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Introduction





If the plays in Volume One were mostly about discovery, discovery of language, of self, of art, the plays in this volume are essentially about identity. In a fluid and rapidly changing world, who are we? Who am I? In The Break of Day, gender identity is questioned and suffered. Is female identity ultimately bound up with having children? Three women face different options in an uncomfortable setting. Even After Darwin is about identity. The Captain of The Beagle, Robert FitzRoy, feels his identity threatened by Darwin’s discoveries, and the play questions the possibility of moral certainty in a world that lives with the uncertainty of evolution. The Ash Girl is a fairy tale, the Cinderella story, but Ashgirl has to discover and affirm her own identity before she can find the Prince; and finally, Credible Witness is totally about identity: national identity and one’s freedom within that identity. Every one of the eleven characters struggles with this troubling question and its emotional consequences.


Only Dianeira, originally a radio play inspired by the Trachiniae of Sophocles, does not quite fit and is more about anger than identity, although I think the two are linked.


Threatened identity or even troubled identity easily leads to anger. We long for certainty. The feeling of uncertainty is deeply uncomfortable. When not only the outside world but the inside world seem insubstantial, unreliable, that sense of discomfort is acute. All of these plays were written as one century and one millennium moved into the next. There is a sense of general trepidation, of fear. I felt a sense of discomfort myself, a feeling that the world was trying to redefine itself, no one really knew who they were and even basic assumptions about human beings were coming into question. It’s been a curiously uneasy time for Britain, not knowing whether to place itself in Europe or in an Anglo-American paradigm. I felt this acutely, having been educated in France as a European but being of Anglo-American origin. And as I write this, we are in a very different and shifting world marked by 11 September and its consequences.


I feel, then, that I haven’t finished writing about identity, the area is not totally explored. It does not, however, make for easy plays None of the plays in this volume has easy answers, none had an easy reception, and they are permeated with sadness: the sadness I have felt that in this twenty-first century, in this third millennium, human beings are in trouble in some way. They have lost their certainty. Perhaps it was never really there, but if you look at much of our literature you find periods of confidence and a kind of certainty, you find optimism, a sense of progress even. Perhaps this was lost with Darwin, then lost more profoundly in the twentieth century, partly through an awareness of the limits of science, its own uncertainty; and partly because of the savagery of the wars; then lost again with the fall of political ideologies in 1989; and now with 11 September, when even the rules of hostility have changed. Indeed, when there seem to be no rules.


What does the theatre do in all this? Well, you can batten down the hatches and go domestic. This is interesting and perhaps necessary. Or you can go out into the storm.


It’s more solitary and scary and there may be fewer with you. When I talk to actors or other practitioners, I find there is a sense of identity crisis in the theatre itself and I have tried to reflect this in a couple of the plays. Too many plays have shown actors as charming, selfish children – I’ve done it myself. I wanted to show some of the questioning they themselves go through both with their work and their relations to the world.


I still believe the theatre is like some kind of cultural skin. It is the edge between the interior world we inhabit of poetry, language, music, and the exterior public world of other people, a crowd, a group, a polis. That edge, that skin is the point of contact between the audience and the play, it is a totally different experience from reading a book or a poem alone. It is more exposed, often more uncomfortable; one’s identity can be put in question. I’ve noticed a tendency in the theatre to try to target audiences, gay plays for gay men, women’s plays for women, black plays for the black community. If this succeeds, it will be a great shame. Perhaps, after all, it is not the best thing to have a solid, immutable and unquestioned identity, maybe it’s more interesting to shed these skins occasionally, maybe it’s more human to be uncomfortable. And finally, maybe it is more consoling, maybe even more hopeful to be uncomfortable in a diverse group, in an audience.


Most of the plays in this volume have large casts. One of my greatest sadnesses is that, to date, each has only had one production. In the past, I have honed my plays through the first two or three productions, maybe a few line changes, sometimes dropping entire scenes. All of these plays, I feel, would have benefited from second productions – some just to be seen by a wider audience. In the present climate, this is almost impossible. Nevertheless, here they are. Reader: I hope you will accept the uncomfortable edges of this work and find interest, even pleasure, in the shifting ground.


