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Introduction


I started writing plays through frustration. I had been an actor for almost twenty years and even though for the most part I had loved my job, I reached a point where I began to feel powerless and creatively thwarted. I had always written – my mother insists that I was penning reams of dialogue at the age of six – but I had found it difficult to complete anything. My drawers were full of half-finished plays, scraps of scenes, plot summaries.


And then one day, in between acting jobs, I finished something. It was a black comedy called Death in Whitbridge. It was messy but it was a finished play. Even then I was aware of the significance of the moment. Galvanised by what felt at the time like a substantial victory against the forces of procrastination, I sent the play out to a handful of theatres and awaited responses.


When those responses came, they were encouraging but non-committal. It was the producer Matthew Byam Shaw who most liked the play and organised a reading of it. The reading went well but afterwards, in his office, he told me that the large cast made it impossible to produce. ‘Write a play with fewer actors in it,’ he advised me and then added: ‘But whatever you do, keep writing.’ Something about the conviction with which he uttered these words encouraged me to do just that. I started writing my next play, The Pride, almost immediately.


Again I sent it out and again I received encouraging replies – but more importantly Anthony Clark offered me a production at Hampstead Theatre. I was about to accept the offer when my partner Dominic Cooke read the play. At the time, he was the artistic director at the Royal Court. He admired the play, but for obvious reasons was reluctant to offer me a production. It was Ruth Little, the then literary manager of the theatre who championed The Pride and put it into the script meeting under a pseudonym so as not to prejudice the response. The reaction was positive. After some soul-searching and discussions with the theatre’s board and staff, Dominic decided, very bravely, to programme it in the Theatre Upstairs.




Jamie Lloyd directed a luminous production of it, and the play went on to be produced in New York and then in many countries across the world. I have watched it being performed in Sweden and Germany, Italy and Japan, and every time I have been humbled by the love and dedication of its actors.


Josie Rourke had commissioned me to write a play for the Bush before The Pride had even been programmed. In this way, Josie was the first person who decided to put her money – or at least the Bush’s money – where her mouth was as far as my writing potential was concerned. I wrote her a first draft of Apologia and I thought it was a mess. Josie read it and asked to meet me. I expected she was going to advise me to stick to the acting. Instead, she told me that she was going to programme it. I reeled. I realised of course that the play needed a huge amount of rewriting, but Josie’s faith in it was overwhelming. I knew I then had to honour that faith with a lot of hard work, which is what I proceeded to do. After substantial rewrites and some great pointers from Josie, I delivered the rehearsal draft and she directed an exquisite production with beautifully detailed performances from the actors she cast.


Meanwhile, following the success of The Pride I received a commission from the Royal Court. I set off to write a play for the main stage and knew that the space demanded something more ambitious in scale. I turned to a subject I had always been excited by, the legacy of Christianity and its role in the development of humanism. The play was The Faith Machine and I wanted Jamie to direct it because I felt he would have an instinctive grasp of its tone and how to make the play’s epic qualities immediate and approachable. I was right – once again I marvelled at the result.


Bracken Moor was a commission for Shared Experience. I had worked with the company as an actor and had a real affinity with Polly Teale, one of the company’s artistic directors. I wrote a play that I felt would suit Polly’s passions – the play’s sensibility, its metaphysical dimensions, its world of suppressed emotions, were all tailored to suit. Again, I was spoilt by a riveting production and an exceptional cast. I will never forget Helen Schlesinger’s performance as the mother crippled by grief after the death of her son – it is quite simply one of the finest performances by an actor that I have ever seen on stage, and that it should be in a play that I had written filled me with pride.




Nick Hytner had commissioned me to write a play for the National Theatre after he had seen Apologia. Daunted by the task of writing a play for a theatre of which I had always been slightly in awe, it took me a very long time to write it and unfortunately I was able to deliver Sunset at the Villa Thalia only after Nick had programmed his last season. The new team under Rufus Norris did a reading of it and its flaws were evident, but with Ben Power and Simon Godwin’s astute dramaturgical advice I did a major rewrite and the play was programmed in the Dorfman Theatre. I was thrilled by Simon Godwin’s production and by all the performances, led by Ben Miles’ thrillingly accurate portrayal of charismatic but tortured Harvey.


Looking back now I realise quite how spoilt I’ve been to have had the first incarnations of all these plays brought into being by some of the most extraordinary directors, designers and actors working in this country – and for that I will always be profoundly grateful.


And I have many unforgettable memories of these first ten years of my life as a playwright from overseas as well: watching Robyn Nevin bring a wounded, angry heart to her performance as Kristin at the Melbourne Theatre Company. Stepping out of the Lucille Lortel Theatre after watching Joe Mantello’s haunting production of The Pride and realising that we were just one block away from The Stonewall Inn. Sitting in an auditorium in Tokyo, dazzled by the stark poetry of a production of Apologia at the Bungakuza Theatre Company.


But more than anything else as I now consider these five plays as they are about to be published together for the first time, I am reminded more than ever of what it was that drove me to work in the theatre in the first place: a curiosity about how personal lives are connected to a larger social and historical context, and an urgent need to try and figure out something of why we behave in the strange ways that we often do. Discussions about form will always continue, theatrical fashions will come and go. But for me, both as actor and writer, the theatre will always be one thing above all else – a place where we can question and explore what it means to be alive and how we live with each other.


Alexi Kaye Campbell


July 2017










THE PRIDE










The Pride was first performed at the Jerwood Theatre Upstairs at the Royal Court Theatre, London, on 21 November 2008, with the following cast:










	PHILIP

	JJ Feild






	OLIVER

	Bertie Carvel






	SYLVIA

	Lyndsey Marshal






	THE MAN / PETER / THE DOCTOR

	Tim Steed






	

	















	Director

	Jamie Lloyd






	Designer

	Soutra Gilmour






	Lighting Designer

	Jon Clark






	Music and Sound Designers

	Ben and Max Ringham







The Pride received its American premiere at the Lucille Lortel Theatre, produced by MCC Theater, on 27 January 2010, with the following cast:










	PHILIP

	Hugh Dancy






	OLIVER

	Ben Whishaw






	SYLVIA

	Andrea Riseborough






	THE MAN / PETER / THE DOCTOR

	Adam James















	Director

	Joe mantello






	Designer

	David Zinn






	Lighting Designer

	Paul Gallo






	Sound Designer

	Jill B.C. DuBoff









The Pride was revived at the Trafalgar Studios, London, on 8 August 2013, with the following cast:










	PHILIP

	Harry Hadden-Paton






	OLIVER

	Al Weaver






	SYLVIA

	Hayley Atwell






	THE MAN / PETER / THE DOCTOR

	Mathew Home















	Director

	Jamie Lloyd






	Designer

	Soutra Gilmour






	Lighting Designer

	Jon Clark






	Sound and Music

	Ben and Max Ringham






	Associate Director

	Edward Stambollouian






	Voice Coach

	Charmian Hoare






	Fight Director

	Kate Waters















Author’s Note


The main challenge in any production of this play is to handle effectively the constant scene and costume changes between the two different eras it is set in. How the director and designer deal with this challenge is up to them. Here, though, are a couple of thoughts.


When the play begins we should feel as if we are watching a 1950’s drawing-room play. Only as the play progresses does this world slowly start to disintegrate and break up. The furniture and walls gradually disappear until we find ourselves in the multi-locational second half.


One idea is to make a virtue of the costume changes – perhaps they take place somewhere on stage and are partly visible to the audience. Something more stylised. This might help the transitions between scenes become easier and more fluid.


The most important quality is one of confluence. The two different periods should meld into each other. They are distinct from each other in appearance but they know each other in spirit: a young woman standing next to her elder self. Different clothes, different hairstyles, different textures of skin… but the eyes are the same. The past is a ghost in the present just as the present is a ghost of prescience in the past.










Characters


1958


OLIVER, mid-thirties


PHILIP, mid-thirties


SYLVIA, mid-thirties


THE DOCTOR, late thirties


2008


OLIVER, mid-thirties


PHILIP, mid-thirties


SYLVIA, mid-thirties


THE MAN


PETER


OLIVER, PHILIP and SYLVIA are to be played by the same actors in both periods. One actor plays the DOCTOR, the MAN and PETER.










ACT ONE


1958


PHILIP and SYLVIA’s apartment in London. It is modest but tasteful. Lots of books, a sofa and armchairs, a few pictures on the wall.


PHILIP is standing by the front door. He is dressed for a night out. OLIVER has just arrived.


OLIVER. Philip.


PHILIP. Oliver.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. At last.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. I’ve heard so many things.


OLIVER. Have you?


PHILIP. So many things about you.


OLIVER. Gosh.


PHILIP. All good.


OLIVER. That’s a relief.


PHILIP. Sylvia’s always talking about you.


OLIVER. Is she?


PHILIP. I’m beginning to get rather jealous.


OLIVER. No need, I’m sure.


PHILIP. She thinks you’re a genius.


OLIVER. There are many things I am, but a genius is definitely not one of them.


PHILIP. Extraordinary is what she calls you.


OLIVER. Does she?




PHILIP. Out of the ordinary.


A slight pause.


Let me take your coat.


OLIVER. Thank you.


OLIVER takes off his coat and hands it to PHILIP, who hangs it up carefully.


PHILIP. I’m afraid the lady is running a little late. Applying the face paint, I believe. That ancient ritual.


OLIVER. I’m early.


PHILIP. Not at all. You’re right on time.


OLIVER. I walked. I thought it would take me slightly longer.


PHILIP. It’s a lovely evening.


OLIVER. Well, no rain in any case.


PHILIP. All the way from Maida Vale?


OLIVER. Yes, Maida Vale.


PHILIP. Across the park, eh?


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. That’s a long walk.


OLIVER. I enjoyed it.


PHILIP. It’s the season for it.


OLIVER. Everything in full bloom.


PHILIP. Lovely.


A slight pause.


What can I get you to drink?


OLIVER. A Scotch?


PHILIP. Ice and water?


OLIVER. Perfect.


PHILIP. I think I’ll have the same.


PHILIP walks over to a small drinks table and pours them a couple of drinks.




She thinks your stories are wonderful.


OLIVER. She’s certainly captured the spirit of the thing.


PHILIP. She seems to care. About the book, I mean.


OLIVER. She’s very, very talented.


PHILIP. Can’t stop talking about it. Something about a garden.


OLIVER. Well, it’s more of a jungle, really.


PHILIP. A jungle.


OLIVER. Let’s call it a jungle in the heart of England. Or at least a very overgrown and rather tropical garden.


PHILIP. What is it with children’s writers and gardens? There seems to be a proliferation of them. Most of them secret, I dare say.


OLIVER. You’re right.


PHILIP. Well, she’s very busy with it in any case. Sketches of strange creatures all over the place. I came across a rather alarming picture of something that resembled a two-headed antelope in the bathroom the other day. Fascinating.


OLIVER. That’ll be the Bellyfinch. I’m supposed to be having a first look at it on Friday morning, I believe.


PHILIP. Bellyfinch indeed. I’m afraid by comparison my life seems rather lacklustre.


OLIVER. I don’t honestly believe there is such a thing as a lacklustre life.


PHILIP. You haven’t sold property for a living.


OLIVER. Unexplored perhaps, but not lacklustre.


PHILIP hands him his drink. They sit.


