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Epigraph







Life being what it is, one dreams of revenge.


Gauguin



























One








Day. A first-floor flat in a huge Victorian stone terrace on an English seafront. A stretch of crumbling high windows give onto an expanse of sky, and to the unseen sea beyond. The sound of seagulls. The room is filled with a grey, lowering afternoon light. An unnaturally large room serves as everything – kitchen, living room, work room. Beneath the windows runs a long continuous window-seat. The room is archived with ranges of high wide shelves which contain the life’s study of Madeleine Palmer.


Madeleine is opening the door of the flat. She is in her early sixties with auburn hair. Frances Beale is standing outside, fair-haired, a little younger, plumper, softer, a pale-beige coat wrapped tightly around her.




Frances You don’t mind? I’m not imposing? I rang. I did ring.


Madeleine I know you rang. Why are you telling me you rang? I’m not so old, I hope I can still remember a phone call.


Frances I wouldn’t have just burst in.


Madeleine Oh, and that makes it all right, does it?


Frances No.


Madeleine Giving warning makes it all right?


Neither woman has moved. Frances is still standing outside.


Frances So this is how you are in life.


There is a moment’s silence.


Madeleine What’s the plan? You’re going to stand there all day?


Frances is still frozen to the spot.


Are you going to take your coat off?


Frances Thank you.


Madeleine You’re welcome.


Frances comes tentatively into the flat. Madeleine closes the door behind her.


Frances It’s sort of a time-slip, isn’t it?


Madeleine What is?


Frances Oh, not us, I’m not meaning us. I’m meaning the place. It’s a fascinating choice. Do you know I’ve never been before?


Madeleine Well, you can’t pass through.


Frances No.


Madeleine It doesn’t go anywhere. And as for choice, no, more that it’s cheap, not a choice. (Madeleine has crossed the room and is making no more effort to welcome Frances.)


Frances A part of England that’s still England, I mean.


Madeleine You sound as if you disapprove.


The two women look at each other a moment.


Are you going to take your coat off and sit down?


Frances Not yet.


Frances makes an effort to be conciliatory.


Frances This is my fault, I know. It’s my idea. It’s not spontaneous. I have to say, it’s a year now, I’ve been meaning to come and see you.


Madeleine Really?


Frances Yes. On a question of literary ethics.


Madeleine Literary?


Frances Yes.


Madeleine One of your novels?


Frances No, not one of my novels …


Madeleine Good …


Frances … as it happens …


Madeleine I’ve always suspected that I was going to turn up as a character one day.


Frances Well, you’re not. Not in a novel, anyway.


Madeleine looks at her, unyielding.


And what’s more, if you did, I don’t know how you’d ever find out.


Madeleine No doubt somebody would tell me. My experience, there’s always someone eager to bring you bad news.


There is a slight thaw between them for the first time. Frances looks at the overflowing shelves.


Frances You’ve been here long?


Madeleine Three years.


Frances You have everything.


Madeleine Yes. My whole life.


Frances And do you go to the mainland?


Madeleine Not much.


Frances It must be hard to get books. What do you do? Order on the internet?


Madeleine shifts.


Madeleine Frances, I’m telling you, believe me, when you rang to say you wanted to see me, I agreed. Here you are. Really, it’s fine. But at least tell me the reason.


There is a brief silence.


Frances Well, it’s to do with Martin.


Madeleine So?


Frances Indirectly.


Madeleine Where is he?


Frances Where is he?


Madeleine Yes.


Frances Seattle.


Madeleine shrugs slightly.


Madeleine Well, at least they have earthquakes in Seattle.


Frances So they say.


Madeleine And huge tidal waves. All in all, it seems quite a hopeful environment.


Frances You didn’t know? He doesn’t write?


Madeleine Where is he? A log-cabin in the woods? Does he still work? What does he do?


Frances Martin?


Madeleine I haven’t actually said his name in a while. At least not out loud. ‘Martin.’ (She looks at Frances a moment.) What would you like? Tea?


But Frances ignores the question.


Frances People treat me as if I were in the full flood of suffering. It’s hard to explain, I’ve done my suffering. It’s over. ‘Oh,’ they say, ‘but you must be so hurt.’ I was hurt. I’m not hurt any more.


Madeleine You have a life.


Frances Well, that’s it. I have plenty to get on with.


Madeleine I don’t have a television, but I know that if I did, I’d see you all the time.


Frances You’d see me. (Frances smiles.) Martin mentioned that.


