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Introduction


I wrote my first play in order to prove that I was interesting enough to be given a job at the Royal Court. The scheme paid off, and I worked there for the next ten years, first as Casting Director, then running the Theatre Upstairs and finally as co-Artistic Director.


When I wrote my second play, Treetops, I’d just left the Court. I was 37, out of a job and without the faintest idea of what to do with my life. Writing was what was left: it was the tin of sardines at the back of the larder.


Everything I knew about writing plays till then came from my experience as a director and producer, so I knew both quite a lot and nothing at all. Writing Treetops was my first experience of the eerie, tickling sensation which occurs when a sleeping part of the brain is teased awake by the act of writing. Most dramatic was the stirring of sense-memory: the weight of my heavy old Hercules bike, the sound of bugles, the smell of grass on a hot day, the clever, assertive voices of my father’s political friends. So writing the play was more than just an achievement at a time when I badly needed one: it was a greeting to a part of my life which I’d tried to forget about.


I had left the country of my birth, South Africa, almost twenty years before, since when I’d seldom thought about it. These were the apartheid years, so it never crossed my mind to wonder why I had cut myself off so completely. There were sound political reasons, and no further explanation seemed required. The truth was that my political revulsion – real though it was – was masking my need to escape.


I was born in Cape Town in 1940 – just after the fall of France, my mother was fond of saying. My father was away in the Army. His stand-in at home was his mother-in-law, my grandmother, a proud and forceful figure. In the morning she went off to work as a book-keeper for the Old Mutual Life Insurance Society; in the evenings, she taught me to read with the aid of Smarties and Scrabble letters. My two brothers, twelve and thirteen years older than me, had a dashing but seldom-seen existence, sometimes glimpsed while passing milk-bars, poised over their bicycles and chatting up girls. Aged sixteen, the elder then joined the Navy, not to be seen again till the end of the war, when his sailor-hat and curiously-creased white trousers (‘the Seven Seas’) made a lasting impression. My mother sang at amateur concerts, went to parties and looked after me.


This existence was unimprovable as far as I could see. There was clearly no need for an extra male, and it never occurred to me that the father I heard so much about had any more solid existence than the photograph on the mantelpiece which I used to kiss before going to bed. So his arrival at the end of the War, when I was five, was a lasting shock.


Even when waiting with my mother at Cape Town station, I still hadn’t quite worked out that the father we were there to meet was someone with whom I had any prior connection. So when the train arrived, it presented a bewildering choice, being full of potential fathers, all in khaki and leaning cheerfully out of the windows. Other mothers and children began to collect them at alarming speed. It reminded me of a Church Jumble Sale which my mother had helped arrange, when a crowd of Coloured and Black domestic servants had rushed in the moment the doors were opened and stripped the stalls in seconds.


My worry was that exactly the same thing seemed to be happening here. No sooner would I see some suitable candidate than a perfectly strange woman would swoop on him and carry him off. My mother, meanwhile, seemed paralysed by indecision, walking anxiously up and down the length of the train, peering first at one window, then at another, then shaking her head and moving on to another carriage. It was like those interminable waitings-around in shops while she tried on first one pair of gloves and then another, then the first again. But dithering over a pair of gloves now seemed a minor crime compared with taking so long to choose my father that all the best ones got taken.




I thought the father we finally ended up with was more or less what you would expect under the circumstances. This was nothing compared with my feelings when he appeared the following morning, clearly having spent the night in the house and wearing a suit. The difference between soldiers and men in suits was something I knew all about. Soldiers came for tea and went back to England. Men in suits hung around: you met them in their shops or at church, week after week: they were indelible. I’m not on the whole very good at speaking my mind, but this was an emergency. ‘Either that man goes, or I go,’ I announced at breakfast: the start of a long campaign.


I fought my Oedipal war in a house like Rusty’s ‘Treetops’: single-storied, tin-roofed, striking when I see it now for its gloom and pokiness. Cape Town was then both an English colonial outpost and a Coloured city. White Afrikaans was seldom heard, and black South Africans were few compared to the unique community which suffused the life around us. ‘Coloured’ seems an awkward, patronising word; during the apartheid years, people who spoke it would do little rabbits-ears quotation-marks in the air to add a note of irony. But the word has stuck for the simple reason that nothing better has replaced it. It describes a community made up of pure-bred Malays, able to trace their genealogies back to the seventeenth century; descendants of the Hottentots who lived in the Cape before either black or white arrived; and people of mixed race, all united by marriage, language, cuisine, culture and (when speaking English) an Afrikaans/Indonesian accent found, for obvious reasons, nowhere else.


Aesthetically, Cape Town was spun around the mountain: that vast, gorgeous, ever-changing hulk, sometimes bleached, sometimes mauve, often iced with cloud. The mountain defined everything: the weather, what school you went to, the social meaning of where you lived. But the soul of the city was Coloured. It was a Malay call to prayer which filled the evening skies from the tops of the minarets; it was Malay funerals which stopped the heart as they walked through the streets bearing a coffin; there was nothing so delicious as Malay food, nothing so sensational as Malay magic: the haunted houses, the poltergeists, the amazing rituals with



flashing swords, walking-on-fire and knives stuck into eyeballs. It was a Coloured fish-cart which clop-clopped down the road, the driver wearing a woven conical hat and blowing a trumpet; a Coloured janitor at school who gave up his time to talk to you about world affairs with a gravity which nobody else seemed capable of; a Coloured tailor who made your first suit with the air of a Nobel prize-winner called upon to solve some small arithmetical problem, a bevy of Coloured moffies – ethnic drag artistes, you’d call them now – sashaying down the Main Road, loudly hailing each other as Alice (Faye) and Dorothy (Lamour), who first suggested a world of sexual adventure. Cape Town, like all old sea-ports, has a long transvestite tradition.


Things changed fast after 1948 when the Nationalist government was voted into power. Soon the visible signs appeared. The rattle-trap train which crosses the Peninsula was ‘segregated’: a new and ominous word. Petty apartheid grew: park benches, bus shelters, railway waiting rooms. Then Coloured people were expunged from the electoral roll. In the 1960s, they would be expelled from the city, to be dumped on the windswept plains inland.


The job which had been patriotically kept open for my father during the War turned out not in fact to exist, so he became a commercial traveller, a job for which he was completely unsuited on account of his shyness. But he plugged on, carting his suitcase of samples from shop to shop, meanwhile working within the Trade Union movement to protect liberal values. He was, as even I could see, a man of complete integrity, constitutionally incapable of judging anyone on the basis of class or colour.


Treetops is set in 1952, by which time the Cold War had given legitimacy to the persecution of Communists: a useful policy in South Africa, where hardline Communists were the spearhead of the opposition. Once the Party had gone under cover, it looked around for support among liberal organisations. Writing the play, I remembered how my father was wooed to give his energies to the cause.


South African Communism was very much old-style: inextricably



linked with Moscow thinking and obsessed with theory. My father must have worked this out for himself, because his brush with the Communist movement didn’t last long. What’s odd is that he put it behind him so quickly, while for me the attraction of these clever, brave, rash, working-class intellectuals – often commercial travellers, like my father – has never faded.


