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The Writer on Holiday





It’s the 1950s — the decade I was born — and Roland Barthes pictures the Writer on Holiday with the maximum affection and contempt. The Writer is in his blue pyjamas — travelling — forgive me — I don’t have the book in front of me — but travelling, I believe, along the Nile or is it the Congo river — dressed in his blue pyjamas but still writing — since the Writer, says Barthes, is unable not to write — every moment, says Barthes, for the Writer is a moment of writing — writing can’t stop — even on holiday, says Barthes, the Writer, dressed in his blue pyjamas, or wearing his holiday hat, will write and write, will correct proofs, will imagine new forms for fiction and invent new kinds of theatre that the theatre world is so evidently agog for. How slyly — claims Barthes — has the Writer with the collusion of the bourgeois press adopted this relatively new-made proletarian institution, the holiday, and turned it to his advantage. Watch him toss his tanning lotion and ridiculous shorts into his holiday holdall just like the rest of us! See how even the author of The Phenomenology of the Ego staggers out of the freezing Atlantic like an ordinary human being and offers to the camera the same brave human grin and — emerging from the kind of trunks the French call cock-squeezers — his slightly disappointing thighs. But this — claims Roland Barthes back in the 1950s — is the trick of it. Since the Writer allows himself — and yes it’s always a man — allows himself to appear ordinary — to like pretty girls and — if I’m remembering Barthes correctly — certain kinds of cheese — only to prove to the world how extra-ordinary he is, given he combines his taste for cheese et cetera, girls and so on, with non-stop literary production. Barthes invokes — at least I think this is true — I need to check — but I think he goes on to invoke the lives of saints, whose banal human origins serve to set off their amazing deaths and miracles like jewels. The Writer — concludes Barthes — is in fact saying: The fact that I rent for some weeks of the summer a small cottage by the sea and can be glimpsed through the hibiscus sitting outside at the breakfast table barefoot wearing blue pyjamas and drinking perfectly ordinary coffee out of a cracked rented cup EVEN AS I GO ON WRITING is none other than proof of my divinity.




 





And yes it’s true — I do feel pretty divine this morning — yes I do feel a bit like god — a little ashamed, as I look back over them, of some of the things I’ve made — but often proud — less interested than I used to be in girls and cheese — but still looking forward to my holidays.




 





MC, June 2015

















CRUEL AND TENDER





 after


Sophocles’ Trachiniae

















First Performance





Cruel and Tender was commissioned by the Wiener Festwochen, the Chichester Festival Theatre and the Young Vic Theatre Company. It was first presented, in a co-production with the Théâtre des Bouffes du Nord and Ruhrfestspiele Recklinghausen, at the Young Vic, London, on 5 May 2004. The cast was as follows:




 





Laela  Georgina Ackerman


Nicola  Jessica Claire


The General  Joe Dixon


Cathy  Lourdes Faberes


James  Toby Fisher


Amelia  Kerry Fox


Jonathan  Michael Gould


Iolaos  Aleksandar Mikic


Rachel  Nicola Redmond


Richard  David Sibley


A Boy  Stuart Brown / Mario Vieira




 





Direction  Luc Bondy


Set  Richard Peduzzi


Costumes  Rudy Sabounghi


Lighting  Dominique Bruguière


Sound  Paul Arditti


Wigs and make-up  Cécile Kretschmar


Dramaturg  Geoffrey Layton


Executive Producer  Nicky Pallot


Casting Director  Sam Jones


Assistant Director  Lucy Jameson

















Note





Luc Bondy, fascinated by Sophocles’ rarely performed tragedy, encouraged Martin Crimp to produce a new piece taking the original subject in a new direction for his first English-language production.




 







 







 





‘My Man’


Original words by Jacques Charles and Albert Willemetz


English words by Channing Pollock


Music by Maurice Yvain


© 1921 Editions Salabert, France


Ascherberg Hopwood & Crew Ltd, London W6 8BS


Reproduced by permission of International Music Publications Ltd


All Rights Reserved.




 





‘I Can’t Give You Anything But Love’


Words by Dorothy Fields and music by Jimmy McHugh


© 1928, EMI Mills Music Inc/ Cotton Club Publishing, USA


Reproduced by permission of Lawrence Wright Music Co Ltd/


EMI Music Publishing Ltd, London WC2H 0QY

















Characters





Amelia, forties


The General, forties, her husband


James, late teens, their son


Richard, fifties, a journalist


Jonathan, thirties, a government minister




 





Amelia’s three helpers


Housekeeper (Rachel)


Physiotherapist (Cathy)


Beautician (Nicola)




 





Two children from sub-Saharan Africa


Laela, eighteen


Edu, a boy, about six


Iolaos, a friend of the General




 







 







 





Note on the Text


A slash like this / indicates the point of interruption


in overlapping dialogue.

