 


Timberlake Wertenbaker    


27 November 2001    
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First Performance





The Break of Day was first performed by the Out of Joint company at the Haymarket Theatre, Leicester, on 26 October 1995, and in London at the Royal Court Theatre on 22 November 1995 The cast in order of appearance was as follows:




Nina   Maria Friedman


Tess   Catherine Russell


Hugh   Brian Protheroe


Paul   Lloyd Hutchinson


April   Anita Dobson


Natasha   Madlena Nedeva


Jamie   David Fielder


Robert   Nigel Terry


Nick   Barnaby Kay


Marisa   Kate Ashfield


Mr Hardacre   Jerome Willis


Mihail   Bernard Gallagher


Dr Glad   Lloyd Hutchinson


Eva   Madlena Nedeva


Boian   James Goode


Dr Attanasov   David Fielder


Mr  Statelov   Jerome Willis


Dr Romanova   Anita Dobson


Victor   James Goode


 


Other characters played by members of the company


 


Director   Max Stafford-Clark


Designer   Julian McGowan


Lighting Designer   Johanna Town


Sound Designer   John A. Leonard


Musical Director   Steven Edis


Dialect Coach   Jeannette Nelson
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When I was a little girl,


’Bout seven years old,


I hadn’t got a petticoat


To keep me from cold.


 


So I went into Darlington,


That pretty little town,


And there I bought a petticoat,


A cloak and a gown.


 


Hark to me,


Listen what I say,


Little girls are important


At the break of day.


 


I went into the woods,


And built me a kirk,


And all the birds of the air,


They helped me to work.


 


The hawk with his long claws


Pulled down the stone,


The dove with her rough bill


Brought me them home.


 


Hark to me …


 


The parrot was the clergyman


The peacock the clerk,


The bullfinch played the organ,


And we made merry work.


 


Hark to me …


 


Hark to me …
























Act One








The garden of a small country house in the middle of summer. Lawn, some flowers. Nothing grand, but beautiful and peaceful. It is early morning. Tess Warner is sitting with a huge pile of newspapers, which she is scanning very fast. She cuts out one small item. Nina Sehn comes out in a dressing gown. The women kiss on the cheeks.




Nina   You’re working.


Tess   I wanted to get this done before breakfast.


Nina   Can I help?


Tess   Scan. Anything to do with women. Something individual. It’ll be buried in the back pages.




Nina looks.





Nina   Here: ‘Fertility begins at forty.’ It’s about gardening.


Tess   Here’s one: ‘Many of the motorway protesters who live for months in trees are women.’ ‘Women who live in trees,’ that’s a good title. Or, as my old paper would put it: ‘The passions of a tree girlie.’


Nina   I could do that –


Tess   Nina, they don’t have bathtubs up there.


Nina   More than eighty per cent of England is within hearing distance of a busy road. It drives me mad.


Tess   Does it disturb the music in your head?


Nina   It disturbs the silence in my head.


Tess   You could write a song about it.


Nina   Joni Mitchell did it twenty years ago: ‘They’ve paved paradise and put up a parking lot.’ You can’t write that song now.


Tess   When we first met you were writing those types of songs. You’d formed your band.


Nina   That’s right … you came to interview us.


Tess   I remember every moment of that night, don’t you?


Nina   I never think about the past.


Tess   I felt so powerful. There you were, an all-female band, and I was the only woman reporter on a rock magazine. Women were exploding everywhere, with their anger, hunger, confidence, all those possibilities. We talked all night, you must remember.


Nina   I must have met Hugh then. He was sent by his record company.


Tess   That was because they realised women even had the power to sell albums. It was almost exactly twenty years ago – a week after my twentieth birthday.


Nina   Your birthday, why didn’t you say?


Tess   I’m celebrating it this weekend.


Nina   Now I understand. That’s why April is coming.


Tess   I can’t believe she sang with you.


Nina   Her voice was wonderful, but she only wanted the money to get her through university.


Tess   Our formidable Professor of Classics.


Nina   I hope she doesn’t terrify everyone.


Tess   I’ll keep her under control. We’ll have a great weekend. We’ll send the men off to play tennis and we’ll commemorate.


Nina   I don’t like to remember.


Tess   That’s because you’re so secretive. I remember those consciousness-raising sessions, we’d all be describing our orgasms or lack of them in great detail and you’d say you had to protect the identity of your lover.