‘I hope you don’t marry a Jewish girl,’ my mother would say, ‘because then your children might be persecuted and put into concentration camps.’ Nearly all of the leading white South African politicos were Jewish – characteristically, Jewish refugees from Lithuania – and they struck me as the feistiest, brightest people to be. So Jewish girls would have been a very considerable attraction, were I that way inclined. Jewish boys were more to the point. A crucial moment was the marriage of Arthur Miller and Marilyn Monroe: a comical misalliance between an undesirable person and a sexy one, or so it said in the papers. Seeing the photos, I felt the same, only the other way round: what did he see in her?


Father, apartheid, heterosexuality: everything around me seemed worthy only of rejection. Thus grew my megalomaniacal conceit. In defiance, I became a trousered moffie. I grew my hair, I played sports so badly that no team would have me, I wrote essays in green ink. At school, I minced about the playground challenging other boys to throw rocks at me, which they happily did. I refused to learn that beautiful language, Afrikaans, and hated rugby, which was the only thing my school was notable for.


That’s my Treetops kit. For many years the play was, at least in memory, my favourite thing of anything I’d written. But I remembered it as sweet and pastoral. Now it seems darker and more neurotic. Rupert, my younger self, seems totally mad, which perhaps is what I was.


Treetops was produced at Riverside Studios, then a thriving Arts Centre run by an old friend from my days at the Royal Court, Peter Gill; another Royal Court colleague, John Burgess, directed it. It was the first play to come out of my love-on-the-rebound affair with Africa.


Re-reading the next one, One Fine Day, reminded me how



important politics used to be to younger playwrights, myself included. Steve’s hopes of finding the Revolution alive and well in a place remote from Britain are very much of the late 1970’s, when the revolutionary fantasies of 1968 had collapsed. I wanted to treat the sad reality in a cheerful way, and the result was a village comedy, hopefully like the rough, tough, sceptical improvisations I’d seen young Tanzanian actors perform when I was travelling through their country, courtesy of the British Council. Again, John Burgess directed and the designer, Alison Chitty, made something witty and beautiful out of my rather challenging stage-directions.


I wrote The Custom of the Country while I was spending a year with David Lan, who was doing the fieldwork for his Social Anthropology doctorate in a remote village in the Zambesi Valley. He and I had met at the Royal Court, when I was running the Theatre Upstairs. The fact that he was a writer who came from Cape Town was just one of the things which drew us together, but not a trivial one. You’d expect to get used to a relationship which has coloured every moment of your life for over thirty years, but the opposite is the case. His influence on my writing is profound, and he appears in disguised form in several of the plays, not least as Lazarus, the patient partner of the unstable, bullying Daisy.


The play is based on a romantic comedy of the same name attributed to the seventeenth-century playwriting partnership, Beaumont and Fletcher. My starting-point was a description by the contemporary gossip, John Aubrey, of their household arrangements: they ‘lived together . . . both batchelors; lay together; had one Wench in the house between them, which they did so admire; the same cloathes and cloake, etc. betweene them.’


It was my own circumstances which inspired me to follow up this earlier example of two male writers living on top of each other and, though the similarity soon broke down, I quickly became fascinated by the sweep and sensationalism of seventeenth-century romantic comedy. Beaumont and Fletcher’s Custom of the Country was one of the strangest examples, with its outrageous coincidences, snap-infatuations, sudden deaths and iconographic trio of heroines (matriarch/virgin/courtesan)



straight out of a Renaissance allegorical painting. It’s nominally set in Lisbon, partly I suppose because they thought of it as a bustling hive of louche behaviour. But also, Lisbon was the port from which new continents were explored and vanquished. Colonialism, I realised, was the great unacknowledged seventeenth-century theme.


Johannesburg in 1890 seemed as exact an equivalent as anyone could find of a seventeenth-century melting pot: a hectic, jerrybuilt, gold-rush town where fortunes could be made overnight, characters could disappear or change identity and chance had a hand in every encounter. ‘Monomatapa’ really existed, though as an ancient memory of Portuguese settlement rather than the Xanadu of Dr. Jameson’s fevered imagination. Jameson existed too, of course, reviled to this day in South Africa for his hand in starting the Boer War.


The play was produced by the RSC, which then commissioned The Desert Air. Like the first three plays in this book, it’s about the English abroad, and again it’s set in Africa, sort of. Does Cairo count? The real connection lies in the fact that I found the story in a memoir of his years in the Special Operations Executive by the African historian Basil Davidson.


I wrote the play – basing it in a fictional way on Davidson’s account – with a little sandalwood carving of an antelope on my work-table. My father had bought it in Cairo when he was stationed there during the war, and it was from Cairo that he sent, to the son he had never seen, air-letters filled with drawings of camels, pyramids, cockroaches. So I felt an affinity with the place. Why I was so drawn to Davidson’s narrative I didn’t know, or didn’t want to know. This was the second time I’d worked from a found story, as opposed to a made-up one, and I was already forming a rule, which I’ve since stuck to, that you find out why you like it in the process of doing it. It seems to me now that I wanted to write about ‘goodness’, not as a hard-earned reward for daily effort, but as a state that anyone, however mad or awful, can blunder into.


I talked to a few old Secret Service hands while researching The Desert Air, and it amazed me how often they said they were telling me something they’d never told anyone before.



More than forty years after the bitter and acrimonious episode on which the play is based, they judged it just about permissible to talk about it. Since I wrote the play, tongues have loosened, and Churchill’s switch to support for the partisans is now even more controversial than it was at the time. Modern right-wing historians see it as a classic act of betrayal, engineered by Communists in S.O.E. To others, it was a simple victory for commonsense.


None of this quite rules out the notion that a key role might have been played by a Brigadier seeking merely to make the notoriously difficult jump to Major-General. But I’m not insisting that this is what happened. The Hippo’s stamping-ground is hearsay, and his story is viable rumour, part of the anecdotal theatre which, in wartime, takes the place of fact. It was Enoch Powell, who had worked in Cairo for the original Hippo, who gave me this theme. ‘Do you know what it’s like,’ he said, ‘when you think you know something, and then you realise that it’s only something somebody told you? And when you’re not even sure it was that?’


The Desert Air opened at The Other Place in Stratford-on-Avon in the depths of winter. The architecture of the theatre was so contrived that the actors had to make a lot of their entrances directly from out-of-doors, which led to the interesting sight of sweating, sunburned men in khaki with snowflakes on their shoulders. The production then moved to London where, on the final night, I sat watching an early scene (now cut) between the Hippo and Carp. Geoffrey Hutchings and Gary Oldman, who had taken over the part of Carp in London, were playing it as beautifully as could be imagined. But I knew that no sooner would these two characters establish themselves in the audience’s interest, than they’d be whisked off-stage and a new lot of actors would start the upward climb. The Hippo, of course, would return, and he would have scope aplenty. But Carp’s appearances would be few, and if he ever achieved the illusion of depth it would be thanks to Gary Oldman, not me. It suddenly seemed incredibly wasteful to create a whole character and then not make the most of him or her. What would happen, I wondered, if the scenes were longer, so that a character who arrived, then stayed? What if I



kept the outer story very simple, but made the characters’ inner lives as packed and detailed as I could?


This led me to read about psycho-analysis, the science, so-called, of inner lives. I knew almost nothing about it, nor had I undergone it. Peter Gill and I used to play a game in which we analysed mundane events at ludicrous length in spoof Viennese accents, and that was about the size of it. Reading a review of Phyllis Grosskurth’s biography of the great psycho-analyst Melanie Klein gave me the kernel of a story, but it was at least a year before I started work, in a tentative way, by meeting some of Klein’s disciples and reading her books.