PHILIP. I’ve never met anyone like you before. A writer, I mean.


OLIVER. Haven’t you?


PHILIP. Apart from this ghastly friend of my mother’s who’s published a book on baking cakes.


OLIVER. Baking cakes?


PHILIP. I’m not sure that really counts.


OLIVER. That sounds a little unfair. Nothing wrong with books about cakes.




PHILIP. Have you only ever written for children?


OLIVER. For the most part. But I’ve written two travel books as well.


PHILIP. Sylvia mentioned it. One on Athens.


OLIVER. I lived there for a year.


PHILIP. And the other?


OLIVER. The other on the Lebanon.


PHILIP. The Lebanon?


OLIVER. But mostly I’m drawn to writing for children.


PHILIP. I wonder why.


OLIVER. I don’t really know. I think it might have something to do with running completely wild.


PHILIP. Wild?


OLIVER. The possibilities are infinite. The parameters and conventions of adult fiction I find a great deal more restrictive.


PHILIP. I see.


OLIVER. I feel a lot happier in a world of talking tigers and magic mirrors. More in my element, really.


PHILIP. Fair enough.


OLIVER. Maybe one day adult fiction will embrace my more extravagant flights of fancy, but for the time being I’m quite happy writing for the under-twelves.


PHILIP. Well, it seems to keep a roof over your head.


OLIVER. A leaking one, but yes, just about.


PHILIP. Well, here’s to the book anyway.


OLIVER. The book.


They toast.


PHILIP. It’s strange.


OLIVER. What is?


PHILIP. When I opened the door.


OLIVER. Yes?




PHILIP. You look familiar, is what I think I’m saying.


OLIVER. Yes, I thought so too.


PHILIP. Did you?


OLIVER. Yes, I think I did.


PHILIP. Well, maybe we’ve bumped into each other. On the Underground or something.


OLIVER. Maybe.


PHILIP. Stranger things have happened.


Pause.


Or maybe it’s just because she talks about you so often.


OLIVER. Talks about me?


PHILIP. So perhaps that’s why I felt like I’d seen you before.


OLIVER. How d’you mean?


PHILIP. Oh, it’s just that sometimes if you’ve heard a great deal about someone, if you’ve been expecting them in some way, you sort of imagine them before they actually arrive.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. If you know what I mean.


OLIVER. Yes, I think I do.


SYLVIA enters. She is smartly dressed for an evening out.


PHILIP. Here she is.


SYLVIA (to OLIVER). Has he been interrogating you?


PHILIP. Mercilessly.


OLIVER. Hello, Sylvia.


SYLVIA. He’s a very jealous kind of man.


PHILIP. Rabid with it.


SYLVIA. Can easily become violent. Philip, be a darling and do me up.


She turns her back to him so that he can help her with the top hook of her dress.




Comes in handy though from time to time, I must say. I see he’s offered you a drink.


OLIVER. He’s been the perfect host.


SYLVIA. So all that training wasn’t a complete waste of time after all.


PHILIP. I’m learning fast. Gin?


SYLVIA. I’ve booked the table for eight.


PHILIP. A quick one.


SYLVIA. Thank you, darling.


PHILIP goes to the bar to pour her a drink.


PHILIP. I’ve been telling Oliver how you keep talking about him.


SYLVIA. You haven’t been embarrassing me in front of my employer, have you?


PHILIP. Probably.


SYLVIA. I’ve been rather nervous, you know. God knows why.


OLIVER. Nervous?


SYLVIA. About the two of you meeting.


PHILIP. She has been putting it off, hasn’t she, Oliver?


OLIVER. Now that you mention it.


SYLVIA. It’s a silly thing, really. I suppose it’s just that I want you to get on.


PHILIP. We were doing just fine.


SYLVIA. To like each other, I mean.


OLIVER. I don’t see why we shouldn’t.


PHILIP. As long as I don’t discover you’ve been having a torrid affair behind my back we should get on just fine.


SYLVIA. I did warn you about his sense of humour, Oliver.


PHILIP. Sense of humour?


SYLVIA. Or lack of it, I should say.


PHILIP. You’re heartless.




SYLVIA. Just honest.


A slightly awkward pause. PHILIP hands SYLVIA her drink.


I hope you like Italian food, Oliver.


PHILIP. We’ve made a reservation at a little Italian place around the corner.


OLIVER. Lovely.


SYLVIA. Philip’s always making fun of it but I find it charming.


PHILIP. It’s extremely red. Everything in it is red.


OLIVER. I’m partial to a little red.


PHILIP. The walls, the tablecloths, the waiter’s face. Everything’s red.


SYLVIA. Philip’s convinced they’re not real Italians.


PHILIP. They’re Yugoslavians. I’m convinced they’re Yugoslavians pretending to be Italians.


OLIVER. It sounds interesting.


SYLVIA. But the food is good.


PHILIP. With a strong Serbian flavour to it.


OLIVER. Delicious, I’m sure.


A slight pause as they all sit down.


I’m very pleased to hear that a Bellyfinch has been spotted hanging around the house.


SYLVIA. Just a preliminary sketch, I’m afraid, but it’s getting there.


OLIVER. I can’t wait to see it.


SYLVIA. Hopefully by Friday it will be a little more confident. As we speak it’s looking a trifle too purple for its own good.


PHILIP. All this talk of Bellyfinch and Hampshire jungles has made me very curious. I can’t wait to read the damn thing.


SYLVIA. Well, you’ll have to be patient, won’t you?


OLIVER. Nearly there.


SYLVIA. Nearly. And in the meantime, you’re not to snoop.


PHILIP. It’s not my fault if you leave pictures of alarming things scattered across our home.




OLIVER. Is he a snooper?


SYLVIA. Of the very worst kind.


PHILIP. In the bathroom. On the sofa. Even in the fridge.


OLIVER. The fridge?


SYLVIA. Just once.


PHILIP. Something brown crawling up a tree. In the fridge. It was most disconcerting.


SYLVIA. The doorbell was ringing. I was preparing dinner. A moment of absent-mindedness, that’s all.


PHILIP. Your story has invaded us. And then I’m accused of being a snooper.


OLIVER. Please accept my apologies.


PHILIP. Apologies accepted.


They laugh. There is a pause.


I am envious of you two, you know.


OLIVER. Envious?


SYLVIA. Whatever of?


PHILIP. Oh, you know, your work. Doing something creative I suppose is what I mean. Being able to invest a certain amount of passion in what you do for a living.


OLIVER. It doesn’t feel passionate. Lonely more like.


SYLVIA. Philip is very frustrated in his work, aren’t you, darling?


PHILIP. I sell houses, Oliver.


OLIVER. You were saying.


PHILIP. Houses and flats.


SYLVIA. The thing that you really ought to know is that Philip came into his line of work almost by accident.


OLIVER. Accident?


PHILIP. My father died.


SYLVIA. Philip’s father died when he was just twenty-one.


PHILIP. I’d just left university.




SYLVIA. Philip’s father had spent years running his own business buying and selling property. Philip’s brother was all set up to take it over.


PHILIP. Well, he was being groomed for it, really. Father was grooming him for it. I was the useless one. Rather aimless, I’m afraid.


SYLVIA. But then two years later, Roger –


PHILIP. That’s my brother.


SYLVIA. Roger was killed.


PHILIP. It was an accident.


SYLVIA. A car accident. A terrible thing.


PHILIP. I had to look after my mother.


SYLVIA. And your sister.


PHILIP. So I had no choice, really. The business just sort of fell into my hands, as it were.


SYLVIA. I sometimes wonder what you would have done. What you would have been. If things had turned out differently, I mean.


PHILIP. God knows, so do I. I’d have emigrated, probably.


OLIVER. Emigrated?


SYLVIA. Philip’s always had this terribly mad idea of emigrating.


OLIVER. How exciting.


SYLVIA. Australia, Canada, that sort of thing.


PHILIP. Somewhere new.


SYLVIA. Do you remember you became obsessed with the whole idea of moving to Africa?


PHILIP. Africa, yes.


SYLVIA. He read every possible book that he could get his hands on. Books on Kenya, books on Rhodesia. They were strewn all over the house.


OLIVER. I’d love to visit Africa.


PHILIP. Never did make it further than Brighton, I’m afraid.


SYLVIA. One day.




OLIVER. One day.


PHILIP. Then next thing you know you wake up and you’ve spent the good part of your life showing people around empty flats.


SYLVIA. There are worse things one could do with one’s life.


PHILIP. Are there?


OLIVER. I’m sure Sylvia’s right.


PHILIP (kindly). She always is.


Pause.


Now you on the other hand, Oliver, have made it beyond Brighton.


OLIVER. I’ve been to a few places.


SYLVIA. Oh, stop being modest, you’ve been absolutely everywhere.


OLIVER. Not quite everywhere.


SYLVIA. Oliver lived in Greece.


PHILIP. Yes, he was saying…


SYLVIA. And Italy. And Beirut. And Syria.


OLIVER. I do have an affinity with that part of the world.


PHILIP. How exciting. To have lived there.


SYLVIA. Oliver was based in Athens.


PHILIP. How wonderful.


OLIVER. I lived in a tiny little house at the foot of the Acropolis. Infested with mice, but absolutely charming.


SYLVIA. How utterly romantic.


OLIVER. If you craned your neck outside the kitchen window you could just about catch a glimpse of the Parthenon.


PHILIP. The Parthenon.


SYLVIA. Philip and I are determined to drive down to Greece one day, aren’t we, darling?


PHILIP. If you say so.


SYLVIA. Down through France and Italy and across the Adriatic.




PHILIP. One day.


SYLVIA. And then on to the islands.


OLIVER. The islands are beautiful.


SYLVIA. Philip, myself, a couple of copies of The Odyssey and a chessboard.


PHILIP. Not forgetting the gin, of course.


OLIVER. Not forgetting the gin.


SYLVIA. One day.


There is a pause. Suddenly, SYLVIA remembers something. She turns to OLIVER.


Tell him about Delphi.


PHILIP. Delphi?


SYLVIA. Yes, Delphi. The story about what happened to you in Delphi.


OLIVER. Oh, that…


SYLVIA. Your epiphany in Delphi.


PHILIP. What epiphany in Delphi?


SYLVIA. Oliver told me a wonderful story…


OLIVER. It’s nothing really.


PHILIP. An epiphany in Delphi.


SYLVIA. It’s wonderful.


PHILIP. Sounds like the title of a dreadful novel. An Epiphany in Delphi.


OLIVER. I don’t know whether Philip…


SYLVIA. We took a break from work the other day and Oliver told me he’d been to Delphi.


OLIVER. It’s not much of a story. Maybe some other time.


SYLVIA. And that something had happened to him there. Is it fair to call it a mystical experience?


PHILIP. Oh, you must say.


OLIVER. I really don’t think…




PHILIP. Please.


OLIVER. It’s not really that exciting or interesting. In a matter of fact it’s not much of a story at all. It was just this funny thing that happened.


PHILIP. I’m all ears.


OLIVER. You’ll be very disappointed, I’m afraid.


SYLVIA. Oh, go on, Oliver.


OLIVER. Well, I’d gone up to Delphi because it was one of the places in Greece, one of the sites I most wanted to visit.


SYLVIA. The oracle.