Setting





The time is the present.


The place is the General and Amelia’s


temporary home close to an international airport.



















Part One












ONE








Amelia holds a white pillow. Her Housekeeper tidies the room.




Amelia




There are women who believe


all men are rapists.


I don’t believe that


because if I did believe that


how—as a woman—could I go on living


with the label ‘victim’?


Because I am not a victim—oh no—


that’s not a part I’m willing to play—believe me.







She smiles.







I was just fifteen


living with my father


living very very quietly with my father


when the first man came to my father


wanting me. He described to him


the various ways he wanted me


while I listened outside the door in the very short skirt


and the very high-heeled agonising shoes


I had begged and begged to be allowed to wear.


I ran up to my room. Locked the door. Stopped eating.







She smiles.







Three years later and I’m married—


incredibly—to a soldier—


to the only man


who has ever remembered the colour of my eyes


after a single conversation under a tree.


I am eighteen years old and I have a house


a husband and a bed—


a bed with white pillows—


and a child.


I abandon my course at university


to become the mother of a child—


even if he—the father—


the soldier who is by now of course the great general—


only sees this child at distant intervals


like a farmer inspecting a crop


in a remote field.


Because my husband is sent out


on one operation after another


with the aim—the apparent aim—


of eradicating terror: not understanding


that the more he fights terror


the more he creates terror—


and even invites terror—who has no eyelids—


into his own bed.


And now those operations are over


instead of being respected for having risked his life


time and time and time again


he is accused of war crimes—murdering a civilian.


They say he dragged this boy off a bus


and cut his heart out in front of the crowd.


Which is why we were shipped out here


to the suburbs


close to the airport perimeter


and told ‘Don’t talk to the press’ blah blah blah


while my husband vanishes—


is driven away in a black car


with black glass in the windows


and I’m told nothing—


nothing now for over a year.


Are you saying that’s reasonable?





Housekeeper   I’m not saying anything, Amelia: that’s not my job. My job is to run the house—clean it—make sure the ironing’s done and that the fridge gets regularly defrosted. Because I’m not here—I’m sorry, Amelia, but I’m not here to offer advice. Although if that was my job …


Amelia   Oh?


Housekeeper   Yes—if that was my job, I’d like to ask why you don’t get that son of yours to do something—why can’t James—why can’t James find out where his father is?—he’s old enough.


Amelia   (calls) James.


Housekeeper   Most boys his age are / working.


Amelia   (calls) James. Come here.


Housekeeper   Or studying. I mean what’s wrong with him earning some / money?


Amelia   (calls) James. I want you.




James appears, reluctantly. Pause.





James   What is it, Mum? I’m busy.


Housekeeper   Don’t you dare talk to your mother / like that.


Amelia   (smiles) Keep out of it, please. (Slight pause.) James?


James   Yes?


Amelia   Look at me when I talk to you. (Slight pause.) I SAID WILL YOU PLEASE LOOK AT ME.




He looks at her.





I want you to find out where your father is. (Slight pause.) I said: I want you to find out where your / father is.


James   I know where my father is.


Amelia   Oh? Where?


James   (imitating her) ‘Oh? Where?’


Housekeeper   Don’t talk to your / mother like that.


Amelia   Keep out of it.


James   He’s in Gisenyi.


Amelia   He’s what?


James   He’s in a war-zone, Mum. He was supposed to be in Asia but they’re saying he’s now in Africa. They’re saying he’s been sent to Africa and is attacking or is about to attack the camp or the city or the whatever it’s supposed to be of Gisenyi. (Grins.) Don’t you read the papers? (Pause.) What’s wrong?


Amelia   See if it’s true.


James   What d’you mean, Mum, see if it’s true?


Amelia   Go there. See if it’s true.


James   Go there? It’s a war-zone.


Housekeeper   Do what you’re told.


Amelia   That’s right—she’s right—don’t answer me back, James—just do what you’re told.




Slight pause.





James   Mum?


Housekeeper   I’ll help him pack.


James   Mum?


Amelia   And he’ll need a visa. What? What? Don’t you love your father?


Housekeeper   Don’t you love your parents, James?