Klein’s theories are intricate, but what they’re based on is very straightforward: it’s her recognition of the inner violence of infancy and childhood. Key to her thinking is the phenomenon of projection: the way in which we shoot our hatred and fury on to the figure closest to us, only to have it come cannoning back in distorted or amplified form. It’s in the fusillade of emotions and counter-emotions whizzing to and fro between the infant and the mother that the pattern is formed for emotional life in adulthood.


I read, made notes and thought about all this, and soon began to have terrible nightmares. What I had done, without really meaning to, was embark on a process of amateur self-analysis. This wasn’t, for psycho-analysts of Klein’s generation, a particularly bad thing to do: there weren’t that many first-generation analysts around in those days, so a spot of D.I.Y. now and then was unavoidable. But it was hard. I had adored my mother, given her up with uttermost resentment and then abandoned her in petulant fury. Now in my dreams she came knocking at my door. Once again I saw her lost prettiness, her rare but devastating rages – amazing in somebody barely five foot tall – and her vivacious energy, like the energy of a rather brilliant actress never off-stage. I heard her sweet soprano singing voice, long silenced by the death of my father. My grandmother stood beside her, as firm a moral force as ever. My father never appeared.


Psycho-analysis, as its enemies often point out, is a closed system: objections are treated as though they came from



within, which makes them easier to absorb and neutralise. Writing the play, it made sense to set it inside the theatre’s own closed system: the form of Aristotle where unities of time and place are either observed or perceived to be observed. This led me to make the play a naturalistic one. At its core, for me, was Paula’s journey from near-stranger to surrogate daughter: her slow invasion of Mrs. Klein’s drawing-room mirrored my own.


The play was produced at the National Theatre, in a beautifully crisp and suave production by Peter Gill, and it was subsequently done all over the world. In Latin-American countries it went down a storm. Off-Broadway, it was illumined by the marvellous Uta Hagen. I had high hopes of Germany, but the translator’s decision to direct the play herself, perform the title role and cast her own daughter as the rivalrous Melitta was perhaps stretching it.


By now, my life had changed. I’d taken a job at the National, first promoting new writing there and later, when Richard Eyre took over, advising on the programme overall. I was pushing, arguing, listening and debating about just what it was that we ought to be doing. I loved the work and I was proud of what we achieved. Besides, I passionately believe in a National Theatre: I believe, as some doctors do about the National Health Service, that part of the nation would die if we didn’t have it.


But looking at plays from the outside isn’t the same as writing them yourself. It doesn’t even help you do so. It’s a sensible, objective process. Plays go deeper. Ten years passed, during which time I wrote all kinds of other things: books, articles about the theatre, adaptations. But I didn’t write an original play. And then I left the National. And then I did: Cressida is due to open in the Spring of 2000.


For this collection, I’ve revised the first four plays. Except in the case of Treetops, my main aim was to make each play more like I remembered it. A lesser aim was concerned with moments which I never thought worked in performance and where I knew the fault was mine. Here I tried to make the play less like I remembered it.


Nicholas Wright
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Treetops was first presented at Riverside Studios on 15 June 1978. The cast, in order of appearance, was:
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	MARK
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	Judith Harte






	MAY
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	MRS. MATLALA
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Characters


RUSTY


EDITH


LEO


MAY


RUPERT


MARK


ANNIE


MRS. MATLALA


The play is set in Cape Town in 1952.


Rupert and Mark are thirteen. All the others are in their late thirties or early forties, except for Annie who is fifty-five.


Rusty and Edith are from England, Leo and May from Lithuania. All the others are South African. Annie is Cape Coloured and Mrs. Matlala is black.











ACT ONE


Scene One


Debris of a meeting. A baize-covered table and chairs at the end of a hall. Above, a banner: GOD SAVE THE QUEEN, the word QUEEN stuck over another. To each side, cardboard cutout torches shaped like ice-cream cones.


RUSTY is up a ladder untying one end of the banner. LEO comes in with two bottles of Castle lager, one already opened.


LEO. Quite a party in the Red Lion.


RUSTY. Meeting adjourned to catch last orders.


LEO. I can believe it.


RUSTY. First sensible decision all night.


LEO. I believe that too.


RUSTY. I thought I’d stay and clear up a bit, if you’re not too pushed, that is.


LEO. No rush. My son’s asleep in the car. I brought you a beer if that’s of interest. You coming down?


RUSTY. In a minute.


LEO sits on the edge of the platform. Opens the bottle with the opener on his pen-knife.


LEO. I had an uncle who used to open bottles with his teeth.


RUSTY fiddles with a knot. LEO drinks, looks around, then up at the QUEEN sign.


‘The Day the King Died.’ You remember that? Some so-called comic monologue. By . . . no I forget.


He’s looking at a sheaf of paper next to him.


This your speech?




RUSTY. Take a look if you like.


LEO (reads). ‘We ex-servicemen see South Africa threatened by all the things we fought against and losing the freedom for which our comrades died.’ Terrific.


RUSTY. Thanks.


LEO. Nothing like a rousing passage of hard-hitting waffle.


RUSTY. Come on, Leo.


LEO. Address these words to a sea of snow-white faces, it is waffle, Rusty, pure and simple. Were there any dusky, brown or beige ex-servicemen here tonight?


RUSTY. They’ve all resigned.


LEO. What about blacks? They fought too in the war.


RUSTY. Yes of course they ought to be here. That’s what I said in my speech. Read to the end.


LEO. I have. I glanced at it. I’m looking.


He skims on.


Mm hm.


Skims over the page.


Oh yes, you spoke up nicely. May I ask, with what result?


RUSTY starts coming down the ladder, carrying the loose end with him.


RUSTY. Not much.


LEO. Exactly. I’m sorry, Rusty, you can start a movement with the best intentions, but if there’s no class basis, no correct analysis, pfft, forget it, don’t get me on my hobby-horse.


RUSTY. What should I do?


LEO. When did you last listen to my advice? Forget it, I’ll give you some anyway. You’re wasting your time with these shits. They don’t want your opinion. They want you to sit on the platform wearing your famous medals and snoring from time to show that you’re still alive. You should resign.



No old boy rubbish, you get my meaning, nothing diplomatic. Send them a telegram, nice and short, state your case, it’ll do them good. Your beer’s getting cold.


He gives RUSTY the beer.


Cheers.


RUSTY. Cheers.


RUSTY sits. They drink. RUSTY lights a cigarette.


They’d be a decent bunch back home. They would. They’d be the normal sort of Englishman you’d meet in a pub. Or play a round of golf with. Something seems to alter people when they come to another country.


LEO. Travel rots the mind.


A voice is heard calling ‘Oo – oo!’


Was that a ghost?


RUSTY. It’s Edith.


He hands LEO his bottle of beer. EDITH comes in. To RUSTY:


EDITH. I knew it was you the moment I saw the light on. Hello, Leo. I’ve made up a bed for Mark.


RUSTY. Where’s he sleeping?


EDITH. Rupert’s room. Mark can have the bottom bunk and Rupy on top for once.


RUSTY. He’ll fall out. Break his neck.


EDITH. Rusty, not even in fun. Oh I am glad I caught you. Are we going now?


RUSTY. I thought I’d better clear up.


EDITH. Don’t do that. Leave it for the janitor, he’ll know the proper place for everything.