OLIVER. So I’d taken this rickety old bus from Athens and it took hours and hours and it twisted its way through the mountain roads and I remember we arrived just before the sun was going down and it dropped us off just outside this little hotel. The Hotel Zeus or something. And there were a few other foreigners – an old American couple and a German and a few other English people including this insufferable woman with a loud pompous voice and very confident opinions.


PHILIP. Not the most winning combination.


OLIVER. And we all had a bite for dinner and then went straight to sleep.


PHILIP. I’m riveted already.


OLIVER. And the next morning I woke up and opened the shutters and, well… the view was absolutely…


SYLVIA. Breathtaking.


OLIVER. The view was absolutely breathtaking. I mean, I can’t do it justice. I can’t attempt to describe it. You’d have to go and see it for yourself. To believe it.


PHILIP. One day.


OLIVER. The landscape, you see, the position of it. It is quite mesmerising. Very, very dramatic. Because you are high up in the mountains and on the peaks above us there was even snow, but then you look down, down through these silver slanting olive groves and you can see the sea.


SYLVIA. How beautiful.




OLIVER. You can see the waters of the Corinthian Gulf. So there is something very spectacular. I mean, truly, truly beautiful. And you begin to realise why it is that the Greeks chose that place for their oracle. That maybe in a place of such beauty and stillness you could have a sense of things to come. It takes you out of your time, out of time. You could see the bigger picture in a way.


PHILIP. Is that it? Your epiphany?


OLIVER. I’ve barely started.


SYLVIA. Oh, Philip, give the man a chance.


OLIVER. So after breakfast I set off towards the ancient theatre and the site of the oracle and I had the old Americans in tow. I think they thought I was a classics scholar or something. They kept asking me these questions and were very disappointed when my answers weren’t quite as thorough as they were expecting.


SYLVIA. You do look the part. Especially when you’re wearing your specs.


OLIVER. Well, eventually I succeeded in shrugging them off. I lost them somewhere and was able to continue on my own. Which was rather a relief, I must say.


PHILIP. I’m not surprised. One does not want to have a spiritual experience with American tourists in close proximity.


OLIVER. I just started wandering around the site. I was completely on my own and it was very, very quiet. All you could hear was the incessant humming of the cicadas. And a bit of a breeze playing through the trees. And I just walked through the place in a bit of a daze, really.


PHILIP. I feel an epiphany coming.


OLIVER. And then I heard it.


PHILIP. Told you.


OLIVER. I suppose I can only describe it as a voice. Not a voice in any conventional sense. Not the kind of voice one could immediately identify as in any way recognisable.


PHILIP. Are you sure it wasn’t one of the Americans?


SYLVIA. Oh, Philip, do be quiet.


PHILIP. Pearls before swine.




OLIVER. I just stood there and I heard this voice. And it pretty much said that everything was going to be all right.


PHILIP. All right? What was going to be all right?


OLIVER. Well, that one day, maybe many, many years from now, there will be an understanding of certain things, a deeper understanding of certain aspects of our natures that would make all the difficulties we now feel, all the fears we now hold onto and the sleepless nights we now have seem almost worthwhile… And that the people who live in those times, be it fifty or five hundred years from now will be happy with that understanding and wiser for it. Better.


SYLVIA. How wonderfully Chekhovian.


OLIVER. And it sort of felt that this voice was coming to me in some way from that very future. Some future awareness of ourselves as it were. And that’s it, really. That was my epiphany.


SYLVIA. There are certain places which have an effect on one. Certain places that touch one.


PHILIP. Yes, I know what you mean. I can’t imagine experiencing a similar sort of self-revelation in Pimlico.


OLIVER. Knightsbridge maybe, but certainly not Pimlico.


PHILIP. In any case, my darling, I wish you’d informed me that we were having dinner tonight with a man who regularly hears voices. I’d have been more prepared.


SYLVIA. Oh, Philip, you’re awful.


OLIVER. I feel positively embarrassed now.


SYLVIA. Oh, don’t. He’s just being silly.


They laugh and then there is a pause.


We ought to get a move on.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. We don’t want to upset the Yugoslavians.


SYLVIA. God forbid. I have to fetch my cardigan. I’ll only be a minute.


PHILIP. You can’t possibly leave us alone. We’ll have nothing to talk about.




SYLVIA. You could have fooled me.


PHILIP. Well, hurry along then.


SYLVIA. All right, all right, stop being a bully.


PHILIP. Hurry up.


SYLVIA leaves the room and the two men are left alone. There is a pause and then they both begin to talk at the same time.


I can’t begin to tell you…


OLIVER. There’s something that…


PHILIP. After you.


OLIVER. No, please…


PHILIP. I was just going to say I can’t tell you what this job means to Sylvia. How much she enjoys working for you.


OLIVER. It means a great deal to me too.


PHILIP. I don’t think she’s ever thrown herself into a project with such zeal. And the timing was so fortunate.


OLIVER. The timing?


PHILIP. The commission. It’s what she needed after everything that happened.


OLIVER. She did mention that she hadn’t been very well.


PHILIP. Yes.


An awkward pause.


You know she used to be an actress, don’t you?


OLIVER. She told me.


PHILIP. Before she took up illustrating.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. Only for a couple of years.


OLIVER. I wish I’d seen her on the stage.


PHILIP. Then she decided to give up. She said she was doing it for us.


OLIVER. Oh.


PHILIP. But I think it scared her in some way.




OLIVER. Scared her?


PHILIP. She was exceptionally good. It was rather terrifying how good she actually was. She would become these people. Enter these people’s lives so fully, so completely. Her imagination, I suppose.


OLIVER. I can believe she was very good.


PHILIP. Of course, that whole world…


OLIVER. The theatre?


PHILIP. Not really her cup of tea, I don’t think.


OLIVER. Wasn’t it?


PHILIP. But she was very good. Instinct, I suppose, intuition. And empathy. Those sort of qualities.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. But I think it’s wise.


OLIVER. Wise?


PHILIP. That she gave up, I mean.


OLIVER. Do you?


PHILIP. She’s fragile.


There is a pause.


Have a lot of sleepless nights, do you?


OLIVER. I beg your pardon?


PHILIP. You said earlier. In your story. The oracle. You said something along the lines of one day there will be an understanding of certain things that will make all the sleepless nights we now have seem almost worthwhile.


OLIVER. Oh.


PHILIP. And I was just wondering if there’s lots of them. Sleepless nights.


OLIVER. A few.


PHILIP. All those Bellyfinches floating around in your head no doubt.


OLIVER. Probably.




A long pause. Something has happened. Then SYLVIA enters.


SYLVIA. I’m ready.


PHILIP. It’s about time.


OLIVER. You look lovely.


SYLVIA. Thank you, Oliver.


PHILIP starts turning off the lights.


I was thinking.


PHILIP. What?


SYLVIA. How important this evening is.


PHILIP. Is it?


SYLVIA. For me. For all three of us, really.


PHILIP. Why?


SYLVIA. Oh, I don’t know.


PHILIP. Have you got the keys?


SYLVIA. Yes.


PHILIP. Come on then.


They make a move towards the door. As they move towards it, a MAN enters the room. He is wearing a Nazi uniform. He is invisible to them but on his entrance he brushes up close to them.


SYLVIA. What was that?


PHILIP. What was what, darling?


SYLVIA. I felt… I felt something.


PHILIP. You felt what?


The MAN moves to the centre of the room and stands there silently.


SYLVIA. Nothing.


PHILIP. Don’t forget your coat.


OLIVER. It’s not warm.


SYLVIA picks up her coat. They open the door to leave.


PHILIP. So why is tonight so important then?




SYLVIA. Don’t mind me. Just thinking out loud.


OLIVER. Do that often, do you?


SYLVIA. That’s all.


PHILIP. Mad as a hatter, Oliver.


OLIVER. Is she?


SYLVIA. Don’t be a beast.


PHILIP. Mad as a hatter.


They close the door behind them. Slowly, a scene change happens imperceptibly, in semi-darkness. Perhaps some music could be played – something that could well have been played in the scene change of a 1950’s production – something soft, elegant. A couple of changes to the room – maybe a giant modern photograph is revealed or a plasma screen appears – so that now this could be a modern flat decorated in a 1950’s retro style. But the room is essentially the same, the changes are superficial and decorative. The 1950’s music begins to meld into something new, something loud, maybe violent. All the while, the MAN in the Nazi uniform remains in the centre of the room, still and silent.


2008


Still in semi-darkness, OLIVER enters, but he is now in his underwear. Behind him he drags a dressing gown. He sits on the floor somewhere in the room with the MAN standing over him, looking down at him. The lights return and the music comes to an abrupt end. For the first few lines, the MAN speaks in a German accent.


MAN. Don’t fucking look at me, you fucking piece of shit.


OLIVER. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.


MAN. You better be.


OLIVER. I’m sorry.


MAN. You never fucking look at me, you worthless piece of shit. What are you?




OLIVER. What am I?


MAN. What are you? Tell me what you are!


OLIVER. What am I.


MAN. You fucking tell me what you are, you fucking piece of human shit.


OLIVER. I’m a fucking piece of human fucking shit.


MAN. Yeah, das ist good. Now lick my fucking boots.


OLIVER bends over to lick the MAN’s boots, but before he gets there he stops.


OLIVER. Okay, I’m sorry, I’m going to stop you.


MAN. Shut your fucking mouth.


OLIVER. No, seriously, can you just stop. Please. Time out. Stop. Abracadabra.


MAN. Abracadabra?


OLIVER. Yes. Please. Stop. Abracadabra. Definitely abracadabra.


MAN (in his own rather camp London voice now). You’ll have to pay me.


OLIVER. Yes.


MAN. I mean, I spent two fucking hours trying to get here. From Earls Court.


OLIVER. Yes. The Victoria line. It broke down. You told me.


MAN. And I got wet. Soaking.


OLIVER. I’m sorry.


MAN. Soaking wet.


OLIVER. Yes.


MAN. You’ll have to pay me.


OLIVER. Of course. Of course I’ll pay you.


MAN. I came a long way.


OLIVER. I know.


Pause.


I’m just not in the mood. I should never have called. I was bored.




MAN. Okay.


OLIVER. And a bit lonely.


MAN. A lot of them are.


OLIVER. I think I just drank a bit too much.


MAN. All right.


Pause.


OLIVER. Have a drink with me.


MAN. You’re paying.


OLIVER. You might as well.


MAN. It’s still pissing it down.


OLIVER. Have a Scotch.


MAN. Oh, go on then.


OLIVER pours the MAN a Scotch and hands it to him. They sit in silence for a while and listen to the sound of the rain.


OLIVER. You’re very good at it. Convincing, I mean.


MAN. Oh.


OLIVER. The accent and everything.


MAN. Thank you.


OLIVER. You’re welcome.


Pause.


The picture’s good as well. On the website.


MAN. So they say.


OLIVER. Is the Alsatian yours?


MAN. My sister’s.


OLIVER. Glad you didn’t bring him along.


MAN. Yes.


OLIVER. Effective though.


Pause.


You an actor?




MAN. Was.


OLIVER. Thought so.


MAN. Couldn’t really make ends meet.


OLIVER. Theatre?


MAN. Mostly. All over the place. Northampton. Bristol. Fucking Ipswich.


OLIVER. Rep.


MAN. Did an ad once though. Dog food. Made a mint.