Amelia suddenly laughs and throws the pillow at James, who catches it.





James   What’s this for?


Amelia   So you can sleep on the plane, sweetheart.






TWO








Amelia has cotton-wool between her toes. Her Beautician paints her toenails, while her Physiotherapist massages or manipulates her shoulders. Amelia is reading documents.


Physiotherapist   How are you, Amelia? How’re you feeling?


Beautician   Says she’s not sleeping.


Physiotherapist   Oh? Not sleeping? Why’s that?


Beautician   Says she feels old.


Physiotherapist   Well, she doesn’t look old.


Beautician   I keep telling her that.


Physiotherapist   Tense though.


Beautician   Mmm?


Physiotherapist   Tense—very tense—very tense in the shoulders—very tense in the neck. Aren’t you, Amelia.


Beautician   She’s not listening.


Physiotherapist   She needs to relax more.




Pause.





What about exercise?


Beautician   She doesn’t go out.


Physiotherapist   I meant the machine: aren’t you using your machine?


Beautician   She hates that machine.


Physiotherapist   It’s a good machine: it’s one of the best there is. If you don’t use your machine, Amelia, how d’you expect to sleep?


Beautician   You mean she’s not fit?


Physiotherapist   I mean she’s not tired: she’s fit, but she’s / not tired.


Beautician   She’s always tired: she never sleeps.


Physiotherapist   Exactly my point.




Pause.





Well that’s exactly the point I’m trying / to make.


Beautician   She waits for the light.


Physiotherapist   She ought to jog, she ought to be out there running, she ought to be taking more / exercise.


Beautician   She waits for the light. She says she just lies there waiting for the light. She’s depressed: she misses her / husband.


Physiotherapist   Because I refuse to believe this is psychological.


Beautician   Don’t move, Amelia: it’s still wet.




Pause. They move away and lower their voices.





Of course it’s psychological: she’s like a bird in a box—look at her.


Physiotherapist   Like a what?


Beautician   A bird—a bird in a box.


Physiotherapist   You mean like a parrot?


Beautician   I mean like a bird—like a wounded bird. Not like a parrot—like a bird / in a box.


Amelia




Please. Stop now. Don’t try and sympathise.


You’re not married


and you don’t have children.


When you do have children


they’ll break into your life


you’ll see


like tiny tiny terrorists


who refuse to negotiate.


And when you have husbands


by which I mean men—


not these boys


not these boys who collect you on your nights off


and drive you in shirts ironed by their mothers


to the nearest multiplex


or back to their one-room flats that look out over


the lined-up trolleys in the supermarket car park


for the inept sex they’ve read about in magazines—


but men—hurt men—


men whose minds are blank


who fuck you the way they fuck the enemy—


I mean with the same tenderness—


when you understand that


then I will accept your sympathy.


(Laughs.) I’m sorry: I’m being cruel.


I’m very very pleased—yes—with my toenails:


    thank you


and if I’ve failed to use my exercise machine


‘one of the best there is’—really?—


then I apologise.


Only these papers …


these papers are worrying me:


I found them in a drawer—


he’s been—d’you see—look—last year—to a solicitor


and in case of his quote death


or mental incapacity unquote


gives power of attorney over his estate


‘and over all things leased or assigned thereunto’


to James.


Which is odd not only because death


is not something he ever seriously considered


but also because—yes? what is it?







Housekeeper has appeared.





Housekeeper   Someone to see you.


Amelia   Well show them in. Because the fact is—no—stop—wait—who?


Housekeeper   A man with flowers.


Amelia




Flowers—good—show him in. But also odd because—


unless I’m not reading it properly—


and I obviously can’t be reading it properly—


because the whole thing


this whole ridiculous document seems to be written


as if I no longer exist. (Smiles.)







Housekeeper has reappeared with Richard, a man in his fifties with a greying beard, holding a bouquet of flowers.





Richard   Amelia?


Amelia   Yes?


Richard   Forgive me barging in like this but I have fantastic news. I was just at the press-conference and, although details still have to be confirmed, what’s clear is that the General has won some kind of decisive victory. (Slight pause.) They’re saying it’s a turning point.


Amelia   I’m sorry? What ‘press-conference’? What ‘victory’? Who are you? Why did you let this man / into my house?


Richard   I’m your friend, Amelia.


Amelia   I don’t have any friends with beards.


Richard   My name is Richard. You once very kindly allowed me to interview you. We had lunch in a hotel.


Amelia   Richard. Of course you are.




