets trouvés on the bookcase. All designed by an architect who they knew of course, and living nearby of course. And yet in contrast upstairs, in the drawing room, the doors and dado were hand painted with gold cupids flanking the windows onto the balcony. And sconces in the walls, and above the fireplace a big carved wooden Renaissance picture frame with no picture it, and everywhere wooden floors and a very few rugs. And books like you’d never seen. I was a would-be city boy, just finished my national service, with a room in a flat off Bayswater Road landed through my Auntie Doris, furnished with carpets and sofas and wallpaper. And whatever irritated and unformed feelings I might have had about what that represented to me, it was what I was used to.

            They won’t let him bring the dog up here.

            Colin Who, who?

            Alex Will they?

            Colin Who?

            Alex Oh dear, mm. What’s his name?

            Colin I don’t know.

            Alex He won’t be able to bring the dog.

            Colin Who?

            Alex What’s his name? What’s his name? What’s his name?

            Colin Shshsh.

            Alex Oh dear.

            Colin Shshsh.

            Alex Oh dear.

            Colin Who do you mean?

            
               Alex makes a remembering sound as he thinks.

            

            It’s alright.

            Alex Robert. Robert.

            Colin Is it?

            Alex Yes, yes.

            Colin There we are.

            Alex That house pictured for me a divide in the middle class. My father worked for Cable and Wireless. We were not long back from Rhodesia and my school, which was sponsored by a foundation set up to give boys like me an education that mimicked the poshest, had done its work insofar as it had landed me my job and ensured I could just about handle myself on my entry into upper-middle-class Bohemia.

            
               Andrew is there.

            

            Andrew Dad.

            Nicholas How about Tuesday?

            Andrew Dad.

            Colin Oh good, you’re here, are you? Is this him? This is him, isn’t it? Look, he’s here.

            Alex What? What?

            Gareth When’s easy for you? You say. I’m fairly free.

            Alex Who? Who?

            Colin He was waiting for you.

            Gareth You say.

            Andrew How you doing, Dad? It’s me, Dad.

            Alex Yes. Yes.

            Gareth How about Wednesday eight o’clock?

            Andrew How are you then today, Dad?

            Nicholas Seven-thirty then.

            Andrew Dad?

            Alex Yes, yes.

            Colin He was worried.

            Nicholas I can come straight from work.

            Gareth Fine by me.

            Andrew And how are you?

            Colin I’m well. Are you? You’ve been here before, haven’t you?

            Gareth Can’t wait.

            Alex Have you come to see me then?

            Andrew I have. I have.

            Nicholas Tuesday, seven-thirty. I’m looking forward.

            Alex They won’t let you bring the dog up, you know …

            Colin I did indeed see you across a room through a kind of blue about you and something smudged and rose-coloured and immediately attractive that revealed a gentle head boy hesitancy and an almost maternal concern. We walked into north London through the summer night in an ecstasy of talk from Soho through Bloomsbury and up past the Craven A factory and into Camden Town and an early morning fuck on Primrose Hill.

            Alex Are you my son?

            Andrew Yes, Dad.

            Alex Yes, yes. Good, good.

            Colin That’s right.

            Alex My son.

            Colin Yes.

            Alex Robert.

            Andrew No, Dad. Andrew.

            Alex Oh yes, Andrew.

            Colin You see.

            Alex Andrew. They won’t let the dog up, Andrew.

            Andrew No, Dad.

            Alex Not Robert.

            Andrew No, Dad.

            Colin Yes.

            Alex But it was all made easy by the kindness of your landlady, Muriel, who you knew because you had been at university with the son of the house. The father was a hotshot at the BBC and you were working for him. She the author of a highly regarded novel sequence, set in the pre-war Balkans and in London during the Blitz. I had never of course … And all out of print then. He, tall and plump and wore a battered old-fashioned tailor-made double-breasted suit and a club tie and a crumpled shirt and smoked like a chimney, and knew, it seemed, everyone and everything about everything. And their relationship flavoured by his patronising her. He once observed in my hearing that we all resemble our cars. He had an old Morgan and she drove a little battered Ford convertible, which made his comment, which he had directed at her, not the kindest. I thought he might be queer too, but he was in fact having an affair, which had only recently come to light, with a painter woman with the most alarming posh laugh, and eventually there was a divorce. And all that, you must remember, were not how things were then in St Albans.

            My son, are you?

            Andrew Yes, Dad, that’s right.

            Alex Good, good.

            Andrew Yes. Andrew.

            Alex Andrew.

            Andrew Yes, Dad.
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