She goes out.


LEO. Have I told you Mark’s definition of a pullover? It’s something he has to put on when his mother feels cold.




Pause.


Edith’s a good woman. Pretty in her way. May likes her too.


RUSTY (irritated). All right.


EDITH is heard calling ‘Oo-oo!’ RUSTY finishes his beer.


Thanks for the advice. About resigning. I don’t think I’ll take it, though. Don’t feel I can rock the boat.


As they go:


We’re taking the boys to the beach tomorrow. Did I tell you that?


End of scene.


Scene Two


RUSTY’s car. RUSTY is driving, MARK is beside him. ANNIE the maid is in the back on the left, RUPERT on the right. All are singing:


‘We’re off to see the wizard,


The wonderful wizard of Oz,


We hear he is a wiz of a wiz


If ever a wiz there was . . . ’ etc.


MARK. Which route, Mr. Walker?


RUSTY. Main Road.


RUPERT. That’s the long way, that’s the long way. Can’t we go past Spotty Dog?


MARK. Ag, that’s to hell and gone out of the way. Pardon my French, Mr. Walker. What I mean is, my dad takes the Main Road too, unless the traffic’s heavy or we want to stop by Spotty Dog for a cool drink.


They drive on. RUPERT is still singing ‘off to see the wizard,’ etc.




RUSTY. Rupy, don’t you know another song?


ANNIE. The young master’s giving me a migraine in my ear with his doleful chant.


RUSTY. Now, when we get to the Indian shop I’m going to turn left, and I want you to stick your hand out, Mark, because the indicator’s not a hundred-per-cent reliable.


RUPERT. I’ll do it, I’ll do it.


He climbs over ANNIE.


ANNIE. Mind yourself hey.


RUPERT. Annie thinks I’m getting fresh, ha ha ha!


RUSTY. What’s going on back there?


ANNIE. I nearly spilled the cool drink. Shame on you, Master Rupert, and on such a sad day. Can’t you think for one minute who’s given you a long weekend so’s you can go for a swim?


RUSTY. Tell the boys how you saw the King in ’47.


MARK. Did you really, Annie?


ANNIE. Yes, master Mark. My brother took me up to Stuttaford’s corner so’s we could stand and cheer.


RUPERT. Was he in a coach or in a car?


ANNIE. He was very dignified, quite small and his face was pinkish.


RUPERT. Unlike some people I could mention.


RUSTY. Rupert, if it wasn’t for Annie and our guest I would stop and drive straight back. Now will you act your age or do I have to drop you off at the bus-stop? Go on, Annie.


ANNIE. Well on his right was his madam the Queen Elizabeth dressed all in light blue with a big ostrich-feather hat, and sitting behind was the two young madams. The oldest girl was smiling nicely, but young Princess Margaret Rose looked very cross, and later when they’s being given a bunch of flowers each, she frowns and says ‘Sies, there’s



some sticky stuff on these flowers, now I must wash my frock.’ Then the King turns round and says, ‘Now you’ve really had your chips, when we get home you will go straight to bed and have nothing to eat but Weetabix with no milk or sugar till the end of the week.’


RUSTY. Ready, Mark?


MARK puts his hand out.


That’s right.


They turn left. A car passes close.


Damn fool.


ANNIE. May I ask, master, what’s to become of the old madam now that the King’s passed on?


MARK. She’ll get a pension and a palace to live in and all the peasants in the cottages for miles around will have to work to support her.


ANNIE. Shame, Master Mark, who’d begrudge her a home for the rest of her days?


RUPERT. Rather slave away for her than our rotten lot.


RUSTY. To be fair, Mark, she has her position to keep up. Your father and I might not see eye to eye on this.


RUPERT. Well three cheers to King George the Sixth for dying and giving us all the day off. Hip hip. Come on Mark.


MARK. Well since it’s only thanks for the holiday.


RUPERT. Hip hip –


ALL. Hooray!


RUPERT. Hip hip –


ALL. Hooray!


RUPERT. Hip hip –


ALL. Hooray!


All sing: ‘Why was he born so beautiful, why was he born at all?’, etc.




RUPERT. Hey, look what’s coming up now!


MARK. Groote Schuur!


RUPERT. Know what that is, Annie? Where the Prime Minister hangs out.


Both boys blow raspberries at the Prime Minister’s mansion.


RUSTY. Drop it, boys, shall we? Let’s talk about something we understand.


MARK. Sorry Mr. Walker.


RUPERT makes quiet slurping noises by way of comment on MARK’s politeness. They drive on.


ANNIE (sings).


‘Mona Lisa, Mona Lisa, men have named you, You’re so like that lady with the mystic smile,’ etc.


RUSTY. Maybe we can take in Spotty Dog after all.


RUPERT. Yay yay! I bags a milk-shake.


RUSTY. Guests first. What’ll you have, Mark?


MARK. I like Seven-Up, Mr. Walker, if that’s agreeable. My mom said I was to use my own money though.


RUSTY. Well we’ll see. Let’s say the first one can be on the house. And it’s next on the left.


MARK. Can I do the gear-stick, Mr. Walker?


RUSTY. Have you driven a Packard, Mark?


MARK. Oh sure. My ambition is when I’m fourteen to be able to drive fourteen different makes of car. Right now I can drive seven, that’s a Morris Minor, a Chevvie, a Studie, an Austin 7, a Volksy, a Packard and my uncle’s red MG.


RUSTY. Clutch down.


MARK does the gear.


Well done.




RUPERT sings. The others join in:


‘Cape Town, that is the place for me,


Cape Town, beside the sea.


Kimberley is very nice, you know,


Jo’burg is pretty, and so is Durban City,


But it’s Cape Town, that is the place for me,


Its sunny climate suits me to a T,


Bloemfontein and Mafeking


Are just as nice as anything,


But Cape Town’s the place for me!’


End of scene.


Scene Three


ANNIE looks out over the sea. She wears her green overall and has put on wellington boots and an oilskin hat and carries a basket and a fishing-rod.


ANNIE. Here’s a good place to stop and bait my hook.


She sits cross-legged, rod based on the ground behind her and over her shoulder so that the hook hangs down in front.


Some eyes will pop to see this sight. Nobody’s seen a coloured woman fishing before, not in this part of the world. Stay at home to gut and bone the monsters, now that’s another matter.


My father’s boat was his own. He left it to his oldest son, but the boy turned his nose up at it. You fool, I said, the sea’s good for coloured people. Long before those black heathens arrived, our grandmas were picking shells off the beach and making hay with the Boers off their wooden ships.


She looks at the sand.


There’s the deep funnels the boats made this morning. There’s two . . . let’s see . . . three, four, five. Where’ve they got to?




She looks.


Oh ja. Far’s the eye can see, two yellow sails. That’s the life, hey? Sit in the sun with your hand on a net, tell rude jokes and pass the bottle round. Live your life away, boys. Two more years, so make the most of it. Some cold morning not too far away, there’ll be a boot through your door and a form too quick to read flashed in your face. You won’t look so big then! Explain to your kids why they’re being piled along with the three-piece suite into the government truck. Explain to your granny how times have changed. She wore a short dress when she first saw the boats ride out. Now they’re waving her good-bye.


She has baited her hook.


All present and correct. I’ll climb up those steep rocks and try my luck. Maybe on my way back I’ll pay a call on those crayfish pots.