Madeleine What?


Frances That you disdained television.


Madeleine ‘Disdained’? That’s a strong word. I just don’t have one, that’s all.


Frances Why not?


Madeleine is impatient.


Madeleine Look, why don’t we leave this sort of thing? I’m out of practice. What is it Americans say? ‘I don’t use that muscle any more.’


Frances Which muscle is that?


Madeleine The one that works my mouth.


Frances What are you saying? You mean you don’t speak?


Madeleine Hardly.


Frances Is that through choice?


Madeleine It’s not a vow, if that’s what you’re asking. There’s no religious dimension.


Frances Aren’t you lonely?


Madeleine makes a wintry smile.


Madeleine No, I haven’t heard from him and no, he doesn’t write. Why would he?


Frances I thought perhaps you kept in touch.


Madeleine Martin never wrote, as far as I know. He scrawled little notes, didn’t he?


Frances Yes.


Madeleine Those little yellow post-its occasionally. ‘Had to go. Martin.’ ‘See you.’ ‘About last night: I’m sorry, I promise I’ll never do it again.’ But a whole letter, no, never. Did he write to you?


Frances Well, he had no need, did he? (Frances shifts a little, coming into the room.) And I don’t get up every morning looking for the Seattle postmark, if that’s what you’re asking.


Madeleine No.


Frances Far from it.


Madeleine Is he allowed to practise?


Frances I imagine.


Madeleine Is it like a driving licence? You can do it in any country?


Frances I don’t actually know.


Madeleine Aren’t their laws different from ours?


Frances I think they take the law more seriously than we do.


Madeleine Yes, loads more of them and everyone in court all the time.


Frances As if it could help. That’s the difference. They think the law can help.


Madeleine I think they just want to win, don’t they?


Frances Do you think that’s what it is?


Madeleine Of course. They like concrete victories. And a court’s as good a place as any. (Madeleine relaxes, starting to unbend.) Do you think that’s why Martin went?


Frances I don’t think so.


Madeleine Status?


Frances Unlikely.


Madeleine Do you think status is what Martin wanted? After all, lawyers are like priests over there. In America. Is that what drew him? Maybe he felt he could be nearer the centre of things.


Frances Martin …


They both smile at the unlikelihood of it.


Madeleine It always leaps out at me …


Frances What does?


Madeleine When you read in the paper: ‘American lives have been lost …’


Frances Oh yes.


Madeleine Their politicians always put on that tone of special shock. ‘This situation endangers American lives.’ As if American lives were automatically different from any other kind, in a different category, a different category of life …


Frances But isn’t that what they believe?


Madeleine That’s how they are. Because they’re richer than everyone else, so they have to insist their dramas are more significant. (Madeleine shakes her head.) And my God, all that behaviour in restaurants …


Frances What behaviour?


Madeleine Even here, even on the island, you hear them in restaurants …


Frances Who?


Madeleine Americans.


Frances Oh.


Madeleine ‘Does this chicken have skin on it?’ What’s all that about?


Frances You tell me.


Madeleine This incredible fear. This terror. What’s the waiter meant to say?


Frances I don’t know.


Madeleine ‘No, this chicken never had a skin. This chicken shivered skinless in its coop at night, just pure flesh and feather, terrified it might one day give an American a calorie.’


Frances Well, quite.


Madeleine I mean, somebody tell me: are the two connected? How are they connected? At once the most powerful people on earth and now it appears the most fearful …


Frances Perhaps that’s why.


Madeleine The most risk-averse. (Madeleine is emphatic, summing up.) Life with all the life taken out of it.


Frances Perhaps they just feel they have more to lose.


Madeleine looks at her, unforgiving.


Madeleine Well, they don’t.


Frances Of course not.


Madeleine They’ll die like we die.


Frances Well, yes. (Frances frowns slightly.) I mean, not quite.


Madeleine Oh, maybe with a few more drips attached …


Frances That’s what I meant …


Madeleine Yes, with a few more monitors, perhaps. Jumping up in their beds like rubber dolls when the electrodes are applied. A couple more weeks of gibbering half-consciousness. Parked for a while in some chemical waiting room. Yes, they’ll get that. Electronically bestowed. Death delayed but not denied. But finally, no: they’ll lose what we lose. (Madeleine nods bitterly.) Take it from me.


Frances Well, I will. (Frances smiles slightly.) You seem to have thought about it.


Madeleine What?


Frances Death.


Madeleine Well, that’s hardly surprising, is it?