She smiles, kisses his cheek, takes the flowers.





What gorgeous flowers. (to Housekeeper) Put these in water / would you.


Richard   The minister’s still taking questions so I thought I’d get here first and bring you the good news. Any chance of a drink?


Amelia   But why isn’t he here?


Richard   I’ve told you: he’s taking questions. You know what journalists are like—probe probe probe—why do we always assume we’re being / lied to?


Amelia   My husband.


Richard   I’m sorry?


Amelia   Why isn’t my husband here?


Richard   Well he has to … secure the city, Amelia. There’s very little—what’s the word—infrastructure. (Pause.) Aren’t you pleased?


Amelia   Mmm?


Richard   He’s alive. Aren’t you happy?


Amelia   I’m very very happy. Thank you.


Richard   Please don’t cry. I wouldn’t’ve come if I’d known this would / upset you.


Amelia   I’m very very happy. And I’m very pleased you’ve come. Forgive me for crying.




She puts her arms round him and clings. He’s embarrassed—doesn’t know how to react.





Dance with me.


Richard   I’m sorry?


Amelia   Please. It’s so long since I’ve danced.




Music: 1938 recording of Billie Holiday singing ‘My Man’. They dance.





Voice of Billie Holiday




Sometimes I say


if I could just get away


with my man.


He goes straight


sure as fate


for it never is too late


for a man.







I just like to dream


of a cottage by a stream


with my man


where a few flowers grew


and perhaps a kid or two


like my man.







And then my eyes get wet I ’most forget


till he gets hot and tells me not to talk such rot.


Oh my man I love him so


he’ll never know.


All my life is just despair


but I don’t care.


When he takes me in his arms


the world is bright all right.







What’s the difference if I say I’ll go away


when I know I’ll come back on my knees some day.







For whatever my man is


I’m his for ever more.







As they continue to dance, the Housekeeper brings in Jonathan—the minister—and with him two children from sub-Saharan Africa: a girl of about eighteen and a boy of about six.







Jonathan watches, then whispers to Housekeeper, who turns off the music.





Amelia   Jonathan! How are you? How nice to see you! (Laughs.) Who are these children?


Jonathan   You seem very happy.


Amelia   I am very happy—assuming it’s true.


Jonathan   Assuming what’s true?


Amelia   Well, the news of course. Is it true?


Jonathan   Yes.


Amelia   He’s alive.


Jonathan   Yes.


Amelia   And unhurt?


Jonathan   Yes.


Amelia   I’m so relieved.


Jonathan   Yes.




In the background Richard opens champagne and begins to fill glasses.





Well, yes, Amelia, I think we / all are.


Amelia   (laughs) But who are these children? Are they yours?


Jonathan   Do they look like my children?


Amelia   Why did he bring his children? Have you been arguing with / your wife?


Jonathan   These are not my children, Amelia. These are survivors.


Amelia   Oh? (Laughs.) Survivors of what?


Richard   (raising glass) Cheers.


Amelia   Survivors of what?


Jonathan   The only—in fact—apparently—survivors of your husband’s assault. (to Richard) Cheers.


Amelia   So why have you brought them to my house? I don’t understand. Where is my husband? I want to see him.


Jonathan   To see him? Well, listen, Amelia, it’s a war—and—strictly off the record—while we are—and absolutely correctly are—claiming a military success—which—in military terms—don’t misunderstand me—it most certainly is. Nevertheless the international community —as is its right—needs reassurance—it needs to be reassured that the General’s actions were justified. And I’m happy to say that your husband—with the full backing I can assure you of this government—is putting up a robust and detailed defence.


The child-soldier thing has made our lives particularly difficult—since nobody likes killing children—whereas children themselves seem to find death and dismemberment one big joke. And of course the bus incident did your husband huge damage—although—in our opinion—the so-called child—terrorist, we would prefer to say—posed an immediate threat to our security to which the General responded in his own inimitable way.


Don’t get me wrong, Amelia: we’re thrilled—we’re truly thrilled about what’s happened. Because over the last year the General tracked that child back—he tracked that child back to the child’s father. And what he discovered was that the father—a man called—yes?


Richard   Seratawa.


Jonathan   A man called—exactly—thank you—Seratawa—that Seratawa was using the camp—well not camp but city—was using the city of Gisenyi—is this right?—to recruit and to train terrorists—many of them, I’m sorry to say, children.