She walks off to the right. We’re on the beach. The sun is high. MARK comes on left, wet from swimming. He sits and leans his head back, panting. We see RUSTY lying asleep, wearing only a pair of baggy green swimming-shorts.


ANNIE (out of sight). Hey there master Rupert.


RUPERT (out of sight). Crikey what a sight!


ANNIE (out of sight). You’re not so brilliant either, master.


MARK (to himself). I’m a physical wreck.


He puts his head between his knees. RUPERT comes on. He wears a hat, a shirt, a towel round his neck, long shorts, socks pulled up to meet them, sandals, a hankie under his hat hanging down the back of his neck and a tie holding up his pants. He carries a book. He looks at MARK.


RUPERT. Count to a hundred.


MARK. What for? If you’re passing out, you want to get your breath back, not waste it counting to a stupid hundred, that’s the last thing you want.


RUPERT. Oh yes that’s hiccups.




MARK. You’re a fool, you know that?


RUPERT. I love to faint.


He turns away from MARK, jumps up and down flapping his straight arms up and down at his side.


MARK. What’s going on now?


RUPERT. Physical jerks.


MARK. Well stop it, you’re making my head spin. My God, I could have gone rock-climbing. There’s a whole team of boys going up today with old whatsy.


RUPERT. Yes and get your bum pinched in the forester’s hut.


MARK. What you dressed up like that for?


RUPERT. I burn easily. You know I burn easily. It’s because of my red hair.


MARK. People with red hair burn easily?


RUPERT. Yup.


MARK. Everyone with red hair?


RUPERT. Yup.


MARK. You’d better tell your old man then.


RUPERT. Why?


MARK. Take a look.


They look at RUSTY.


Out for the count.


RUPERT. Last year he went to a cricket match and the next day all the skin peeled off the front of his face like tissue-paper. He was delirious, too.


MARK. Hadn’t you better wake him?


RUPERT. S’pose I should.


Pause.




Do you want me to read to you?


MARK. What you reading?


RUPERT. Poetry.


MARK. I can see that, who’s it by?


RUPERT hands him the book. MARK looks at it.


There must be one million wonderful poets. You could read Shelley or Byron. If you prefer modern poems, you could read T. S. Eliot or W. H. Auden. There’s even South African poets you could read. But no, it must be Algernon Swinburne. You’re really under the impression you’re something special. Wake your dad.


RUPERT. He’s all right now. Look, it’s cloudy. What you doing this weekend?


MARK. Mucking about I reckon.


RUPERT. Can you stay on at my place?


MARK. I already asked but they said no they want me home Friday night as usual, then Saturday morning I must go to shul.


RUPERT. You can bunk shul, you always used to bunk shul.


MARK. Not any more.


RUPERT. Why not?


MARK. Because I’m studying for my barmitzvah, that’s why.


RUPERT. Will you get a lot of money?


MARK. Just because we’re Jews doesn’t mean we’re rich. I might get a couple of hundred maybe.


RUPERT. What’ll you do with it?


MARK. It has to go into the Post Office till I go to Varsity.


RUPERT. My brain will be worn out by the time I’m seventeen.


MARK. You’re fairly brainy.




RUPERT. No, you’re the brainy one round here. I have to make up for it by being artistic.


MARK. You don’t do anything artistic. You just look artistic and talk lah-di-dah. I don’t know why you go round making such an arse of yourself. It’s me has to stick up for you.


RUPERT. I can’t help it. I’m not doing it on purpose. I don’t even like it particularly. It’s what I’m stuck with.


MARK. Sit. I’ve got something to tell you.


RUPERT sits.


RUPERT. Well?


MARK. Anyone can change what they are just by behaving differently. In Russia even criminals get reformed. They’ve even made a different kind of wheat in Russia, just by teaching it how to change. Scientists all over the world tried to prove it was impossible. But Dr. Lysenko stuck to his guns and they doubled the harvest.


Pause.


So what do you think?


The sun comes out. RUPERT lies back on the sand.


Hey?


RUPERT answers lazily.


RUPERT. You really think the sun shines out of Uncle Joe Stalin’s arse. Don’t you?


MARK stretches out on the sand.


MARK. Is it true what Murison says?


RUPERT. Don’t know, do I?


MARK. He says last year he went round to your house to find you. And your mom came to the door and said ‘He can’t come out to play, he’s washing his hair.’ And she had her sleeves rolled up and her arms full of soap-suds. So Murison reckons she’s washing your hair for you in the bath.




RUPERT. Hell no, what do you think.


MARK. Why don’t you have a haircut?


RUPERT. Next term I’m doing a play.


MARK. You’ll let it grow till next term? Hell, you’re a braver man than me. I’ll tell you what.


RUPERT. What?


MARK. No, tell you what.


RUPERT. What?


MARK. What’s the date today?


RUPERT. February the 7th.


MARK. In twenty-five years it’ll be what?


RUPERT. February the 7th 1977. Oh, what about leap year?


MARK. It makes no difference. On that date, wherever I am, Cape Town or Jo’burg or Pretoria or overseas even, I’ll come here. I’ll come in the morning and wait all day. And you come too. We’ll meet and say ‘Hello, old maat,’ and compare what’s happened with our lives.


RUPERT. I’ll see you before then.


MARK. If we’re still maats we’ll come here anyway. Have a beer or a Pepsi or whatever we like to do. OK?


RUPERT. OK.


MARK. Let’s shake on it then.


RUPERT. All right.


They shake hands.


Do you want to mix blood or anything?


MARK. I’ve got nothing to cut our arms with.


RUPERT looks round vaguely.


RUPERT. There might be a bit of glass or something.


MARK. Isn’t it good enough just to shake?




RUPERT. Besides we might get lockjaw.


He holds his hand out.


All right, let’s shake.


MARK. We just did.


RUPERT. Oh I forgot.


MARK. OK, let’s shake again.


They shake hands. RUPERT looks at RUSTY.


You going for a dog-paddle?


RUPERT. After lunch.


MARK. That’s the worst possible time to choose. Nine out of ten people who drown, it’s because they’ve gone for a swim immediately after lunch. First they get cramp. And then they panic. And the next thing is, they’ve had their chips.


RUPERT looks at RUSTY.


RUPERT. Look out.


MARK. What?


RUPERT. I think he moved. No, false alarm. Let’s go.


MARK. What about him?


RUPERT. You can’t teach him anything. He’ll just have to burn I’m afraid.


They go. RUSTY lies where he is, in the sun.


End of scene.


Scene Four


RUPERT’s bedroom: it’s a separate cubicle in the back garden, built originally for a live-in maid.


RUPERT and MARK are sitting. MARK baleful, RUPERT reading with an air of insouciance.




MARK. Now we’ve done it. Now we’ve really had our chips.


RUSTY. Shut up. I’m reading.


EDITH bursts in with a tray on which are two glasses of milk and an apple. Also a bottle of white calamine lotion. Her manner is dangerously bright and highly-charged.


EDITH. Here you are boys. Grub to fill you up. Not undressed yet? Chop chop.


They start getting into their pyjamas.


I’m cutting Mark’s apple in half, Ru, so you can help yourself if he’s not too hungry. I don’t suppose, Mark, you’ve slept in a bunk before. Bounce, bounce.


RUPERT. Mark wants the top bunk, don’t you Mark?


EDITH. Just as he likes. Do you have a bunk at home?


RUPERT. Ag ma, he just sleeps in a bed.