Frances looks blankly.


Madeleine Look around you. It’s the Isle of Wight.


Frances Oh I see …


Madeleine Didn’t you notice? The whole south coast of England. Gardening and dying. That’s what we do. It’s a


universal impulse, isn’t it? Crawl south and expire. Isle of Black, that’s what I call it.


Frances is nodding.


Frances No, but also when I came in …


Madeleine What?


Frances No, it’s interesting.


Madeleine Why?


Frances I thought at the time, when I came in, I thought: the first thing you said, do you remember?


Madeleine No.


Frances Do you remember what you said?


Madeleine Well, I don’t.


Frances The very first thing. ‘I hope I’m not so old,’ you said. At once you said ‘old’.


Madeleine is irritated.


Madeleine Oh I see, yes, of course, I’d forgotten, this is novelist’s notebook, is it?


Frances Not at all. I’m just saying.


Madeleine It all gets stored away. Foolish. So significant for us to meet each other and my mistake was to think we were going to have a conversation …


Frances We were. We are.


Madeleine I had this idea we were simply talking to one another. But, of course, I’d forgotten in your new line of work it’s all evidence isn’t it? It’s all booty.


Frances No.


Madeleine Any unguarded remark and at once Tolstoy here puts it in the computer.


Frances That’s not what I meant.


Madeleine Isn’t it?


Frances No.


Madeleine Drop by, take down what the victim says, pop her in the oven in a lightly buttered dish, and fifteen minutes later – wow – she’s fiction. One character, female. Obviously alone, and apparently anti-American. And scared of dying. Garnish lightly. Serves two.


Frances is not giving ground.


Frances You’ve always had a problem with fiction, is that right?


Madeleine Yes. As it happens, I have.


Frances I mean, even before I started writing it.


Madeleine Yes.


Frances You never liked it.


Madeleine No.


Frances Why not?


Madeleine I do have a sort of problem with it. I do. Nothing to do with you. More, a fundamental objection.


Frances Which is?


Madeleine Do you want me to say?


Frances Yes.


Madeleine looks at her a moment.


Madeleine Oh. That it isn’t true.


There is a silence. Frances watches, a little chastened, as Madeleine now moves away. She speaks quietly.


That’s all.


Frances Ah.


Madeleine Silly, isn’t it?


Frances No. Not if that’s what you feel.


Madeleine It is.


Frances Fair enough.


Madeleine Well that’s it. That’s all I’m saying. There’s more to most of us than books tend to allow. In my own case, for instance, I think there’s a little more to me, a little more perhaps than you would see in a novel. I go a little deeper.


Frances Well, of course. That’s why I wouldn’t put you in a novel.


Madeleine Wouldn’t you?


Frances No. At least not without your permission.


They both smile.


Madeleine Thank you.


Frances It’s nothing.


Madeleine And so who would you put in?


Frances Oh …


Madeleine All your two-dimensional friends?


Frances Of course.


Madeleine Presumably two-dimensional people can go in, people with no depth, presumably they can go in quite easily …


Frances They leap in.


Madeleine Good.


There is a moment’s silence.


And Martin? Does Martin go in?


Frances looks at her, refusing to reply.


Madeleine The whole point of the world – excuse me, but the thing that makes the world wonderful being its variety –


Frances Well?


Madeleine What’s the point of reducing that variety?


Frances Is that what a novelist does?


Madeleine Yes. You consider everything that’s in the world, you look at it in all its richness and its difference, and you dare to say, ‘Look, it can be reduced to this.’ (Madeleine looks down, as if holding back feeling.) Tell me, what’s the point of that?


Frances Because that’s what we do. That’s what human beings do anyway. All the time. They select. We’re selecting.


Madeleine Judging?


Frances Yeah.


Frances waits, but Madeleine says nothing.


Frances So? That’s what the novel is. It’s the place where somebody picks out what’s important.


Madeleine What’s important to them.


Frances Well, certainly. What’s wrong with that? Aren’t you interested in other people? Don’t other people interest you? (Frances smiles slightly, as if knowing it’s a good question.) That’s what the novel’s meant to do. Help you imagine what it’s like to be someone else. Some people enjoy that, you see. They think it’s time well spent. You feel larger. You’re not trapped in yourself.


The atmosphere has become tenser, Madeleine knowing that Frances is talking about her.


Frances And just for the record, I don’t actually have a computer …


Madeleine I’m sorry.


Frances I write by hand.


Madeleine My mistake.