Nina   Hugh was married at the time.


Tess   As if orgasms have anything to do with the identity of the male. You were better once you were with Robert. Actually, I have a confession to make … It was the way you described Robert that made me decide I wanted him.


Nina   I see.


Tess   I felt I had a right to what I wanted. It goes with the empowerment I felt all my life. Born into this heroic empire – that’s what they taught us – educated, national-healthed. Then the sixties when all you had to do was be very young. Being a woman in the seventies, then being in London and clever in the eighties, making money despite myself, buying this house. And now –


Nina   Now?


Tess   That’s why you’re here.


Nina   I’m the last person who should be here.


Tess   You succeeded where you wanted to – like me.


Nina   I’m not doing anything, I’m a kind of traitor.


Tess   Hugh says you’ve been working on new songs.


Nina   What?


Tess   I want to hear them. April will analyse our lives for us and then, then – I’ll feel empowered again. We all will.


Nina   Tess: I don’t have any new songs.




Hugh comes in.





Tess   Aren’t you planning another album?


Nina   (to Hugh) Is that what you’re saying?


Hugh   What a perfect morning. Clear, green, English. I still love this country – although it’s not as green as it used to be: look at your grass.


Tess   You need someone to play tennis. Where’s Robert? He’s just been offered two jobs at once, after a year not working.


Nina   (to Hugh) Why are you saying I’m working on a new album?


Hugh   (to Tess) Isn’t that good for Robert?


Tess   One of them is a Chekhov in a tiny company for no money, the other is a television. Poor Robert. It’s going to be a weekend of agonised indecision, he’s probably still in bed with the duvet over his head, I’ll go and get him for you.


Hugh   You’re the perfect hostess.


Tess   I’ve looked forward to this weekend – I want to celebrate, remake old friendships. When Jamie comes you can have a powerful foursome.




Tess leaves.





Nina   Why are you saying I’m working on a new album?


Hugh   Because you are. You may not know it.


Nina   There’s nothing in my head.


Hugh   It’s not there yet.


Nina   You need the successful album.


Hugh   Yes, but so do you. I have other artists.


Nina   So why are you pushing me?


Hugh   I’m trying to help you, I think you’ll be happier if you get some songs out –


Nina   I tell you, they’re not there.


Hugh   Does that make you happy?


Nina   No.


Hugh   Then make an effort!


Nina   You know it’s not that simple. Anyway, I have other things on my mind.


Hugh   I know, Nina, but you also have your work, it’s under your control. That’s what you do best.


Nina   How can I know? I haven’t tried anything else. I should get dressed. (She doesn’t move.)


Hugh   I love you. I want you to be happy. What’s wrong with a happy marriage? Is it oppressive or something?


Nina   Sometimes I feel I have to redeem you because you made your first wife so unhappy.


Hugh   All I want is to enjoy this weekend, play tennis, get you to write one song.


Nina   Tess is raking up the past – how we stood in front of life with all those possibilities – not because we were young but because it was that moment. I don’t feel powerful at all, is that because of this moment?


Hugh   There you are. Work it out.


Nina   I can’t, that’s the point. I’ll get dressed.


Hugh   Will you wake Nick up?


Nina   He’s your son.


Hugh   Nina –


Nina   All right. I’ll knock on his door. If he growls at me?


Hugh   Growl back.




Nina goes off. Hugh is alone. Paul, the gardener, comes on.





Paul   The question of happiness. Men never ask themselves if they are happy, they just have heart attacks. I’m Paul, I do Tess’s garden. I remember your wife’s first album. Sensational.


Hugh   Don’t tell her that.


Paul   I have a girlfriend now, she says she’ll only be happy if I marry her. I think to myself, at least this is an unhappiness we both understand. I want to keep it that way. If it doesn’t rain soon, this lawn is going to die, all the lawns of England will die, all the gardens will wither. We’ll have to do what they do in California and create desert gardens, but California is yellow anyway, whereas England is deep green. That would make me unhappy, if England became yellow. I’ve never understood how people can leave England for Greece and Spain.




He goes off. April comes on.





Hugh   April. You look well.


April   I’m exhausted.


Hugh   Is it Sappho?