OLIVER. I thought you looked familiar.


MAN. And the odd voice-over.


OLIVER. It’s a hard life.


MAN. You’re telling me.


Pause.


OLIVER. So what do you do now?


MAN. Oh, you know. Bits and pieces. This, for a start.


OLIVER. Of course.


MAN. Help out in a florist’s twice a week.


OLIVER. Nice.


MAN. Teach drama.


OLIVER. Great.


MAN. That kind of thing.


OLIVER. Okay.


Pause.


My boyfriend’s left me.


MAN. Oh right.


OLIVER. Third time this year.


MAN. Makes a habit of leaving you, does he?


OLIVER. But this time it’s for real. Took his vinyls.


MAN. How long you been together?




OLIVER. Year and a half.


MAN. That’s a lifetime.


OLIVER. It is, isn’t it?


MAN. I’ve never managed anything longer than eight months.


OLIVER. Haven’t you?


MAN. No.


Pause.


Had a thing with this guy from Ecuador last year. Asked me to marry him. Had a dick the size of my forearm.


OLIVER. That’s nice.


MAN. Never seen anything like it.


OLIVER. I’m sure I have.


MAN. Weird though.


OLIVER. Weird?


MAN. Wanted to shit on me. Come out of nowhere. T want to shit on you,’ he says. Some people.


OLIVER. Strange.


MAN. Fucking perverts.


Pause.


You sad about your boyfriend leaving you then?


OLIVER. Yes. Yes, I think I am.


MAN. Oh right.


Pause.


No.


Pause.


OLIVER. It’s been three days.


MAN. Three days?


OLIVER. Since he left.


MAN. Oh.




OLIVER. I haven’t really gone anywhere.


MAN. Right.


OLIVER. Just sat here. Thinking about stuff.


MAN. You’ll get over it.


OLIVER. I don’t know.


MAN. You get over things.


OLIVER. No food left. Have to make the trip to Tesco’s.


MAN. You don’t want to starve.


OLIVER. No.


MAN. You’ll get over it.


OLIVER. Who knows?


Pause.


MAN. So what is it you do for a living?


OLIVER. I’m a journalist. I write.


MAN. Oh, nice.


OLIVER. Is it?


MAN. Proper job. Not like me.


OLIVER. If you say so.


MAN. Not like dressing up.


OLIVER. Freelance. Write for the Mail a lot.


MAN. Got to pay the bills.


OLIVER. Yes. About to start working on a new magazine though.


Pause. The sound of keys in the front door. It opens. PHILIP enters. He sees OLIVER and the MAN and looks surprised. OLIVER jumps up.


PHILIP. Fuck.


OLIVER. Shit.


PHILIP. Fuck it.


OLIVER. It isn’t…


PHILIP. I thought…




OLIVER. Fuck.


Pause.


PHILIP. I thought you were going to Glasgow.


OLIVER. I cancelled.


PHILIP. You said you were going to Glasgow.


OLIVER. I didn’t realise you still had keys.


PHILIP. You said you wouldn’t be here.


OLIVER. I thought you left the keys.


PHILIP. I came to get the case. The last case.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. The books.


OLIVER. I know.


OLIVER notices PHILIP looking at the MAN and taking in the uniform.


This is…


PHILIP. It’s fine. I’ll be quick.


OLIVER. Take your time.


PHILIP. They’re in the bedroom.


OLIVER. I know. By the bed.


PHILIP. I’ll be quick.


OLIVER. Okay.


PHILIP hovers for a second, then darts out of the room and into the bedroom.


Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. Please go.


MAN. Sorry?


OLIVER. Just go. Please. Go.


MAN. I’ve only just started my drink.


OLIVER. Just please go.


MAN. You haven’t paid me.


OLIVER. Yes.




MAN. I’m not moving till you pay me.


OLIVER runs over to where his wallet is and takes out a few twenty-pound notes.


OLIVER. There. Keep the change. Just go.


MAN (counting the money). I need to get out of this.


OLIVER. No. You really must go. It’s important to me.


MAN. I’m not travelling on the fucking Victoria line dressed up as a Nazi.


OLIVER. You know where it is. Just be quick. Please.


The MAN takes his bag and starts walking towards the bathroom, then turns around.


MAN. He’s not coming back to you.


OLIVER. Fucking get dressed.


The MAN exits. PHILIP returns carrying a small suitcase.


PHILIP. Got it.


OLIVER. Great.


PHILIP. I’ll be off.


OLIVER. No.


Pause.


Please. Just wait. Just for a minute. A drink. That’s all. Promise.


PHILIP. Not a good idea.


OLIVER. Please.


PHILIP. You have company.


OLIVER. Oh, him.


PHILIP. Yes.


OLIVER. He’s just… he’s…


PHILIP. You needn’t explain.


OLIVER. Friend of Nick’s. Fancy dress. Fancy-dress party. On his way to Nick’s. Had a drink. That’s all. He’s leaving.


PHILIP. Nick’s in Brazil.




OLIVER. Of course he is. I know that.


PHILIP. For fuck’s sake.


OLIVER. I know Nick’s in Brazil.


PHILIP. For fuck’s sake, Oliver.


OLIVER. Yes.


Pause.


Please. Please just stay for a minute. Fifteen minutes. That’s all.


Pause.


PHILIP. That man.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. That man is wearing a Nazi uniform.


OLIVER. I know. Weird, isn’t it?


PHILIP. You must wonder sometimes to yourself: what’s next?


OLIVER. Yes. I do. I do.


Pause.


Please stay.


PHILIP. I don’t want to.


OLIVER. Please.


Pause.


The cupboards look empty.


PHILIP. What?


OLIVER. What I’m saying is I hadn’t quite realised how many clothes you had.


PHILIP. Oh.


OLIVER. All of a sudden they look empty.


Pause.


You look well.


PHILIP. I haven’t changed.


OLIVER. No.




PHILIP. It’s been three days, Oliver. People don’t change in three days.


OLIVER. Feels like longer. You look different.


PHILIP. Yes.


OLIVER. Like I’ve lost you.


Pause.


The thing is, Philip, I’m not sure I can live without you.


The MAN returns from the bathroom dressed in his own clothes and carrying his bag.


MAN. It’s still pissing it down.


OLIVER. Right.


The MAN walks over to the table and drinks down what’s left of his Scotch. OLIVER and PHILIP just watch him.


MAN. I don’t actually mind the job. For the most part. You meet some interesting people. And there’s definitely variety. I’d never be any good at the whole office thing. Hours and hours behind a desk staring at a computer screen. And I don’t even mind travelling around London on the Tube and walking around in the pissing rain. But you do expect to be treated with a modicum of respect.


He walks towards the door.


I’m not asking for much, am I? I suppose it’s what everybody’s after. The thing is this, you see. I’m not a piece of furniture or a wind-up doll. I’m a human being. And I deserve to be treated as one. You can’t just discard me like a piece of rubbish. I may dress up for your entertainment but I do have feelings, is what I’m saying.


(To PHILIP.) Nice to meet you.


He exits. A pause. Just the sound of the rain.


OLIVER. Some people.


PHILIP. I better go.


OLIVER rushes to the bottle of Scotch. Pours him one.


OLIVER. Just the one.


PHILIP takes it reluctantly.




Sit. Five minutes. Then you go.


They sit. Pause.


Had Sylvia on the phone this morning. Trying to console me. Bless.


PHILIP. How is she?


OLIVER. Sylvia? Oh, Sylvia’s fine. ‘I’ll come by on Saturday,’ she says. ‘Come by with Mario. We’ll go to Pride. Have a laugh.’


PHILIP. Pride?


OLIVER. On Saturday. I said… I said, ‘I don’t know if I’ll be in the mood. Philip’s gone. I don’t… I don’t know if he’s coming back.’


PHILIP. I’m not, Oliver.


OLIVER. That’s what I said to her. I said, ‘Sylvia, I don’t think he’s coming back.’ ‘Well, you can’t just sit there,’ she said. ‘Sit there being sad. We have to get you out. Out of the house. Cheer you up.’


PHILIP. What did you say?


OLIVER. I said, ‘It’s going to take a bit more than a park full of fairies to cheer me up.’


Pause.


I didn’t love him, Philip. The American guy. I didn’t love him.


PHILIP. I don’t want to talk about it.


OLIVER. It’s not love. I love you.


PHILIP. I’m going.


OLIVER. No.


Pause.


Okay. Here goes. There are things about myself that I don’t understand. Things I want to but can’t. It’s as if it’s something in me. Something in my DNA.


PHILIP. For fuck’s sake.


OLIVER. With you it’s different. With you it’s love.


PHILIP. You lied to me.


OLIVER. It didn’t mean anything. The other thing. You know that.


PHILIP. So why did you do it?




OLIVER. Because I need it.


PHILIP. You lied to me.


OLIVER. I know.


PHILIP. Over and over again.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. Fucking lying all the time. A year and a half of lies.


OLIVER. D’you remember when we met?


PHILIP. It’s as if I don’t know you.


OLIVER. At that party.


PHILIP. As if I don’t know who the fuck you are.


OLIVER. At Sylvia’s party.


PHILIP. Of course I fucking remember.


OLIVER. She knew we’d get on. She knew we’d fancy each other. There’s this photographer, she said. Always travelling. You’ll like him, she said.


PHILIP. I’ve got to go.


OLIVER. You’d just got back from Israel.


PHILIP. The West Bank.


OLIVER. Yes…


PHILIP. So?


OLIVER. So we talked. About your trip. About the photographs you’d taken.


PHILIP. Why the fuck are you saying this now?


OLIVER. I wonder what happened to that woman.


PHILIP. What woman?


OLIVER. The one you talked about. The one whose photograph you’d taken. The Palestinian woman.


PHILIP. Oliver.


OLIVER. You spent an hour describing her. You said her eyes were the blackest you’d ever seen and the most demanding.


PHILIP. Fucking hell.




OLIVER. Her son had died.


PHILIP. Why the fuck are you saying all this?


OLIVER. And I asked you what they were demanding.


PHILIP. So?


OLIVER. And you said they were demanding the dignity that comes with being heard. Not responded to. Just heard. The dignity that comes with being heard. The privilege of having a voice.


PHILIP. For fuck’s sake.


OLIVER. That’s when I recognised something in you.


Pause.


PHILIP. I’m leaving.


OLIVER. I felt a connection with you. There. At the party. And then here, when we came back. And now, I feel it now. I feel it now, Philip.


Pause.


And I think it’s rare.


PHILIP. You’re a cunt, Oliver. You’re a stupid, stupid cunt.


OLIVER. Thank you.


PHILIP. You’re welcome.


Pause.


A month and a half after we met, you fucking shagged someone.


OLIVER. I know.


PHILIP. I was in Brussels. The night before I went we were together. In that fucking bed. You saying I’ve never loved anyone like this. Then you drove me to Waterloo.


OLIVER. I know.


PHILIP. Eight – what? – ten hours after that, you’re sucking someone else’s dick.


OLIVER. I know.


PHILIP. What’s that about, Oliver? What’s that about?


OLIVER. I don’t know.




PHILIP. To be fair, you told me. You said, ‘I’ve done this thing. I don’t know why but I’ve done this thing.’


OLIVER. I did tell you.


PHILIP. ‘I’ve sucked a man’s dick,’ you said. ‘In the park.’