EDITH. That’s enough, Ru, how would you know. Don’t put your pie-jam top on, I’m going to do your back with calamine lotion.


RUPERT. I don’t need it, honest, do I Mark?


MARK. He never went in the sun, not once.


EDITH. What a tale, what a tale. Let’s have a look. Take that silly towel off.


She makes a grab at him. He dodges her.


What modesty in front of Mark. Mark doesn’t mind, do you Mark? Sit down.


RUPERT. Oh all right.


He sits. EDITH plasters his back with calamine lotion.


EDITH. Dear oh dear what a fuss. (To MARK.) I don’t suppose your mother does your back for you when you’ve been in the sun. You probably don’t need it with your colouring.


RUPERT. It’s cold.




EDITH. It’s meant to be cold, it takes the sting away. You wouldn’t believe, Mark, the times Ru has howled and screamed because the sunburn was stinging and I’ve had to go into his room in the middle of the night and cover him with lovely cool calamine lotion. Don’t you like your milk? Would you like me to put an egg in it?


MARK. An egg?


EDITH. Didn’t you know you could put an egg in milk? Ru loves an egg in his milk, don’t you Ru?


RUPERT. Not any more, ma.


EDITH. You know what that’s called, don’t you Mark? It’s called an egg flip. When it’s cold in winter I break an egg into a glass of hot milk and swizzle it round and give it to Ru with his hottie. He’s a real egg flip person. (To RUPERT.) Now your chest.


RUPERT grabs the bottle.


RUPERT. I’ll do it myself, look.


EDITH snatches it back.


EDITH. Nonsense. What is it, Mark?


MARK. Can I go brush my teeth?


EDITH. Go and brush your teeth, yes of course you can go and brush your teeth, but I think you’ll find Mr. Walker’s still in the bath. Why don’t you knock on the bathroom door, then he can get out of the bath and let you in, you’re a big boy after all, just so long as it’s only to brush your teeth.


RUPERT. Mark and me are going to brush our teeth together.


EDITH (to MARK). Do as I say and knock on the door, there’s a good boy.


MARK goes.


See how keen Mark is to brush his teeth. That’s why his teeth are so strong and white. Isn’t it funny, he’s a plain boy in other ways. Now leggies.


RUPERT. Leave it, ma.




EDITH. Will you stop it? Anyone would think I’d never seen your legs.


She throws him his pyjama jacket and he puts it on. Then he rolls his pyjama trousers up a little.


EDITH. Really, Ru, take them off.


RUPERT. I don’t want to. Mark will be back in a minute.


EDITH. Heavens above, child, Mark won’t mind your legs. Do you want me to get annoyed?


He takes off his pyjama trousers. She slaps lotion on his legs.


I’m sure Mark’s mummy doesn’t have to put lotion on his legs. Mark’s mummy would probably have a great deal to say if he’d done what you did today.


RUPERT. I said I was sorry.


EDITH. Well we won’t talk about it. Lucky you have a friend to stay. Mark, that was quick.


MARK is standing in the doorway.


You have to close your eyes, Ru doesn’t want anyone to see his legs. Is Mr. Walker still in the bathroom?


MARK. Yes Mrs. Walker.


EDITH. Have you brushed your teeth?


MARK. Not exactly.


EDITH. Did you knock?


MARK. I didn’t want to disturb him.


EDITH. Well go back and bang on the door.


MARK goes.


At least you don’t have to be told everything twice. I don’t think he’s your kind of chum at all. You wouldn’t have done it if you’d been on your own. Tell me you wouldn’t. How did it happen?




RUPERT. We were sort of talking and Mark said let’s go for a walk.


EDITH. Didn’t you tell him you had to wake your father?


RUPERT. Yes I did.


EDITH. And then you wandered off and left him roasting. Never will I let you go to the beach again. Certainly not with that big lout Mark.


RUPERT. We’d still be stuck there if Mark hadn’t driven us home.


EDITH. Not one more word about that! Not one. It makes me physically sick just to think about it. How you didn’t all get killed in a car crash I cannot imagine. Don’t wriggle!


RUPERT. Are you still angry?


EDITH. Angry, I’m furious. You don’t think of a damn thing except yourself. I told you to keep an eye on him. I might have known you’d go sauntering off with your new friend. Stupid selfish pest. I could kill you.


RUPERT cries.


Oh what a dreadful thing to say. Don’t cry. You silly silly fool.


She hugs him.


I’m finished now. Drink your milk.


She gets up.


RUPERT. Don’t go.


EDITH. Don’t tell me what to do and what not to do. I’m going to see what’s happened to Mark.


RUPERT pulls his trousers up and climbs into the bottom bunk, snuffling.


Don’t you say prayers any more?


RUPERT. I’ll say them lying down.




EDITH. Of course you don’t want Mark to see you. I suppose he doesn’t say prayers at school?


RUPERT. He goes out with the other Jewish boys.


EDITH. Well, God won’t mind if you miss a day. Drink your milk.


RUPERT. I can’t.


EDITH. Heavens above, what’s wrong with it?


RUPERT. I feel sick.


EDITH. Give it to me.


She takes the glass and throws it out of the window.


And just think of all those poor little African children.


MARK comes in.


All right, Mark?


MARK. Yes, Mrs. Walker, he’s out of the bath now.


EDITH. What’s he doing?


MARK. He’s getting dressed. He says he’s going for a walk.


EDITH. He didn’t. Oh he didn’t. Oh what utter madness. Get into bed, Mark. You can read if you like for twenty minutes, then it’s lights out.


RUPERT. I haven’t brushed my teeth.


EDITH. You’ll just have to do until the morning. I can’t have the whole house dashing about in their bare feet. Twenty minutes, and no torches under the sheets. I’m going to find your father.


She dashes out. MARK gets into the top bunk.


RUPERT. What kept you?


MARK. He wanted to talk.


RUPERT. Is he all right now?




MARK. Not really. He was trying to tell me about a dream he’d had, but he couldn’t remember any of it. Then he fell over and banged his head.


RUPERT. Was he badly hurt?


MARK. He went on talking, if that’s any comfort to you.


RUPERT. What did he say?


MARK. It was all nonsense, man.


RUPERT. Oh hell. Put the light out. I feel too ill to read.


MARK. You reckon he’s flipped his lid for good?


RUPERT. You know whose fault it is if he has.


Brief silence.


MARK. I’m sorry, but I can’t talk to your ma when she’s like that.


RUPERT. She’s upset.


MARK. I don’t care. I’m upset now ’cause of her.


RUPERT. She doesn’t like you.


MARK. Why doesn’t she say so?


RUPERT. She’s being polite.


MARK. Well I’ve got news for her. If she doesn’t like me she can put it where the monkey put the nuts. Why doesn’t she like me?


RUPERT. I don’t know. She’s like that.


MARK. Why’d she invite me here? Shit, now I’m really angry. What’s that rubbish she put all over you? Taking your pants down. Egg flip. You ought to be ashamed.


RUPERT. I’ve just remembered, it wasn’t you she said she didn’t like. It was somebody else.


MARK. Oh yeah? Well I don’t like her. Old granny.


He switches the light off.


RUPERT. What’s your worst fear?




MARK. You first.


RUPERT. No, you.


MARK. I’d hate to die, knowing I’d wasted my life.


RUPERT. ‘So much to do, so little done.’


MARK. Who said that?