Frances Old school notebooks, in fact. That’s what started me. Oddly. I found a stack of exercise books and I started writing. If I hadn’t found the books, who knows? (Frances relaxes a little.) Some people seem to think it was an act of revenge. It wasn’t. ‘Making my mark,’ people used to say …


Madeleine Ugh …


Frances Yes, that awful condescending thing people have towards wives at parties. Or therapy. It wasn’t that either. The extraordinary thing about writing was that I did it because I liked it.


Madeleine No better reason.


Frances Exactly. Perhaps if I’d started younger it would have been a burden. It would have been a profession. Or an obligation. But it’s neither.


Madeleine It was luck.


Frances That’s right.


Madeleine That’s what you’re saying.


Frances Yes.


Madeleine And you hadn’t had a lot of luck.


Frances looks at her, then decides to concede.


Frances No.


There is a moment, and then at last Frances comes further into the room.


And the other question? No, I haven’t put Martin in a novel. Or rather, I haven’t succeeded, because, let’s face it, he has more dimensions than most people I’ve met …


Madeleine He has, hasn’t he?


Frances Not to mention my own feelings …


Madeleine Indeed …


Frances Which might – what? – have skewed the portrait …


Madeleine Just a little.


Frances Just a little. That’s right. The painter’s hand is meant to be steady, isn’t it?


Madeleine So I believe.


Frances Always paint with a steady hand. If the painter’s hand shakes, then the drawback is, it reveals more about the painter than it does about the subject.


Madeleine It’s true.


Frances And even I, even I knew enough to know: I won’t get him.


There is a short silence, Frances thoughtful.


I won’t get him and it wouldn’t be fair. (Frances smiles at a memory.) I did write one disorganised lawyer, a very minor character, always putting the sweet wrapper in his mouth and throwing the sweet away, that sort of thing. A reviewer immediately called him ‘a source of endearing comedy’.


Madeleine Oh God.


Frances Yes. I admit that put up a flag. The flag read: ‘Don’t do Martin.’


Madeleine I’m sure you were right.


Frances I’m prized, you see, among readers. My readers like my quiet, subversive sense of humour.


Madeleine Well, it’s good you can laugh.


Frances Oh yes. The last few years, I’ve been laughing like a drain. (Frances shrugs slightly.) And to be fair, looking back, it’s not as if I hadn’t been expecting it …


Madeleine Is that right?


Frances I’d sensed the end was coming.


Madeleine You foresaw it?


Frances I think so.


Madeleine The way it came?


Frances I think so. (Frances stops, thinking.) I don’t know. I mean, it’s hard to remember, but I think so. Looking back on it, whatever held Martin and me together, whatever that was …


Madeleine He loved you.


Frances Yes.


Madeleine It was love.


Frances Well, he did. (Frances stops again, freshly considering it.) In a way.


Madeleine Of course he did. I can testify to that. God knows he went on about you enough.


Frances Did he?


Madeleine Yes. At length.


Frances He made comparisons? He compared us?


Madeleine Oh yes. And always to your advantage.


Frances Always?


Madeleine Usually, then. On balance.


Frances smiles, conceding.


Frances Yes, he loved me – what do the French say? – ‘after his manner …’


Madeleine As you did him.


Frances He loved me. Anyway, whatever. And what’s more, at the finish, if I’m really trying to be fair, he did some things as well as he could …


Madeleine He left well, did he?


Frances … given that there is no good way of doing them. But the truth is I knew all along, in my heart I always knew it was likely to end.


Madeleine You feared it, you mean.


Frances Yes.


Madeleine That’s not the same as knowing.


Frances looks at her sharply.


And you had children.


Frances Yes.


Madeleine You have the children.


There is a silence. Neither woman moves.


Frances And you, Madeleine? Did you foresee it?


Madeleine just looks at her, not answering.


Madeleine I think what you said was, you’d come to see me about Martin …


Frances Yes.


Madeleine … that’s what you said …


Frances I have.


Madeleine Indeed. But you haven’t said why. Specifically.


Frances No. Well, be fair. I haven’t even sat down.


Madeleine I did ask you to sit down.


Frances I know. I was frightened.


Madeleine Take off your coat.


At last Frances takes off her coat and lays it down on the sofa.


And I’ll make a cup of tea.


Madeleine goes and puts the kettle on the stove. Frances sits down. After a moment Madeleine comes back with cups.


Frances What I really want is to write our story. But not as fiction. I want to write it as a memoir.
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