So what do you do? I’ll tell you what you do, Amelia, you send in the General. You tell him to forget blue cards. You tell him to forget the conventional rules of engagement. Because if you want to root out terror—and I believe we all of us want to root out terror—there is only one rule: kill. We wanted that city pulverised—and I mean literally pulverised—the shops, the schools, the hospitals, the libraries, the bakeries, networks of fountains, avenues of trees, museums—we wanted that so-called city turned—as indeed it now has been—irreversibly to dust.


Now as for these children, the General found them in a drain, Amelia. And the General being what he is—what you and I both know him to be—I mean not just a soldier, but a man—and not just a man—a father —a husband. Being all those things, he has asked me—which is delicate, I realise—but asked me to bring these children who couldn’t stand up for blood—who were slipping, Amelia, in that drain, barefoot on the blood, and on the pulverised bone of their brothers and sisters—has asked me to bring them to this house to remind us—to remind each one of us—of our common—I hope—humanity.




Pause.





Beautician   They must be exhausted—look at them.


Housekeeper   But where are they going to sleep? You can’t just bring children into the house and expect / Amelia to—


Amelia   Please. He’s right. This is a very beautiful gesture on my husband’s part, and I fully support it—is that understood? I want these children washed and given beds. I want them given thick sheets—cotton ones—white ones—and a light—they must have a light in the room—pink perhaps—and toys. Find them some of Jamie’s old toys—but nothing frightening, please—no guns, no helicopters. And books. What kind of stories d’you like? (Slight pause.) I’m asking you a question, children. What kind of stories? (Slight pause.) Why won’t they talk to me?


Jonathan   You’re distressed, Amelia. Why don’t we deal with this / in the morning.


Amelia   Distressed? I am not distressed, Jonathan, I am extremely happy. I simply want to know why they won’t talk to me. I mean, the big one’s obviously quite grown-up—aren’t you—aren’t you? What’s your name? Why won’t she talk to me?


Jonathan   They don’t read books.


Amelia   Oh? Don’t read books?


Jonathan   No.


Amelia   Then why did they have libraries?


Jonathan   The libraries were used to conceal weapons.


Amelia   You mean like the schools?—like / the fountains?


Jonathan   Like the schools—yes. (Slight pause.) I am telling you the truth / Amelia.


Amelia   Of course they read books—look at their eyes—they are intelligent. This one—this pretty one—look at her eyes. (Slight pause.) Or are you saying they don’t speak English?


Jonathan   They don’t speak at all. They are unable to speak. They have been living in a drain, Amelia.




Pause.





Amelia   (laughs) Of course.


Jonathan   Yes.


Amelia   Forgive me.


Jonathan   You are forgiven.


Amelia   Please forgive me. So you don’t think …


Jonathan   Think what?


Amelia   Nothing. (to Girl) Show me your tongue, sweetheart. Tongue. I want to see your tongue.


Jonathan   Amelia?




Amelia sticks her tongue right out over her lower lip and makes noises to encourage the Girl to show her tongue, if she has one. The Girl finally silently extends her tongue.





Amelia   Thank god for that. (Smiles.) Well thank god for that.




Everyone, except for the Girl, smiles. Amelia takes hold of her affectionately.





Listen: you are very welcome in this house. Whatever has happened to you, I want you to know that you are now safe, you are now loved. D’you understand me?




Amelia and the Girl stare at each other. The Boy suddenly breaks away and, before the Housekeeper can grab him, presses a button on the stereo. The Billie Holiday track plays from where it was interrupted to the end.









THREE








Night. Close, but not overwhelming, a plane passes on its way to the airport. Faint light reveals Richard sitting drinking. A beam of light enters the room and settles on Richard’s face: it’s the Housekeeper, with a powerful torch. Next to her is Amelia, carrying the Boy. On account of the child, they all speak softly.


Amelia   Still here?


Richard   Amelia? What’re you doing?


Amelia   He was having nightmares. We went outside to look at the stars, but there weren’t any.


Richard   Please. That hurts my eyes.


Amelia   Switch it off.


Housekeeper   Why haven’t you gone home?


Amelia   Switch it off. Take him, would you—he’s getting heavy.




Housekeeper takes the child and gives Amelia the switched-off torch.





Richard   I wanted to talk to you, actually.




Housekeeper makes to go.





Amelia   No. Stay. Well here I am: talk to me.


Richard   I thought you deserved to be told the truth.


Amelia   Oh?


Richard   Yes.


Amelia   Deserved?


Richard   Yes.


Amelia   (faint laugh) What truth? What does a man like you know / about truth?


Richard   He’s lying.