April   Sweet of you to remember. Jamie always asks which Greek lady I’m writing about. No, it’s the government. I used to teach. You know, talk to students, share learning. Now I fill in forms. I won’t bore you with it.


Hugh   It interests me.


April   You Americans are always so courteous. This is a country where you don’t need to act any more, you only need to describe actions on paper. My students don’t ask me questions, they assess me. Was this teacher (a) very good, (b) mediocre, (c) unspeakable? What kind of dialogue is that? The easier I make things for them, that is, the less I teach them, the more they like me. Stop me. I’ve already ruined the morning. I wanted to have a romantic drive down with Jamie, I went on and on, he’s now escaped to his mobile. How is Nina?


Hugh   Inactive. Give her some lines of Sappho.




Natasha comes on and brings them coffee.





April   They’re only fragments. Fragments every generation fills.


Hugh   That’s what songs are. Fragments of a generation. Tell me more about Sappho.




Natasha leaves.





April   There’s your American politeness again. Who’s that?


Hugh   I’m Jewish, April, I like to know everything that’s going on. I like to know about my musicians’ lives. I’m not creative, I facilitate, mix, edit, but I’m always fascinated by what my artists pick up from the world. Why are young people returning to lyricism in music, why Sappho for you?




Natasha comes back on with croissants.





April   A mystery. A woman about whom we know nothing, revered as the best among the best Greek poets. Thank you.







Natasha bows and goes.





Who is she?


Hugh   One of Tess’s servants it seems. Please talk to Nina about Sappho. Inspire her.


April   To what?


Hugh   Her third album. She has to do it.


April   Why?


Hugh   That’s what she is.


April   Are you sure?


Hugh   I know these artists. They all get mesmerised by this idea of silence, because they’re angry or they want to punish themselves. It’s no good. You’ve seen Nina in front of an audience, you know it’s the closest she comes to happiness.


April   I’d like to find someone who loved me that much.


Hugh   It’s a burden I place on her.


April   I could take it. Will you help me in exchange?


Hugh   It’s a deal.


April   Talk to Jamie. It’s been a year. He can’t commit himself to living with me. He’s even nervous about spending a night together in his sister’s house. You can talk sense to him. There must be something that can be unlocked. We have a great time together then suddenly – tell me, am I frightening?


Hugh   Not to me.


April   Convince him.




Jamie comes on, distraught.





Jamie   How do you start a revolution?


Hugh   Hi, Jamie.


Jamie   Apparently there’s an article in the papers. (He tears througb the papers.) It must have been something like this that led to the Peasants’ Revolt, the Russian Revolution. One day, you say, I’ve had enough, how dare you do this, to me, to us?


April   What’s happened?


Jamie   We’ll have to organise a sit-in.


April   Jamie, I left you five minutes ago with your mobile checking up on a little girl whose hand you’d saved.




Jamie is still tearing througb the papers.





Jamie   Here it is. I was good in chemistry.




Tess comes on with Nina. They kiss April. Jamie ignores them.





I know how to make a bomb.


Tess   What’s going on?


April   We’re trying to find out.


Hugh   Jamie seems to want to join the Baader-Meinhof.


Tess   Have you told him he’s thirty years too late? What’s wrong?


Jamie   We’ve got to stop it. Tess, you’ve stopped things in your time. Greenham Common, all that.


Tess   You can’t become political overnight.


Jamie   I just have.


Tess   If I said I’d become a surgeon overnight, I wouldn’t be allowed near a hospital. Stay away. You’ll look silly. Tell us what’s upset you and then let’s forget about it.


Jamie   Forget about it? They want to close down the whole hospital. It’s in here! My hospital, the oldest, the best. I’ve worked all my life to become a consultant in a big NHS hospital. There’s been nowhere better to be. Yesterday I saved a girl’s hand. It took twelve hours. Finger by finger, vein by vein, one millimetre at a time. You get one finger sewn back in three hours and you ask yourself, Why are there so many damn fingers to a hand? But I did it. Not just me. My team. Together for ten years. I need to make five hundred different requests during such an operation. My theatre sister knows what I want before I ask. I hold out my hand, the instrument is there. The child will be able to move all her fingers. They want to close us down. I don’t understand. It can’t be the country that wants this: when I was only a junior doctor in Wales, they dressed up to see me, they called me Sir.