RUPERT. Cecil John Rhodes.


MARK. You don’t know a damn thing. Rhodes was vile and wicked. I hope he died with the screams of the Africans he’d massacred ringing in his ears.


RUPERT. My ma says we’ll all get out throats cut in the end, liberals, the lot.


MARK. Rubbish. It may sound very exciting to you, the idea of being shot by a lot of Africans. But they’ve got too much sense. They’ve got to prepare the ground.


RUPERT. Before they shoot us?


MARK. Are you being deliberately obtuse?


RUPERT. No. I don’t think I’m cut out for this kind of conversation.


MARK. What’s your worst fear?


RUPERT. Well, do you think a man can turn into a woman?


MARK. Yes, but only once.


RUPERT. You mean you can cut it off but you can’t stick it on again?


MARK. No you idiot. I mean only one person’s done it. That okie who went to Denmark.


RUPERT. Do you think it could happen in Cape Town?


MARK. You getting worried? It’d certainly cause a stir at school. Might not be such a bad idea, I could prob’ly quite reckon you.


RUPERT. I’m going to sleep.




Silence. Then the sound of whispering.


MARK. What?


RUPERT. Nothing.


MARK. You said something.


RUPERT. No I didn’t.


MARK. You got your fingers crossed?


RUPERT (lies). No.


MARK. Well just you watch it.


Pause. More whispering.


You being funny?


RUPERT. I was asleep.


MARK. Like hell. Do it again and I’ll really beat you up.


Silence. Whispering.


MARK. OK, that’s it. You’ve had your chips now. You’ve got till five to own up. One, two, three . . .


RUPERT. Pax pax I’ll tell you.


MARK. Get on with it then. Four, four and a half, four and three quarters . . .


RUPERT. I was saying my prayers if you really want to know.


MARK. Why didn’t you say so?


RUPERT. Dunno. Now I’ve got to go back to the beginning.


Pause.


MARK (sepulchral voice). ‘Our Father who shouts in Heaven, Hello what’s your name?’


RUPERT. Ssh!


MARK giggles.


No, shut up and listen.


Footsteps are heard coming down the path outside.




It’s my old man. Did you know we lived next to Niagara Falls?


MARK. Hey?


RUPERT. He’s stopped for a swazz in the canna lilies. 5, 4, 3, 2, 1, bombs away!


Sound of RUSTY peeing on leaves. The boys stifle their giggles.


MARK. It’s like an elephant!


RUPERT. Did you see it in the bath?


MARK. Ja, of course.


RUPERT. What’s it like?


MARK. Pretty big. Haven’t you seen it?


RUPERT. He’ll shake it now.


They try to listen, but giggle too much to hear.


Now he’ll go back to the house.


The door opens. RUSTY is silhouetted in the moonlight.


RUSTY. Rupy? Are you awake?


RUPERT. Yes dad.


RUSTY. Just thought I’d say good night.


RUPERT. ’Night, dad.


RUSTY. Mark asleep?


RUPERT. It sounds like it.


RUSTY. I’m coming in.


He does.


Where are you?


RUPERT. Here.


RUSTY sits on the end of the bunk.


Ow.




RUSTY. That your foot?


He moves.


How’s that?


RUPERT. OK.


RUSTY. It’s been a good day. Didn’t you have a good day?


RUPERT. Yes it was . . . interesting. Are you feeling all right now?


RUSTY. I’ve never felt better in my life.


RUPERT. I’m sorry we didn’t wake you up.


RUSTY. We needn’t talk about that now. Have you seen the moon tonight?


RUPERT. Yes?


RUSTY. A full moon. I’ve been out in the garden looking at it. There are times when you have to think seriously about your life. I care very much about what’s happening in this country. You know that, don’t you?


RUPERT. Yes?


RUSTY stands up. Paces about. Meanwhile:


RUSTY. You know, Rupy, there was once a very great man who, every night, after a hard day’s work, work which affected the destinies of thousands of people, would walk out into his garden and look at the stars. He’d count as many as he could. Then when he could count no more . . .


There’s a loud thud: RUSTY has walked into the wall.


Oh crumbs.


RUPERT. What happened?


RUSTY. I hit my head.


RUPERT. Are you all right?


RUSTY. I’ve never felt better in my life. Where are you?


RUPERT. Here.




RUSTY. Everything went black for a moment. What was I saying?


RUPERT. He’d count the stars.


RUSTY. He’d count them one by one. Then he’d say to himself, ‘In one single galaxy there are fifty million . . . ’ I think I’m bleeding.


RUPERT. Ma’s got some Elastoplast in the house.


RUSTY. Ah. Let’s just the two of us talk, Rupy, just for once. Have you got a hankie?


RUPERT. No.


RUSTY. Don’t worry, it’s stopped. Better sit down. Yes. And there are five million galaxies visible from Mount Palomar Observatory alone. I’m a bit dizzy actually. Where are you?


RUPERT. Here.


RUSTY sits.


Ow!


RUSTY. That your foot again? Sorry, chum.


He moves off RUPERT’s foot.


I’d like to take you to the beach again. We should spend more time together. I know you’re not a rugger fan, but what do you think of tennis? It’s always a social asset. You’d be surprised, but sometimes I’m as shy of you as you are of me. I wish you’d known me in the Army. Well you’ve seen the photos. We’d have hit it off. When you’re older you’ll see there are faults on all sides. Other personalities involved. Your mother, now, she’s a wonderful woman. She’s in continual discomfort as you know. If anything happens to me I want you to look after her. Are you listening, Rupy?


RUPERT. Yes.


RUSTY. You might not see me for a bit. I’ve got things to do. Things one just can’t do with a woman around. You remember your mother’s birthday, don’t you? It’s July the fifth. If I’m not here . . . if we lose touch . . .




He cries. Sobs and sobs.


. . . I want you to give her a dozen red roses . . .


Through his sobs:


. . . I’ll get the money to you somehow. And the present of course.


He slowly stops crying.


Thanks for listening, Rupy. Where are you?


RUPERT. Here.


RUSTY. Good night, son.


He kisses RUPERT.


What’s that smell?


RUPERT. It’s calamine lotion.


RUSTY. She tried to put some on me. I know she means well. You sure you’re not wearing scent?


RUPERT. No it’s calamine lotion.


RUSTY. Never trust a man who wears scent. You’re a good pal, Rupy.


He stands up and bangs his head on the bottom of the top bunk.


Ow. Ow. Oh God. No it’s going now. Oh that was a shock. Good night.


Walks into the middle of the room.


RUPERT. ’Night Dad.


RUSTY. The secret of a woman is her . . .


Pause.


RUPERT. Are you all right?


He panics.


Dad?


RUSTY crashes to the ground.




RUSTY. Where are you?


RUPERT. Here.


RUSTY. You’ve moved.


RUPERT. No you fell over.


RUSTY. I’ll tell you something I’ve never told anyone. Since I met your mother . . . Oh my God. Oh my God. Everything’s spinning round.


He utters a terrible groan. RUPERT gets out of the bunk.


RUPERT. Dad? Dad? Hey Mark!


MARK. What’s he done now?


RUPERT. Were you awake?


MARK. You bet, was I supposed to sleep through that?


RUPERT. Wasn’t it awful.


MARK. I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life.


RUPERT. What shall we do with him?


MARK. Put him in the bunk.


RUPERT. Shouldn’t I tell my ma he’s here?