Amelia   Mmm?


Richard   Jonathan—he’s lying.


Amelia   Of course he’s lying—it’s war—it’s his job / to lie.


Richard   He’s lying about the children—not about the war—well, yes, of course about the war—but also about the children. Because these children are not what he said: ‘victims’—‘survivors’. They are the spoils, Amelia. (Grins.)




We hear the Girl calling softly offtstage for the Boy: ‘Edu … Edu …’





Amelia   I don’t understand.


Housekeeper   He’s drunk.


Amelia   She’s right—you’re drunk—I want you / to leave.


Richard   The oldest child—the girl—her name is Laela.


Amelia   And?


Richard   Give me the torch.


Amelia   No.


Richard   Give me the torch.


Amelia   No.




A silent but intense struggle for the torch. Richard gets it, switches it on.





Richard   Here come the helicopters. And here come the rockets out of the rocket-tubes. And here are the bottles of blood bursting in the hospital refrigerators. And oh—look—these are the patients blown off their beds onto the broken glass. And here are some heads on poles, Amelia …




Laela appears looking for the Boy.





Amelia   Boring, boring—you think I don’t / know all this?


Richard   And here—oh look—what’s this? What’s this, Amelia? Who’s this? Who’s this girl? Her name is Laela. And he wants this girl so much—so much—he is so—what’s the word?—inflamed—he is so—that’s right—inflamed—that in order to take this girl from her father he is prepared to murder not just the father, but the inhabitants of an entire city …


Housekeeper   Don’t listen to him / Amelia.


Richard   … of an entire city. Yes. Then ship the girl and what remains of her family … (Shines beam at Amelia.) … back to his own wife.




Pause. He snaps off the torch. The Boy whimpers.


Laela goes to him.





Amelia   What does he mean? What d’you mean? What’re you trying to say to me?


Richard   (grins) Don’t think telling you this gives me any pleasure.


Amelia   Get that child out, will you. Go on: out. Get it out.




The Housekeeper takes Laela and the Boy out.





Now. Explain.


Jonathan   Explain what, Amelia?




Jonathan has appeared, mobile phone to his ear.





(into phone) Yup. Yup. I’m busy, sweetheart. Give me five more minutes, would you?




He ends the call but continues to scroll through messages without looking up.





Sorry—I’m needed elsewhere—explain what?


Amelia   You’re needed elsewhere.


Jonathan   Yes—sorry—it’s been one of / those nights.


Amelia   I’m disappointed.


Jonathan   Mmm?


Amelia   I said: I’m disappointed—there were some questions I was hoping to ask.


Jonathan   Questions—of course there are—why don’t you call my office in / the morning?


Amelia   Will you please look at me when I talk to you?


Jonathan   Mmm?




He continues tapping at the phone, then looks up. He pockets the phone and smiles.





Amelia   Who exactly are these children?


Jonathan   Exactly? We’re not in a position to say. They don’t have papers.


Amelia   But presumably they have names.


Jonathan   Presumably their parents gave them names—I believe that is a universal habit. Why?


Amelia   And who are their parents?


Jonathan   I’m sorry?


Richard   She’s asking you who their / parents are.


Jonathan   Their parents—I’ve explained this—are dead.


Richard   Murdered.


Jonathan   What?


Richard   Their parents have been / murdered.


Jonathan   Their parents have not been ‘murdered’, Richard—please grow up, please grow up—Seratawa was / a terrorist.


Richard   So she’s Seratawa’s daughter.


Jonathan   The children have no papers. Nothing at this stage can be confirmed. They were found—that’s all—as I have already said—in a traumatised state—


Richard   In a drain.


Jonathan   Yes.


Richard   Not in a palace, then.


Jonathan   In a drain—in a palace—wherever they were found it was in a traumatised state, and I see no point in continuing / this conversation.


Richard   Because I was told—oh, don’t you? don’t you?—because I was told they were found beneath a palace. I was told they were Seratawa’s children.


Jonathan   You were told.


Richard   Yes, I was told by you. (Slight pause.) And I was also told—unless this was a smear—was this a deliberate smear?—because I was also told—as were others—that the General’s objectives were not so much military, as sexual. That the assault—your word, not mine—was a sexual one.




Slight pause.





Jonathan   You have a sick sick mind, my friend. Amelia, I think you’ve been distressed enough for one evening. I’ll take / him home.


Amelia




If you call me distressed


Jonathan


one more time


or use my name


Jonathan


one more time tonight I won’t scream


no


what I will in fact do


is stuff your mouth with barbed wire.