OLIVER. I told you.


PHILIP. ‘I could hardly see him,’ you said. As if that made a difference. ‘I could hardly see his face.’


OLIVER. It was dark.


PHILIP. ‘I could hardly see his face.’ You said that like it would make me feel better.


Pause.


The fact is, it depresses me. There. I’ve said it. The reason I can’t stay with you. It depresses me.


OLIVER. Depresses you?


PHILIP. I did think about it. I thought maybe there’s something wrong with me. Maybe I’m a fucking prude. A puritan. God knows. Maybe I should be a fucking priest. He never saw his face, I kept thinking. Sucked his dick, maybe…


OLIVER. Philip –


PHILIP. Sucked his dick, maybe, but never saw his face. Perhaps I’m the one who has the problem. They’re not out on a date, they’re not spooning, they’re not planning their fucking holidays together, all they’re doing is sucking each other off in a park. But it bothered me.


OLIVER. It’s not your problem.


PHILIP. It’s because we’re men, I thought. That’s what they say, isn’t it? It’s because we’re men. It’s not a gay thing. It’s a man thing. Men need it.


OLIVER. That’s what they say.


PHILIP. But all I know is what I felt. And that night, when I got back from Brussels, after you’d told me, I just lay in bed and looked at the ceiling. And I felt the loneliest I’d ever felt in my life.


OLIVER. I’m sorry.


Pause.


Sylvia’s got that job.




PHILIP. What job?


OLIVER. That job she went up for. The Shakespeare. She said it’s a break. The lead. Viola. Twelfth Night. Stratford.


PHILIP. She deserves it.


OLIVER. And Mario. The Italian boyfriend. It seems to be good. They’re in love. He’s a good man, she says. And very, very straight.


PHILIP. Good.


Pause.


OLIVER. I don’t know what it is about me, Philip. Something about my name. It feels as if someone’s calling me by my name.


PHILIP. What are you talking about?


OLIVER. The name I respond to. Like the other night. I’m walking by the gay place on the corner.


PHILIP. Right.


OLIVER. And I’m walking by it and I’m thinking, you need to go home, you need to work. Had to write a piece for the Mail on God knows what. The end of the world is nigh, that kind of thing. And I’m walking by the pub and it’s as if this voice is calling my name.


PHILIP. Your name?


OLIVER. As if this voice knows my name. So I walk in. Coz this voice is calling me by my name. Have a couple of drinks. And there’s a guy there… and he’s not even good-looking. Actually, come to think of it, he’s actively quite ugly. And you can smell the beer. You’re six feet away from him and you can smell it. Wafting off his breath. And he’s got a look in his eyes and he’s looking at me as if he knows my name too. He’s a bit pissed and he’s leering… I mean leering, and I’m thinking, God, you’re really kind of gross and next thing you know I’m actually standing next to him and he’s telling me he’s married and his wife’s at her mother’s for the week and he’s kind of talking to me and rubbing his groin at the same time…


PHILIP. I’m not sure I want to hear the rest of this.


OLIVER. And the next thing I know we’re in a cubicle. And I’m on my knees.


Pause.




PHILIP. Thanks for that.


OLIVER. It’s an addiction is what I’m trying to say.


PHILIP. An addiction.


Pause.


OLIVER. There’s something I never told you.


PHILIP. I’m beginning to miss your economy with the truth.


OLIVER. This thing that happened when I was young. Once, I must have been seventeen or something and I was staying at my aunt’s. My mother’s sister. The one you met.


PHILIP. Right.


OLIVER. And this woman came by. A friend of hers. And I was on my way out. So my aunt introduced me to this woman and I said hi, how are you and all that and then ran out. But a minute later I realised I’d left something. My sweater or something. Sol ran back in the house to get it and then I realised that the two women – my aunt and her friend – were talking about me. But they hadn’t heard me come back in the house. And I stood there, rooted to the spot. And listened. I couldn’t hear everything but then – then this thing happened. I heard my aunt saying something along the lines of, ‘He’s a good boy but a bit of a lost soul.’ Actually, it wasn’t along the lines of. It was her exact words. I heard them. ‘He’s a good boy but a bit of a lost soul.’ And the weird thing is – the weirdest – was that even before she said it, I kind of knew what she was going to say, like I’d heard her speak the words before, like her saying it and me knowing what she was going to say was all kind of tied up. Happening at the same time. ‘He’s a good boy but a bit of a lost soul.’


Pause.


PHILIP. I must leave.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. I can’t stay.


OLIVER. No. You can’t.


PHILIP. There is a part of you I’ll always care about.


OLIVER. Thank you.


PHILIP. But this other thing… this thing you call your addiction. I can’t deal with it.




OLIVER. No.


Pause.


PHILIP. Okay.


OLIVER. Yes. Yes. Okay.


Pause. PHILIP stands. Picks up the suitcase.


PHILIP. I’m sorry. I really am.


OLIVER. Don’t go.


PHILIP. I have to.


PHILIP walks towards the door. He stops and turns to OLIVER.


I still don’t know why I hung around as much as I did. I was thinking that on my way over. I mean, it’s not as if I didn’t know. And yet I kept… I kept at it. I believed in something. You. I don’t know. I believed. I thought I knew you is what I think I’m saying.


He leaves. OLIVER is left alone in the room. He stands and walks over to where the Scotch is to pour himself a drink. Then, suddenly he stops. There is a gesture – a move of the hand to the head, a bowing of the head, something – a gesture that suggests aloneness.


He walks over to one of the light switches and turns off the lights. In semi-darkness, SYLVIA emerges from the door that leads to the bedroom. She is wearing a dressing gown. The room reverts to its previous state. OLIVER slowly drifts off, walking into the room that SYLVIA has just entered from.


1958


SYLVIA comes to sit on the sofa. After a few seconds, PHILIP enters. He too is wearing pyjamas and a dressing gown.


PHILIP. There you are.


SYLVIA. Darling.


PHILIP. I woke up. You weren’t there.


SYLVIA. I had a dream.




PHILIP. One of your nasty dreams, darling?


SYLVIA. Yes.


PHILIP. All that Serbian food.


SYLVIA. Probably.


He joins her on the sofa. They sit in silence for a few seconds.


Did you enjoy yourself tonight?


PHILIP. I had a perfectly pleasant evening.


SYLVIA. Did you?


PHILIP. Drank a little too much of that awful wine perhaps.


SYLVIA. We all did.


PHILIP. But it was a nice enough evening.


Pause.


SYLVIA. You were quiet.


PHILIP. Was I?


SYLVIA. Not to start off with. Not at the beginning of the evening.


PHILIP. I thought –


SYLVIA. You were chatty before. In a good mood. But then during dinner you became quiet.


PHILIP. I’m sorry you thought I was quiet.


SYLVIA. I didn’t mean it like that. It wasn’t a criticism. Just an observation.


PHILIP. An observation?


SYLVIA. It didn’t bother me… I just felt that you became slightly pensive. Melancholy.


PHILIP. That’s a big word.


SYLVIA. Maybe as if something was bothering you.


PHILIP. I was listening, that’s all. I felt I didn’t have all that much to contribute, but I’m sorry you thought I was an awful bore.


SYLVIA. I didn’t mean it like that.


PHILIP. No.




SYLVIA. I wish I hadn’t said anything now.


Pause.


So you liked him then?


PHILIP. Liked whom?


SYLVIA. Oliver, of course.


PHILIP. He seems like a nice enough chap.


SYLVIA. Isn’t he though?


PHILIP. I’m not sure that we have an awful lot in common, but he’s a perfectly decent fellow.


SYLVIA. Why do you say that?


PHILIP. Why do I say he’s a perfectly decent fellow?


SYLVIA. No, why do you say that you don’t have a lot in common?


PHILIP. Because we don’t. That seems clear enough.


SYLVIA. I thought you’d get on.


PHILIP. Well, it’s true, isn’t it? I mean, the man’s a writer and all that. Very intelligent and outgoing, isn’t he?


SYLVIA. Whereas you…


PHILIP. Well, I’m nothing like him, really. There isn’t an artistic bone in my body.


SYLVIA. I don’t know.


PHILIP. Anyway, what does it matter what I think of him? The point is the two of you get on famously and that’s all that really matters.


SYLVIA. Well, I wanted you to like each other.


PHILIP. And the work, of course. That’s important.


SYLVIA. Yes.


PHILIP. You seem to have discovered a way of understanding each other when it comes to the work and that’s the most essential thing.


SYLVIA. I suppose so.


PHILIP. So what I think of him is irrelevant, really.


SYLVIA. Well, I wouldn’t go that far.




PHILIP. The work is what matters.


Pause.


SYLVIA. You sound as if you loathed him.


PHILIP. I protest.


SYLVIA. As if you absolutely hated him.


PHILIP. I can’t win with you, can I?


SYLVIA. Poor Oliver.


PHILIP. Why is it so important to you that I should like him?


SYLVIA. I think he’d be upset.


PHILIP. Why is it so important?


SYLVIA. If he even suspected how much you loathe him.


PHILIP. Now you’re exaggerating.


SYLVIA. How you detest him.


PHILIP. Why is it so important?


Pause.


He has a manner to him, that’s all.


SYLVIA. A ‘manner’?


PHILIP. That’s all.


SYLVIA. What sort of ‘manner’? How do you mean, he has a ‘manner’?


PHILIP. I can’t put my finger on it.


SYLVIA. What sort of ‘manner’?


PHILIP. I don’t know. Just a manner.


SYLVIA. How do you mean?


PHILIP. We just don’t have a lot in common.


Pause.


I don’t know about you but I’m very, very tired.


Pause.


SYLVIA. I think of you, my darling, sometimes.


PHILIP. That’s reassuring.




SYLVIA. No, I mean I think of you sometimes when you’re at work. During the day, when I’m here. I’ll be sitting in this very room, having my cup of tea or listening to the wireless, and I think of you at work. I see you in one of those large flats standing in the corner of the room in your brown suit as they look around. Then I see you locking those large doors behind you and walking down the road and back to the office.


PHILIP. What a strange thing to say.


SYLVIA. And I think you must be lonely. Philip must be lonely.


PHILIP. What a strange and funny thing to say, my darling.


SYLVIA. What you were saying tonight about not being happy in your work. About being envious of Oliver and me. I found it sad.


PHILIP. Oh, that.


SYLVIA. And I thought about you and the things that make you happy.


PHILIP. You needn’t worry about me, darling.


SYLVIA. And I thought how terrible it will be if you never attain them. If you never hold close to you the things that really make you happy.


PHILIP. You needn’t worry about me.


SYLVIA. Is there anything sadder?


PHILIP. You’re exaggerating.


SYLVIA. Than a life lived like that?


PHILIP. You make me happy.


SYLVIA. And even if Dr Marsden is right –


PHILIP. Darling.


SYLVIA. Even if there isn’t a reason –


PHILIP. We said we wouldn’t –


SYLVIA. Even if we can, and will –


PHILIP. Sylvia.


SYLVIA. I’m wondering if that will –


PHILIP. We said we wouldn’t.




SYLVIA. If it will make a difference.


Pause.


If having children will make a difference. To that.


Another pause. PHILIP stands.


PHILIP. Maybe you did have too much wine.


SYLVIA. We’ve never talked about it.


PHILIP. I think I’m going back to bed.