MARK. Up to you, he’s your father.


RUPERT. Where will I go?


MARK. Up there with me.


RUPERT. Let’s put him in the bunk.


MARK climbs down.


MARK. I’ll take the heavy end. A one and a two and a ‘up’!


They lift RUSTY, struggle over to the bottom bunk and lay him in it. EDITH is heard calling ‘RUSTY!’


Shut the door!


RUPERT rushes over to close the door, then climbs up into the top bunk.




Grab my hand. That’s it. Ssh.


Footsteps outside. The door opens. EDITH is in the doorway.


EDITH. Boys? Hello boys? Are you awake?


RUPERT snores quietly.


MARK. Is that you, Mrs. Walker?


EDITH. Mark?


MARK. You won’t put the light on, will you Mrs. Walker? We’ve both got terrible headaches from the sun and Rupert’s just gone to sleep. Have you come to take our tray?


EDITH. Not at this time of night, child. It’s nothing. Sleep well.


MARK. Thanks Mrs. Walker.


EDITH. Oh, by the way Mark, Mr. Walker didn’t say, did he, what time he’d be back?


MARK. No Mrs. Walker.


EDITH. Did you see which way he went?


MARK. Well he could have gone up to the station as though he was going to school, or the other way over the bridge. When I last saw him, he was standing at the front gate trying to decide.


EDITH. Thanks, Mark, it doesn’t matter.


She goes, closing the door behind her. Footsteps, then silence.


RUPERT. Phew.


MARK. How was that?


RUPERT. Pretty damn good. Move over.


They re-arrange themselves.


Isn’t it difficult with the middle arms?


RUSTY mumbles in his sleep.




MARK. Ssh!


They listen.


What did he say?


RUSTY. Heliograph.


RUPERT. He wants a heliograph.


MARK. What’s that?


RUPERT. Something in the Army.


RUSTY. Send the catering corps down to the river.


MARK. Do you reckon he’ll go on all night?


RUPERT. I don’t know.


Pause.


He’s stopped.


Pause.


Mark, listen. I’m too happy to sleep. We could have a quiz. Or tell each other jokes. Play noughts and crosses in the air. Or mental battleships.


Pause.


Mark?


Silence. MARK is asleep. EDITH is heard in the distance calling: ‘Rusty!’


RUPERT. Mark?


End of scene.


Scene Five


LEO’s office. LEO behind his desk, RUSTY is taking a sandwich out of his briefcase and unwrapping it. His face is red and bits of skin are hanging off it.




LEO. I’m flattered. No, I mean it. That you should come to me for advice. That would be what, a cheese and tomato?


RUSTY. Have some.


LEO. I’ll show you something while I’m thinking.


He takes RUSTY’s sandwich and puts it in a Jaffle Iron: this looks like a pair of saucers clipped together to form a cup by means of two foot-long handles.


You should have called me at the weekend. Yesterday I caught up on the garden. Saturday night the film society. The Childhood of Maxim Gorky. I tell you, Rusty, that is one heck of a film. Every time I see it, I find something new to admire. One scene brings tears to my eyes.


He points to his eyes.


Look, that’s just from thinking about it. Suddenly, in the kitchen, his grandmother does this little dance. From the old days, a wedding ceremony or some such, I don’t know, traditional. Beautiful, sheer magic. I’m sorry, go on.


RUSTY. I want to do something . . . constructive. Only every time I get an idea, I immediately think of fifty reasons why not. Whereas you’re so practical. So . . .


Pause.


Is that thing working?


LEO. Can’t be rushed. Pop-up toasters the same problem, which by the way I can’t supply fast enough. They’re no damn use but they’re cheap, they look good and they take people’s minds off their troubles. Now ask why I’m so cheerful about it. What does Edith think you ought to be doing?


RUSTY. I’ve not talked to her at all. Fact of the matter, I’ve moved out.


LEO. Ah. Time’s up.


He opens the Jaffle Iron, revealing that it has toasted RUSTY’s sandwich. Places it before RUSTY.




And Edith, she’s happy with this?


RUSTY. I wasn’t there when she got my note. My guess is that her immediate reaction would be rather mixed.


He takes a bite of the sandwich.


LEO. What’s it like?


RUSTY. Tastes good. I can’t eat hotel stuff, it makes me nervous. Sleep’s another problem. The first night out, I’d forgotten the alarm. I tried the old trick of banging my head on the pillow, seven bangs for up at seven, but I was so worried I’d balls it up that I kept getting out of bed to check. Last night I couldn’t get off at all. And work, well I copped a fair quota of embarrassment today. Word travels, everyone’s heard about me and Edith, so they look at me in a funny way. I can take all this in my stride, question of self-control. No, the thing is there’s something else. I can’t grasp it, it’s like grabbing a bar of soap. Something to do with travelling light. I could climb off next stop if I wanted to, stay a day or two, disappear into the landscape, learn the local customs, talk sign language. I’ve not gone potty have I? There’s nothing in the family. No, the worry is that when the temporary thing wears off, I’ll find myself pointing in the wrong direction. Or two directions at once. One thing’s settled.


LEO. Good, good.


RUSTY. I’m taking your advice about the Torch Commando.


LEO. Ah.


RUSTY. Resigning.


LEO (remembers). Yes.


RUSTY. I’ve drafted a telegram. But I can’t get it right. Either it gets completely stuffy or it sounds as though I’ve gone off the deep end. Can I read it to you?


LEO. Sure.


RUSTY. Here goes.


He takes out a sheet of paper and reads.




‘Accept resignation in default open door policy all ex-servicemen irrespective colour for protest against unconstitutional laws signed George quote Rusty unquote Walker 11th Field Company South African Engineering Corps 1939–45.’


Well?


LEO. It’s good, you know, good. One or two things . . .


Fingers splayed he rocks his hand to and fro.


. . . I might have put a little differently, but no, this is you talking.


Pause.


Let me look at it.


RUSTY hands it over. LEO puts on his glasses. RUSTY waits.


Are you very fond of ‘open door policy’.


RUSTY. What’s wrong with it?


LEO. It’s perhaps a little abstract. Surely people must first confer, so that the policy is coherent?


RUSTY. What do we say then? ‘Conference’?


LEO. You need a forceful word, a word a soldier might use.


RUSTY. ‘Alliance’?


LEO. Good.


RUSTY. ‘Regrouping’?


LEO. We’ll use them both.


RUSTY. They won’t pay a blind bit of notice.


LEO. But the idea is planted.


RUSTY. Which is what?


LEO. I’ll tell you. I’m beginning to warm to this. There are dozens of organisations like yours, liberal-minded middle-class groups, all admirable in intention but incoherent and



therefore inept. If they were to link forces under dynamic leadership, policy would be clarified and their work would be more effective.


He stands. Puts two sheets of paper plus carbon in the typewriter and types. Meanwhile:


I’ll do a draft.


MAY comes in.


MAY. Rusty, what a pleasure. Long time no see.


LEO. Where’s Mark?


MAY. He’s choosing books still.


LEO. What did he buy?


MAY. ‘Crime and Punishment’.


LEO. We’ve got it on the shelves.


MAY. But he’ll appreciate it more if he buys it himself. Rusty, I was heart-broken to hear your news. Have you somewhere nice to stay?


RUSTY. It’s all right.


MAY. You must come over soon. We can have a long talk and here’s a big soft shoulder if you’re looking for one to cry on.
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