Because forgive me


but I’m starting to find the way you speak


an atrocity which makes cutting a man’s heart out


seem almost humane.


If you have something to say


about that child and my husband


say it. But don’t and I repeat


don’t think you can what?


‘spare my feelings?’


because I am not a child


and do not expect to be treated like a child


in my own house—is that clear?


You think it’s a secret


that my husband has other women?


You think he doesn’t tell me about them?


Oh yes—oh yes—he tells me about them—


their names


the colour of their hair—


because he knows I’d rather be told


even if being told is


and it is


I can promise you that it is


like having my face sprayed with acid.


When I slept with you


Jonathan


I told him the same evening


and after he’d punched his fist through the bathroom wall


he made me put on my red dress


and took me dancing.


Whereas—let me guess—you and


Kitty?—was that Kitty on the phone?—yes?—Kitty?—


Kitty and yourself—poor little Kitty


has never been told, has she,


even though her ignorance


is precisely what you despise about her—


am I right?







Slight pause.







You see


Jonathan


I happen to believe that love and truth


are the same thing.





Jonathan   Your indiscretion appals me.


Amelia   Oh, does it? I’m so sorry.


Jonathan   All I am doing in a very very difficult situation here is trying to / protect you.


Amelia   It’s true, then.


Jonathan   What?


Amelia   What Richard says: what Richard / says is true.


Jonathan   Nobody is trying to smear the General, no.


Amelia   In other words it’s true.


Jonathan   (to Richard) You have no right to imply that.


Amelia   Meaning it’s true.


Jonathan   Apparently.


Amelia   I didn’t hear you. What?


Jonathan   I said apparently—yes—alright?—it’s true.




Amelia bursts out laughing.





Amelia   And you believe that?


Jonathan   Yes.


Amelia   That he would massacre a what?—an entire / population?—


Jonathan   The evidence points that way.


Amelia   ‘The evidence points that way’—oh really?—does


it?—for this person?—for this … child?


Richard   Hardly a child, sweetheart.




Amelia stops laughing.





Jonathan   Listen—


Amelia   I don’t believe it.


Jonathan   Listen—


Amelia   You’re just trying to damage him—no.


Jonathan   Amelia—


Amelia   DON’T YOU DARE PUT YOUR HAND ON ME.




Slight pause.





Jonathan   (calmly) I have no wish to damage anyone—least of all yourself. I have to leave now. I suggest—and this is simply a suggestion—suggest that you go to bed—that you try to sleep—and that in the morning you call my office—excuse me.




He turns away to answer his mobile.





Hello?


Where are you?


Uh-hu. Uh-hu. I see.


In the house.


I said in the house, I’m in the house.


(meeting Amelia’s eyes) Asleep I think.


Uh-hu. Uh-hu. Okay. I’ll try. One moment.




He takes the phone from his ear.





It’s the General.


Amelia   (overjoyed) Well, give me the phone. Where is he? (Slight pause.) What’s wrong with you? Give me the phone.


Jonathan   He’s on a plane. He’s asking to speak to Laela.*







* In the original production there was a struggle for the phone. When Amelia got hold of it, the General’s voice was audible: Laela?—Laela?—Don’t be frightened: it’s me.—It’s me sweetheart.—Come on, Laela: talk to me.—Laela?—Sweetheart?—Laela?—Laela?
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Some days later, Laela, exactly like Amelia in the earlier scene, is being given beauty treatment by the Beautician and Physiotherapist. Following the words with her finger, she reads aloud from a women’s magazine.


The Housekeeper plays quietly with the Boy.


Laela   (reads) ‘Tell him how you want to be touched. Tell him what your …’ (Shows word.)


Physiotherapist   Fantasies.


Laela   ‘ … what your fantasies are. Don’t feel … ashamed. If your man doesn’t touch you the way you like, give your man a lesson. You may want to …’ (Shows word.)


Physiotherapist   Masturbate.


Laela   ‘ … masturbate in front of each other. Many …’ (Shows word.) Couples?


Physiotherapist   Very good.


Laela   ‘Many couples find this leads to better sex. Remember there is no right or wrong. You are an … ’ (Shows word.) … indian?


Physiotherapist   Individual.


Laela   ‘ … an individual, and every … individual expresses love in their own individual way.’


Beautician   That’s very good, Laela. Did you learn English at school?


Laela   Only boys go to school. I learn English at Tuseme club. (Turns page.) Oh, look at this dress! I want this dress!