SYLVIA. Please don’t.


PHILIP. I’m tired. And tomorrow’s a long day.


SYLVIA. Please wait. Just for a moment.


PHILIP. I have to be up at seven.


SYLVIA. Stay.


Pause.


Please stay.


Pause.


I should have felt relief when Dr Marsden said that he couldn’t identify a reason we couldn’t have children. He seemed to imply that if we just kept trying…


PHILIP. For God’s sake, Sylvia…


SYLVIA. But then I started to question why I wanted it so much. A child. Why it meant everything to me. The desperation. Sometimes, I prayed with my whole body. I would lie next to you in bed and pray with my whole body to feel it… the beginnings of it. The stirrings. A new life inside me. I was sure I’d know the very night it happened.


PHILIP. For God’s sake.


SYLVIA. And I thought it’s natural, it’s because I’m a woman. To be a mother. That’s all. So I prayed and prayed and prayed.


PHILIP. What are you saying?


SYLVIA. But then I realised that there was something else. I wanted a child because I was frightened of us being left alone, Philip. The two of us. Just us. Alone.


Pause.




There was something I didn’t tell you. Something that happened.


PHILIP. I don’t understand you.


SYLVIA. Do you remember that actor I worked with?


PHILIP. Not now. Not the way you’re speaking to me.


SYLVIA. Richard his name was. Richard Coveley.


PHILIP. Sometimes I simply don’t understand you.


SYLVIA. He was in The Cherry Orchard with me. You came to see it.


PHILIP. What about him?


SYLVIA. He was tall and fair. He played Yepihodov.


PHILIP. I remember the play.


SYLVIA. You met him. After the performance one night we all went to have a drink together. We went to that little pub just off Shaftesbury Avenue. Do you remember?


PHILIP. Why are you telling me about this now?


SYLVIA. I liked him. He was a kind man. Unusual and quite private. But kind.


She pauses.


You didn’t like him very much. I remember you said you didn’t like him.


PHILIP. That was years ago. I met the man for a quick drink. There were many other actors there. I can hardly remember. Why is it important all of a sudden what I thought of this one man?


SYLVIA. You took exception to him. You said, I think you said, ‘I find him offensive.’


PHILIP. I honestly can’t remember.


SYLVIA. ‘He offends me,’ you said.


PHILIP. What has this to do with anything?


SYLVIA. You may have even called him mannered. Like you did Oliver tonight. You may have said he had a ‘manner’.


PHILIP. I’m not quite sure of the significance of this conversation. But I’m very tired. Maybe you can explain to me in the morning what this is all about.




SYLVIA. Three days ago I read in The Times that he had killed himself. I didn’t tell you at the time. I don’t know why. But I didn’t.


PHILIP. Well, I’m sorry to hear it.


SYLVIA. Maybe it’s because I remembered that you hadn’t liked him. That he’d offended you in some way.


PHILIP. You’ve obviously been very affected by it.


SYLVIA. He hung himself. There’d been a scandal. A court case. Gross indecency, that sort of thing.


PHILIP. I see.


SYLVIA. I think he was homosexual. I think Richard Coveley must have been a homosexual.


Pause.


When I read it I just thought of that night. Of why it was that you seemed to take such a dislike to him.


PHILIP. I can hardly remember the man. He seems to have made a lasting impression on you, but I can hardly remember the man. I’m very sorry that he’s taken his own life and I’m sorry you seem to have been so upset by the whole affair but I hardly met the man.


SYLVIA. Why was it that you found him so repugnant?


PHILIP. I don’t remember finding him repugnant. That’s an exaggeration on your behalf. I found him mildly offensive, that’s all. In a way that those men can often be offensive. Effeminate. I do recall him looking at me in a way I found overt.


SYLVIA. But even if he did look at you, even if he did, why would you find that so objectionable?


PHILIP. This discussion is absurd. You seem intent on upsetting me.


SYLVIA. I just couldn’t fathom why it was that Richard Coveley disgusted you so. And that’s why I didn’t tell you.


PHILIP. This is wonderful. You’re accusing me in some perverse way of being responsible for the death of a man I met on one occasion for approximately twenty minutes.


SYLVIA. I’m not accusing you of anything, Philip. I’m just asking you a question.




PHILIP. Well, I can’t deny to you that I’m concerned. That you seem to have regressed.


SYLVIA. I’m sorry you feel that way.


PHILIP. You’re sounding alarmingly similar to what you sounded like before Devon.


SYLVIA. Before my illness. That’s what we decided to call it, wasn’t it? My illness.


PHILIP. Are you finished?


SYLVIA. As if it were a bad case of the flu.


PHILIP. Is there anything else you wish to discuss? Or am I free to go now?


SYLVIA. I didn’t mean to keep you here by force.


PHILIP. You asked me not to leave. You obviously felt a burning need to communicate these disparate and disturbing thoughts to me and I’m simply asking you if you’ve now finished.


SYLVIA. Did Oliver offend you in the same way that Richard Coveley did?


PHILIP. If you’re asking me if I think Oliver Henshaw is a homosexual, I really wouldn’t know. I haven’t given it a moment’s thought. His private life after all is none of my business and neither do I think it should be any of yours. I will try and explain to myself your somewhat strange behaviour tonight by the fact that you have clearly been upset by this man Coveley’s death. This, combined with the possibility that you had a few too many glasses of wine, can go some way to justifying what can only be described as an outburst of irrationality. Now if you’ll excuse me I really do need to return to bed.


SYLVIA. Goodnight, Philip.


PHILIP. Come to bed with me. You’re tired.


SYLVIA. In a little while.


PHILIP exits and SYLVIA stays in the room alone. A few seconds pass and she slowly stands. She is about to follow him into the bedroom but then, suddenly, there is a gesture – an echo of OLIVER’s gesture from the end of the previous scene. An anguish. She leaves the room.




2008


OLIVER enters and sprawls out on the sofa, still in his dressing gown. By his side is a near-empty bottle of Scotch and a glass. The lights are dim. The television is on and the room is full of the sound of Big Brother or something similar, contemporary. Then there is a knock at the door. He doesn’t stir. The knocking becomes louder, more determined. Eventually he crawls to the door to open it. SYLVIA enters. She’s carrying a bag of groceries.


SYLVIA. Fuck.


OLIVER. Lovely to see you too.


SYLVIA. I thought you’d slashed your fucking wrists.


OLIVER. I have told you on numerous occasions that if I ever choose to follow the path to self-obliteration it will be noxious fumes.


She sweeps by him and disappears into the kitchen. She speaks the next few lines from offstage.


SYLVIA. You have fifteen minutes.


OLIVER. How very generous you are with your time. It’s a good thing we’re such good friends.


SYLVIA. Mario’s just flown in. He’s taking me out. And then I’m staying at his. Call me old-fashioned but I’ve missed him.


OLIVER. Sweet.


SYLVIA. I bought you food. Avocado mousse. Organic feta. Madagascan vanilla yogurt. Basics.


OLIVER. Thanks, Mum.


SYLVIA. I’m having a beer.


OLIVER. Help yourself.


She reappears at the kitchen door, beer in hand.


SYLVIA. You look like shite.


OLIVER. Funny, I thought there was a portrait in the attic doing that for me.


SYLVIA. What happened?


Pause.




OLIVER. He said I depress him.


SYLVIA. You depress him.


OLIVER. The anonymous sex thing. He said it depressed him.


SYLVIA. Okay.


OLIVER. So I told him it’s not the same thing. I mean, when we’re together… when I’m with Philip, that’s different. But you know the other stuff, the park, the sauna, the internet, whatever, that stuff…


SYLVIA. The slut stuff.


OLIVER. The slut stuff, thank you, that’s not the same. It’s kind of… what’s it like, it’s kind of like going to the loo. Only with someone else.


SYLVIA. Like going to the loo with someone else.


OLIVER. Exactly.


SYLVIA pauses. Her phone is vibrating.


SYLVIA. Excuse me, I’m feeling a vibration in my nether regions.


OLIVER. Lucky you.


She takes out the phone and checks to see who it is.


Is that Pesto-breath?


SYLVIA. Racist.


She answers it.


(On the phone.) Hi. Welcome back. How was the trip?…


OLIVER. Say hi from me.


SYLVIA. Good… no, I’m fine. I missed you. I’m at Oliver’s.


OLIVER. Say hi.


SYLVIA. Ollie says hi. Hello back. Yup. Okay. I won’t be long.


OLIVER. He’s eating into my time.


SYLVIA makes a face at OLIVER, telling him to shut up.


SYLVIA. I haven’t got the car, I’ll take the Tube. (She looks at her watch.) I can be there by nine. Or nine-thirty at the latest.


OLIVER. Tell him he’s eating into my fifteen minutes.




SYLVIA (to OLIVER, with her hand covering her mobile). Please shut up.


(On the phone again.) That sounds nice. Yummy. I’ll see you then – call you from Hammersmith. Ciao. Welcome back. Ti amo.


She turns it off.


OLIVER. ‘Ti amo’?


SYLVIA. Shut up.


OLIVER. Vintage Cartland.


Pause.


SYLVIA. Okay, so let me try and get into Philip’s mind here. Figure out what it is… what it might be that depresses him.


OLIVER. Be my guest.


SYLVIA. Okay, here goes.


OLIVER. I’m all ears.


SYLVIA. Okay, so you’re walking through a park, it is night-time and then suddenly you see this guy.


OLIVER. I’m with you.


SYLVIA. And he is gorgeous. I mean gorgeous. And he takes his dick out.


OLIVER. I like it.


SYLVIA. And it is big. I mean big. And he is waving it, nay, brandishing it in your face. And your urge –


OLIVER. My urge is to get down on my knees and give him satisfaction.


SYLVIA. Your urge, as you so succinctly put it, is to kneel down and give him satisfaction. But stop. Newsflash. You find out, after you’ve seen his man-tool but before you do the actual kneeling-down bit, you find out through some psychic newsflash something about him. A few facts. I don’t know. Someone tells you this man is a racist. Or he sells crack to fourteen-year-olds. Do you still suck his dick? Do you still give him satisfaction?


A pause as OLIVER thinks about it.


OLIVER. When you say big, how big?




SYLVIA. Be serious. Do you suck his dick?


OLIVER. Probably.


A short pause.


SYLVIA. I’m siding with Philip on this one.


OLIVER. It’s not like we’re having a conversation. I’m not endorsing his world view. It’s not like I’m saying of course I agree with you that the Holocaust never happened. I’m just sucking his dick, for God’s sake, I’m not voting for him.


SYLVIA. Definitely with Philip on this one.


OLIVER. Anyway, the point is you pick the worst possible scenario. You say this man is a freak and kills babies. Whatever. That’s the exception. I mean, most of these men, most of the men in the saunas or whatever, are like you and me. I mean, why did you have to choose a fascist freak? Why couldn’t it be a concert pianist who gives all his money to the Save the Children fund?


SYLVIA. It could be. But the point is – and I’ve got a feeling that this is the detail that depresses Philip – the point is you don’t know. You don’t know whose dick you’re sucking.


OLIVER. Whatever.


Pause.


Are we playing the honesty game?


SYLVIA. I hope so.


OLIVER. The honest truth?


SYLVIA. And nothing but.


OLIVER. However unattractive?


SYLVIA. That’s what friends are for.