April   They tried to close the Classics Department at my university. We fought.


Jamie   Did you win?


April   We compromised. We no longer teach Greek and Latin. It’s classics in translation, without the bone, the beauty of the original language. And the classes trebled. We thought we’d won, but I suppose really we lost. Now they want us to make the degrees easier. We take weak students, we give them a good degree, they haven’t learned anything but the university looks good.


Jamie   I won’t accept that.


April   Dictatorships use force. Democracies convince you you are wrong.


Nina   Or make you feel there’s no value in speaking.







Robert comes on with an old-fashioned racket in its press.





Robert   I’m a terrible host, I’m sorry. I was reading all night. Natasha’s bringing more coffee and croissants forthe women and I understand the men are playing tennis.


Jamie   I’m not playing.


Tess   You have to play.


Robert   We have to do what Tess wants, we’re celebrating her birthday.


Jamie   It was last week.


Tess   If you remembered, why didn’t you send me a card?


Jamie   I’m your brother, why should I send you a card?


April   I remembered, I brought you a fabulous new translation of Marcus Aurelius, you know, the Stoic, my students love it.


Robert   We’re celebrating this weekend. We’re playing tennis.


Tess   I thought you’d all enjoy a good men’s game. It’s what you like doing together, isn’t it, sport?


Robert   I spent the whole night reading Chekhov’s stories. The men never play sports, they talk. They talk endlessly. I envy civilisations where talking itself is a sport. I’d like to come to you now and ask you all to help me make a decision. I can play Vershinin or I can play in a television series about hospitals. It’s badly written and the subject’s been done many times before. But it’s money. I feel embarrassed even saying this, the decision must seem unimportant. Being an actor is unimportant.


Tess   Robert, this isn’t talk, it’s a melancholic soliloquy.


Robert   I’m sorry.


Jamie   People used to watch Dynasty and Dallas to escape. Now it seems the summit of people’s fantasies in England is to be treated in an NHS hospital by a consultant like me.


Robert   I shouldn’t do the series.


Tess   He didn’t say that.


Nina   You shouldn’t do the series.


Robert   I haven’t worked for a year. It’s well paid. I can’t let Tess have all the responsibility – although – have you told them?


Tess   No …


Robert   Why not?


Tess   It’s not definite.


Nina   What?


Robert   It looks like Tess is going to be made the Editor of her magazine.


Nina   You mean you’re going to run it, that’s wonderful!


April   You can make some changes.


Tess   Why?


April   I was reading it last night and there are aspects I find unacceptable.


Robert   I am so proud of Tess. Her own magazine.


April   Yes, but she has to make it a worthwhile magazine.


Nina   April, we can’t all read the TLS.


Hugh   That’s a wonderful racket, Robert.


Robert   I got it from a series. That was a good series, I had a small part but I was pleased to be in it.


Tess   You don’t have to do it.


Robert   How can I tour for nine months for no money with a tiny theatre company no one will watch? And yet, last night, I opened the door on a whole world. Those three sisters suspended in an odd paralysis at the end of their century, with a cataclysm already in formation. There’s something familiar about that paralysis, feeling outside history, I wanted to explore it – well – (Pause.) Even learn Russian. I didn’t go to university like Tess, sometimes I get to learn on the job. I could if I did the part – but it’s not responsible. Being an actor isn’t responsible. It might be if it were valued. I keep reading articles on why no one wants to go to the theatre. I’m convinced.


April   You see: democracy. You’ll soon be convinced no one needs medicine: if people looked after themselves better, they wouldn’t get sick in the first place.


Hugh   I think you’re forgetting you can also change things in a democracy.


Nina   Not if you can’t see them clearly. I walk out in the streets. I see a blur of misery, but I don’t know where to focus. In this country, you’re not encouraged to look.


Tess   You mean look at the negative –


Robert   Chekhov makes you look, but what’s the point if nobody goes to look at him? Even Tess doesn’t go to the theatre, except to mega-openings.


Tess   I have to be seen. I don’t always like it.


Robert   I’m not complaining. Certainly one isn’t seen on the opening night of a small touring company in Worthing. Let’s play tennis.


Jamie   Chekhov was a doctor, wasn’t he? Why did he give it up?