Beautician   What’s Tuseme club?


Laela   Tuseme club is HIV Aids learning club. You think he’ll buy me this dress?


Physiotherapist   Only if you’re nice to him.


Laela   Oh, I’m always nice to him.




The girls all laugh. Amelia appears. They go quiet.





Amelia   What’s that round your neck, Laela?


Physiotherapist   You’d left it in the bathroom.


Amelia   I’ve told you: she’s not to take my things.


Housekeeper   She doesn’t mean any harm.


Amelia   I’m sure. (Smiles, holds out her hand.) Laela?




After a pause, Laela unfastens the necklace she’s wearing and gives it to Amelia. She continues to look at the magazine.





Don’t you miss your family? (Slight pause.) I said: don’t you miss / your family?


Laela   My father was bad. He took the rice.


Amelia   Oh?


Laela   He took the rice out of people’s mouths. And if he saw a man swallow the rice, he’d put his own hand into the man’s body and pull the rice out again. (Grins.)


Amelia   Your mother, then?


Laela   I miss the General. When is he coming home? I want him to buy this dress.


Amelia   The General is my husband, Laela. D’you understand what that means?


Laela   One man can have many wives.


Amelia   Of course, of course—but here—where you are now—when a man marries a woman, he stays with that woman.


Laela   Just her?


Amelia   That’s what marriage is.


Laela   (laughs) I don’t believe you. That’s what they tell girls at Tuseme club.


Amelia   It’s the truth.


Laela   A man can have two wives under one blanket.


Amelia   No. Not here. No.


Laela   You mean he has to choose.


Amelia   What I mean—Laela—is that the choice has already been made. I am his choice. I am the mother of his child. When he wakes up in the bed screaming, I am the person who switches on the light, and fetches the glass of water. (Sees the Boy has a toy gun.) What’s this? I thought I said no guns. (No one speaks.) I said no guns.


Housekeeper   It’s only a toy, Amelia.


Amelia   But I specifically / asked.


Laela   (soft) Boys need to fight.


Amelia   What did you say?


Laela   (with growing intensity) Boys need to fight—they need to learn—they need to kill. Boys need to kill. Boys need to fight. Boys must fight. Boys must kill—must learn to kill. Boys need to fight—they need to learn—they need to kill. Boys need to kill. Boys need to fight. Boys must fight. Boys must kill—must learn to kill. Boys need to—




Amelia hits Laela. Laela for a moment is stunned—then leaves the room. The Boy runs out after her.







Long pause. Housekeeper, Physiotherapist and Beautician watch Amelia, warily.







Suddenly Amelia points toy gun at Physiotherapist, who instinctively raises her arms. She smiles.







After we married—


did I ever tell you this?—


he was immediately sent away


into the desert


and I was bored.







She tosses gun into the toy-box.







I was so bored that I called


this boy I’d known at university


who’d spent his years at university


marching for peace


and when not marching for peace


shut in a lab. He was a chemist


and despised my husband.


Anyway I called him


and I said ‘How are you?’ he said


‘I’m living in the country


come to the station and I’ll collect you’


so I got the train


and he collected me from the country station


and without the beard


he was actually quite attractive.


I said ‘This is a nice car, Robert’ he said


‘Yes, it comes with the job’ I said


‘What job?’ he said ‘I’ll show you’.







She begins to unpick the stitches of a pillow.







So he drove me past these meadows


with rabbits and things—pheasants—


scuttling away to their holes


until we reached a beech-lined drive


which led to the facility


a kind of low concrete facility


a concrete and in fact windowless—yes—facility


where Robert


who’d spent his years at university


marching for peace


had been given a budget


staff and a number of caged dogs


and a number of caged primates


—macaques, were they?—


to develop weapons.







He showed me the park.


He knew the names of the wild flowers


flowers I hadn’t even noticed


until he separated the grass where we were lying


and broke off the white stars.


I was so young! Next to the stream I did


of course I did the predictable things he wanted


except—because I was pregnant now—


let him touch me.







But the thing is


what I’m trying to say is


is on that day at the facility


he gave me this







She produces a glass tube the size of a pen-top.







which he said was his ‘baby’.


He told me that this


whatever it is


chemical


that this chemical


his baby


took the will to fight out of a soldier


by making the soldier yearn for a safe place


making him feel the need of a safe place


an absolute need


for the love and the reassurance


of the person he was closest to.


Humane


was the word he used


to describe his baby.


I know it sounds mad


but I believed him.
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