OLIVER. In that case the honest truth is that not only I’d do it, I mean the cock-sucking thing, but I kind of really like it. The example, I mean. What you chose. Kind of turns me on.


SYLVIA. I knew you’d say that.


OLIVER. The fact is – oh, fuck, fuck, fuck, I wasn’t going to tell you this, but when Philip came round, there was a man here and he was, fuck, I don’t know how to say this…


SYLVIA. Just try.




OLIVER. Well, he was a Nazi.


SYLVIA. A Nazi? You had a Nazi over?


OLIVER. Not a real Nazi.


SYLVIA. How d’you mean, ‘not a real Nazi’?


OLIVER. A make-believe one.


SYLVIA. A make-believe Nazi.


OLIVER. I mean, you know, from the internet. So they have these various costumes and you choose one and then they come over and… well, it’s roleplay, really.


SYLVIA. Roleplay.


OLIVER. I mean, you can have anything. A fireman. An air pilot. A plumber.


SYLVIA. But you chose a Nazi.


OLIVER. And you roleplay. You know, kinky stuff. It’s not serious. It’s fantasy land.


SYLVIA. Okay, so. What’s your part? I mean, he’s a Nazi, but what are you? A Viking?


OLIVER. No, I’m just me.


SYLVIA. You?


OLIVER. Yeah, he’s a Nazi but I’m just me.


SYLVIA. So you’re in the middle of this roleplaying thing and Philip walks in on you.


OLIVER. Kind of.


SYLVIA. ‘Kind of’?


OLIVER. Well, we’d stopped. I’d stopped it. We were just having a drink.


SYLVIA. You were having a drink with the Nazi?


OLIVER. Yes. And Philip came in.


SYLVIA. That’s not good.


OLIVER. Thanks for that. I know.


Pause.




I was once looking through the personals in Gay Times. Long ago. Before Philip. And this one personal caught my eye. It went something like this: ‘Gay man, thirty-three, non-smoker, into bondage, rape simulation, leather, rubber, chains, rimming, felching. Looking for romance.’


That’s my life.


SYLVIA. And then you find someone.


OLIVER. Why do I have to choose?


SYLVIA. Maybe you don’t. Maybe you just have to understand it.


SYLVIA’s phone makes a vibrating noise again.


Excuse me. More vibrations.


It’s a text. She reads it; smiles.


OLIVER. Is that the Italian again?


SYLVIA. Might be. Shit, I’ve got to go.


He doesn’t answer. She stands up and starts putting on her coat.


OLIVER. Sebastian called earlier. They’ve been given the green light for the magazine – the money’s come through. Said it was going to do to gay literature what Marie Antoinette did for the guillotine. Widen its appeal.


SYLVIA. ‘Literature’?


OLIVER. Apparently they have the biggest names on board. BA, BMW, Gucci, Gap. You name it. The big boys. Everyone wants a piece of it.


SYLVIA. Well, you guys are cool. And have disposable income.


OLIVER. They’re already floating ideas by me: a Tom Ford interview. A gay rich list.


SYLVIA. Have they got a name?


OLIVER. A name?


SYLVIA. For the magazine.


OLIVER. Blissful.


SYLVIA. Okay.




OLIVER. And something else too. Sebastian’s recommended me for a one-off. Some lad-magazine editor wants to meet me tomorrow. I’m intrigued.


SYLVIA. I’ll call you in the morning.


OLIVER. Anyway, it’s all good. Salvation. Wash the man right out of my hair. I need to keep busy. Otherwise…


SYLVIA. Otherwise what?


OLIVER. Otherwise I’m going under.


SYLVIA. ‘Under’?


Pause.


OLIVER. I’ve never been this bad. Not ever. I mean it.


SYLVIA. Well, that should do the job. Blissful. And then there’s your book, of course.


OLIVER. Book?


SYLVIA. Your fucking book, Oliver, remember?


OLIVER. Oh, that.


SYLVIA. I could have sworn you were writing a novel.


OLIVER. So like you to bring it up.


SYLVIA. Love. Life. Some sort of meaning. Or at least an effort to find it.


She moves towards the door. She opens it.


SYLVIA. We’ll talk.


OLIVER. I don’t know what I want any more. But it’s not good.


SYLVIA. What isn’t?


OLIVER. I’m scared.


A pause, and then:


I mean, I’m sitting here and I’m joking with you, but I don’t really see the point any more. And I have to figure it out. Otherwise…


SYLVIA. Otherwise what?


OLIVER. Who knows?


Pause.




I’m going to ask you the biggest favour. And it’s not easy for me. But I have to do it. Just this once. Never again. You know I wouldn’t. If I didn’t have to.


Pause.


SYLVIA. Fuck.


OLIVER. Stay with me. Just tonight. Please, Sylvia.


SYLVIA. I can’t.


OLIVER. Just this once. Please. Please. Please.


SYLVIA. No, Oliver.


OLIVER. I’d never ask. You know that. Not if I didn’t feel I had to. Not if I didn’t feel –


SYLVIA. Please don’t do this.


OLIVER. Not if I wasn’t scared of me.


SYLVIA. Scared of you?


OLIVER. Of being left alone tonight. Of being me alone tonight.


A pause as she lets these words sink in.


PHILIP enters in his 1958 clothes; a ghost. SYLVIA can’t see him and neither can OLIVER, but his presence, somehow, is felt. He emerges from the shadows.


Somewhere inside me a feeling that… a kind of betrayal.


SYLVIA. Betrayal?


OLIVER. Yes.


SYLVIA. You’re the betrayer or the betrayed?


OLIVER. Both. I don’t know. Both.


SYLVIA. Okay. Take a deep breath. Start again. Try and make sense. I mean, articulate, for God’s sake, and then maybe, maybe, I can start to help you.


OLIVER. I’m trying, you shit.


SYLVIA. Try harder.


OLIVER. I keep returning to this one same place. So I have to figure it out.




SYLVIA. What same place?


OLIVER. And I’m not threatening to wake up a born-again Christian or a Muslim or God knows what. Or shave off my hair and walk around Soho singing ‘Hare Krishna’. But something needs to happen, some sort of realisation. Because otherwise, well, fuck me, it’s untenable.


SYLVIA. What is?


PHILIP. Oliver.


OLIVER. The voice.


SYLVIA. What voice?


OLIVER. The voice that says –


PHILIP. Oliver –


OLIVER. You’re no good –


PHILIP. Oliver –


OLIVER. You’re unlovable –


PHILIP. Oliver –


OLIVER. This is what you deserve.


Pause. PHILIP stands back into the shadows.


SYLVIA. I’ll call Mario.


OLIVER. I’m so sorry.


SYLVIA. So am I.


OLIVER. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.


SYLVIA. I don’t know why. I don’t know how –


OLIVER. Thank you so much.


SYLVIA. – how you do it.


OLIVER. And then tomorrow you can spend the whole day with him. Morning, afternoon, evening.


SYLVIA. Thank you. For your permission, I mean. How generous.


OLIVER. Don’t be mean.


Pause.


SYLVIA. I’m having another beer.




OLIVER. I’ll get you one. Make yourself comfortable. Mia casa, tua casa.


He goes to the kitchen. SYLVIA sits.


SYLVIA. I can’t keep doing this, you know. Ollie. Being here for you. Not like this. It’s not fair. On either of us. I need to say that.


OLIVER. I’ll never forget this.


Pause. The sound of him opening a drawer and then a bottle.


SYLVIA. The irony is that Mario can’t wait to meet you. I talk about you all the time. He said he wants to come to Pride on Saturday. He’s only ever been to the one in Rome. He swears he saw a priest throwing an egg but I think that’s just his own brand of anti-Catholic propaganda. Did I tell you he wants to have a baby? I said, ‘Not until I meet your mother.’ Her name’s Filomena. Can you believe it? Filomena. Sounds like a bloody volcano. Apparently, her gnocchi is to die for.


Pause. She stands and walks over to the door that leads to the kitchen just as PHILIP emerges again from the shadows and comes to sit in the chair she has just left.


The thing is you need to sort it out yourself is what I’m saying.


PHILIP stares ahead as if lost in his own thoughts. There is a knocking at the door. He ignores it for some time – it persists. Then, slowly, he stands up and walks towards the door just as SYLVIA disappears into the kitchen. PHILIP opens the door and OLIVER is standing there in his 1958 clothes. He is in a raincoat and soaking wet.


1958


PHILIP. Hello.


OLIVER. I’m sorry.


PHILIP. You’re drenched.


OLIVER. Yes.


Pause.


I wasn’t planning to come. We said…




PHILIP. We said we wouldn’t meet.


OLIVER. I know.


PHILIP. We said we’d try not to talk to each other.


OLIVER. Yes.


PHILIP. I think we both agreed it wasn’t a good idea.


OLIVER. I know.


Pause.


PHILIP. You’re drenched.


OLIVER. I was absent-minded.


PHILIP. Soaking.


OLIVER. I left my umbrella in the library.


PHILIP. Well, you’d better come in.


OLIVER enters. He hovers.


OLIVER. I’m sorry.


PHILIP. Sylvia’s in Wimbledon staying with a friend. She’ll be back tomorrow.


OLIVER. I know. We spoke on the telephone. That’s why I came.


PHILIP. I don’t think it’s a good idea.


OLIVER. I needed to talk to you, Philip.


PHILIP. I didn’t realise there was anything else to say.


OLIVER. Just one last time. And then I won’t bother you.


Pause.


PHILIP. Well, you’d better have a seat.


OLIVER. Thank you.


They sit facing each other. There is a long pause before OLIVER starts talking.


I wanted…


PHILIP. What?


OLIVER. Nothing. I thought… I hoped…




PHILIP. You hoped what?


Pause.


OLIVER. I walked across the park. It was pouring with rain. I was forgetful. I’d been in the library. Trying to write. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t write. So I left. To come here. But I forgot my umbrella.


PHILIP. Yes.


OLIVER. I couldn’t… I know we said… but I couldn’t…


PHILIP. You couldn’t do what?


OLIVER. All my life I’ve been waiting for some sort of confirmation that I’m not alone.


PHILIP. Yes.


OLIVER. When it comes, when that confirmation comes, you can’t… I can’t – I had to come here. And see you. I’m sorry.


PHILIP. For God’s sake.


Pause.


OLIVER. It’s funny. I thought I knew.


PHILIP. Knew what?


OLIVER. Knew what it meant to be lonely. To be alone. I thought I knew.


PHILIP. What do you mean?


OLIVER. But now. Now I know.


A long pause.


PHILIP. What is it you want to say to me?


OLIVER. That I love you.


PHILIP. Please don’t say that again. I find it absurd.


OLIVER. I have no choice. It isn’t a choice.


PHILIP. We agreed. You said… I asked you not to talk like that.


OLIVER. I love you so much.


PHILIP. Stop saying those words.


OLIVER. At night, I can’t sleep. I see your face. I hear your voice.




PHILIP. Stop it.


OLIVER. When we were together, the last time, when we were together it did feel, didn’t it, as if… as if. Did it not feel to you as if all of a sudden, everything, everything you were and are…


PHILIP. No.


OLIVER. I miss you.


PHILIP. I’d rather you left.


OLIVER. No. Please. One moment. Please let me stay for a moment.


Pause.


These four months… I understood something.


PHILIP. You understood what?


OLIVER. I used to think it was just a sexual lust. A physical need. A deviation.


PHILIP. It is a deviation.


OLIVER. That if I met the right girl, that if I married, if I had children, the physical need, the sexual need would stop.


PHILIP. It is a deviation.


OLIVER. That it would go away. That I could fight it.


PHILIP. That’s right.


OLIVER. But then, when I met you…


PHILIP. You can fight it.


OLIVER. I knew it was more than that.


Pause.


That it was everything I am. Not something I can put away. Not just one part of me.


Pause.


When we were together. The times we met. All those times. When we talked.


PHILIP. We’ve been over this.


OLIVER. I realised that it was more. And that what I slowly learnt…


PHILIP. For God’s sake…




OLIVER. Was that what happens between two people can be sacred. And important. And that it doesn’t matter who those two people are.


Pause.


I remember being a boy. I remember having this dark, secret knowledge of what I pined for. Of who I was. It kept me up at nights. I was terrified. Everything, everyone, told me it was wrong.


PHILIP. It is wrong.


OLIVER. I thought so too. I believed that if the whole world told me so, the whole world must be right. Who was I to question that?


PHILIP. I don’t see what it is you’re trying to say.


OLIVER. I’m saying that when I met you, when I fell in love with you… I knew that it was true. That the world was wrong. That what I felt was honest and pure and good.


Pause.


There was a place. In the park. Where certain men went.


Pause.


PHILIP. I don’t want to hear this.


OLIVER. I went… there was this one man and he… I didn’t know him. He didn’t know me. We barely talked. Just a word. We didn’t even really look at each other. And then… then it was as if I wasn’t quite there. It was over in a couple of minutes.


PHILIP. I think you should leave, Oliver.


OLIVER. But then when I… when we… it wasn’t, it isn’t the same. Because, you see, there was something else, Philip. We had spoken and I felt that I knew something of who you were. Your fears. Your loneliness. Your wants. I saw in your eyes, that you too, like me, are a good man.


PHILIP. A good man?


OLIVER. Yes, Philip, a good man. A good man. A good man. And it was the first time, when we were together, when we were embracing that I felt that I had a pride. A pride for the person I was.


PHILIP. Is this what you needed to tell me?




OLIVER. Yes, I suppose it is. I suppose I needed to tell you that what happened between us is not the same thing. Not the same as that place I went to.


PHILIP. It is the same. You’re deceiving yourself. It’s wrong.


OLIVER. And I thought that some of those men, if only you had seen them you would know what I mean, that some of those men, hovering, waiting in that dim flickering light, some of those men would also choose this, that maybe that’s what many of them want, but because they don’t know where… how to find it, and because they have been told that this is who they are, that they are these men who stand waiting to touch someone, to touch another man’s skin, that they’ve believed that’s all they are, but that what they want, what they really want is more than that, what they want is what we can have… an intimacy with someone they can hold onto for a while.


PHILIP. Have you finished?


OLIVER. Because from the minute I met you it felt as if you were the only person who had ever known my real name.


PHILIP. How do you mean?


OLIVER. As if we spoke the same language.


Pause.


PHILIP. But I don’t feel the same way, Oliver.


OLIVER. Don’t you?


PHILIP. No, Oliver, I don’t. I don’t. I don’t.


Pause.


You see, Oliver, I love Sylvia. And Sylvia loves me. We’re a couple and we love each other. What happened… I mean, what happened between us, between you and me, Oliver, between the two of us, that was simply a mistake. Call it what you will. A moment of weakness. A weakness. That’s all.


OLIVER. But you said –


PHILIP. I may have said many things, Oliver, but unfortunately I probably didn’t mean them. You see, I wasn’t being myself. I was like a man possessed. I want you to understand though that I hold nothing against you. No rancour, no spite. I have some affection for you. I believe you are a decent man. I don’t believe you influenced me or tempted me in any way or that your motives were malicious. I was as responsible as you were. We both made a mistake. That’s all. I wish you well, Oliver. There are no hard feelings. But the memory of what happened… now that I seem to have regained my senses, the memory of what happened between us, of the things that happened between us, that memory fills me with shame. And disgust.


OLIVER. Disgust?


PHILIP. You came here today to persuade me that what we felt for each other, what you felt for me was noble and pure.


OLIVER. I did.


PHILIP. Well, you can feel that for me as a friend. And I can do likewise. I can like you and respect you, try to respect you, as a friend. But the other thing… that thing that you talk about… that place, those people.


OLIVER. What about them?


PHILIP. That place… the one you so eloquently described, Oliver. They are not like me and I am not like them. If you want me to be honest, Oliver, if you want to know the honest truth, I despise them. That isn’t too strong a word. I have to be honest with you. I pity and despise them. I’ve seen them… I see them, I notice them in a crowd, on a bus, on the street and they disgust me. The way they walk, the way they look at you, all in the same way. I’m not like that, Oliver. And I don’t think you are either. So we must put this behind us. It’s for the best. I promise you it’s for the best.


OLIVER. Is it?


PHILIP. One day you’ll thank me. You’ll understand that I did this to protect you in some way. From yourself. You’ll understand that in my own, strange way it was my gift to you. My parting gift.


A long pause.


OLIVER. I suppose I should leave.


PHILIP. Yes.


Pause.


OLIVER. She knows, Philip.


PHILIP. Knows what?




OLIVER. She knows everything. About you. She knows everything about you, Philip.


PHILIP. How do you mean?


OLIVER. About what keeps you up at night. About the stirrings of your heart. The many things you’re frightened of. The lonely thoughts you have. And you have to now – because you will not be offered another opportunity – you have to now ask yourself why it is you repay her with the worst possible deception. And I’m not talking about us. About what happened between us. I’m talking about the opposite – I’m talking about your refusal to acknowledge it for what it really is.


PHILIP. Please don’t talk about Sylvia to me.


OLIVER. Why not?


PHILIP. I don’t want her talked about in this way. Between us, like this. I don’t want us to discuss the subject of my wife.


OLIVER. Do you honestly think it’s easy for me? I care about her. Deeply.


PHILIP. I don’t want to talk about it.


OLIVER. But then I understood that this is what she wanted. Not this. Not how things are now. But us. The meeting. That is what she wanted.


PHILIP. You’re insane.


OLIVER. She brought us together, Philip. I know that she brought us together.


PHILIP. You’re mad.


OLIVER. Maybe not consciously, maybe not in full awareness of what she was doing. But I can put my hand on my heart and swear that Sylvia brought us together.


Pause.


I wonder when you first started thinking of emigrating.


PHILIP. Emigrating?


OLIVER. Yes. Emigrating. You mentioned it. The night I met you. Sylvia said the flat was strewn with books on Africa.


PHILIP. What has that to do with anything?




OLIVER. So I was wondering when it was that you started having that dream. Seventeen, eighteen, when? Maybe when you were becoming a man. Discovering yourself. Who you really were and what it was you wanted from your life. The open plains, you thought. The open plains of Africa. Not a bad place. I can see you there. This country is small. You need somewhere bigger. Somewhere to breathe. So you set off. I can see you. You said you never got further than Brighton, but I can see you miles, miles away. Across the cold waters of the Channel, down across the Mediterranean, down in Africa where you long to be. What are you doing there? Farming? Hunting game? Teaching? I suppose it doesn’t really matter. In that sort of place, under that kind of sky you’ll eventually discover what it is you’re there for. In your own time.


PHILIP. Oliver.


OLIVER. I won’t see you again then.


PHILIP. No.


OLIVER. That’s what you want.


PHILIP. That’s what we both need. To continue. To return to things as they were.


OLIVER. So what is the point?


PHILIP. The point?


OLIVER. What is the point of this stupid, painful life if not to be honest? If not to stand up for what one is in the core of one’s being?


PHILIP. I don’t know. I don’t know.


OLIVER. Something’s happened to me, Philip. I can’t go back. Not to how things were before.


PHILIP. What do you mean?


OLIVER. Don’t worry, I’m not expecting you to come with me. I’m not expecting anything any more. Not from you.


PHILIP. I’m sorry.


OLIVER. You’re weak, Philip.


PHILIP. I wasn’t…


OLIVER. What?




PHILIP. It isn’t that…


OLIVER. Tell me.


PHILIP. No. Nothing.


OLIVER. Please tell me.


PHILIP. It isn’t easy. It isn’t easy.


Pause.


I wish I’d never met you. I wish she’d never brought you here.


OLIVER. Who are you?


PHILIP. I don’t know. Not any more.


OLIVER. You’ve never known. This was your chance to find out. But you’re not strong enough. You’ll die, Philip, not knowing who you are.


PHILIP. Be quiet


OLIVER. What a foolish, sad way to live a life.


Suddenly, PHILIP strikes him across the face. It is a reflex; the reaction of a cornered animal. PHILIP is as shocked as OLIVER, who reels. There is some blood in the mouth.


PHILIP. I’m sorry. Oh, God, I’m so sorry, Oliver. I’m so sorry.


He moves towards him; OLIVER flinches.


Let me see.


OLIVER lets him.


I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.


OLIVER. It’s all right. I’m fine.


PHILIP. I’m so sorry. I didn’t… I’m so sorry…


OLIVER. I’m fine. Really, I’m fine.


And then, PHILIP begins to cry. He collapses into OLIVER’s arms and begins to sob like a child.


PHILIP. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.


OLIVER. It’s all right, Philip, it’s all right.


OLIVER comforts him. Then, a kiss. But OLIVER tries to remain tender. PHILIP has been taken over by something else – there is something urgent, aggressive stirring in him.




OLIVER. Wait, Philip, wait.


PHILIP. No.


A struggle of sorts as PHILIP pulls OLIVER over towards the sofa – his movement becoming more violent. He begins to pull at their clothes.


OLIVER. No, Philip. Not like this. Not now. Not here. Wait.


PHILIP. Why not now? Why not here? It’s what you want, isn’t it? It’s what you want me to be, isn’t it?


PHILIP has become violent. He throws OLIVER down. OLIVER is resisting. PHILIP unzips his own trousers and has managed to pull OLIVER’s halfway down. He mounts him with OLIVER resisting at first, then succumbing. In just a few, frenzied seconds he has ejaculated and the noise he makes at the moment of orgasm is a terrible, anguished cry of release. They lie on the floor for some time – PHILIP hiding his face in shame, OLIVER hiding his.


Eventually, PHILIP stands. Quietly, methodically, he dresses and leaves the room. OLIVER does not move. He is lying on the floor, his face down against it. PHILIP returns a minute or so later. He pours himself a drink and sits. He lights a cigarette. A moment passes.


Slowly, painfully, OLIVER gets up and begins to rearrange his clothing. A minute or two pass in complete silence.


I knew you should never have come here.


Pause.


I think you should leave, Oliver. This thing… this thing is…


I want you to leave and never come back.


OLIVER moves slowly across the room to the door. He does not look at PHILIP. He looks down at the floor. He opens the door, then pauses.


OLIVER. I’m sorry… I…


He pauses, confused. As if trying to gather his thoughts.


What I… the thing… I… was…


Pause.


I’m sorry. I thought I knew you.




He leaves the room, closing the door behind him.


PHILIP does not move. He remains seated, drinking his whisky and smoking his cigarette.


The lights gradually fade.


End of Act One.
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