Robert   He didn’t. That’s what’s so extraordinary. He – never mind.


Nina   You should do what you want.


Tess   That’s what I say.


Robert   But you don’t mean it.


Nina   Hugh says that to me, he says he’ll produce any song I write, but he really wants me to sing something that will be a hit single.


Hugh   That’s a complete lie: I’ve always let you follow your caprices –


Nina   Caprice.


Hugh   Even you admit that feminist collective of yours was a caprice.


April   You’re not talking about our band!


Hugh   No, that was fresh, it wasn’t even that feminist.


April   We disguised it.


Hugh   After Nina’s first album she decided to rebel and got mixed up with these women who spent all their time discussing whether they could allow a male producer and a capitalistic record company to interfere. It was a complete disaster, of course –


Nina   Nobody promoted it.


Hugh   Every interview was vetoed if it was a male interviewer. We couldn’t find a cover, nobody would dress as anything. We said to you, Be really masculine if you want, be really feminine, just be something – men in the music business usually make themselves really feminine and they look great. OK, they don’t have thousands of years of exploitation behind them, but we had a record to sell. Then there was your rustic phase, playing to yourself in the back of remote pubs, bringing poetry to rural areas or whatever you were doing –


Nina   That was a great time. I took up riding.


Hugh   But the music was bad.


Nina   Does anybody care?


Hugh   I did and so did your record company. Then total silence from you.


Nina   You said yourself no one was interested in songs any more, kids were mixing the sounds themselves –


Hugh   That’s changed. The record company wants a third album from you, it’s in your contract, what can I do to make her do it, what?


April   You can’t push her.


Tess   I’d do an interview with you.


Nina   I hate publicity.


Tess   That’s not integrity, Nina, that’s suicide.


Nina   I have a right to silence.


Hugh   No, you don’t!


Nina   And then, England … it sort of makes you silent.


Hugh   It’s the government’s fault now, is it?


Nina   You treat me like a perverse childe. You have no idea what it’s like, day after day, trawling for the phrase, the feeling, that’ll catch the song. But when I get a glimpse, I think, No, it’s not important.


April   That’s the discomfort of democracy. Everyone can speak, so all words have equal value, or none at all.


Tess   I’ve loved every song you’ve written.


April   So have I. Well, most.


Nina   I was reading about Eastern Europe the other day, and the writer says culture is what allows society to understand itself. What struck me most was his confidence in using that word. I used to love that title: singer-songwriter. It feels meaningless. Using words, it’s called chatter. Music, it’s called sounds.


Robert   I can understand that sense of worthlessness. I used to think I could change the world.


April   I lecture to seventy students at a time, I’m already telling these kids they’re worthless, there are too many of them for me even to remember their names. At Oxbridge, they would have one so-called eminent tutor, looking after them, one to one, valued –


Jamie   I have this young patient who was born with a terrible face tumour. I’ve done seventeen operations on her. The last one would have restored her ear, but apparently some ear quota had been filled. I watched this withdrawn miserable child turn into an increasingly confident girl, but finally some manager decided her future happiness was too expensive.


Hugh   Americans have always overcome their feelings of worthlessness by being in love with the future. Once you lose that, the rot really sets in.


Robert   Chekhov seems to love the future, I’m not sure I do.


Jamie   Does anyone in this country even believe in the future any more?


April   I still do. I know that at least one of my nameless students will come into contact with an ancient, wise and passionate mind and ignite.


Nina   To sing, you have to believe someone will be there to listen to you, not only now – in the future.


Robert   If there is a future, by that I mean a future with language – I should speak the lines of Chekhov. If there isn’t – it doesn’t matter what I do.




Pause.





Tess   It’s not even lunchtime and we’re all depressed sitting talking around a cafetière.


Robert   The Russians sat around their samovar, talking –


Tess   Look what happened to them.


Robert   Time to play tennis.




Nick comes on.





There’s our fourth.


Tess   Did you sleep well?


Hugh   What do you think about England, Nick?


Nick   Not much, I mean, I don’t think about it. Dad, listen …


Hugh   Aren’t students concerned?


Nick   They’re worried about money, Dad …


Tess   What do they think about the world?


Nick   Yeah. Dad, listen, what’s happened is, look, Marisa’s here.


Hugh   Marisa?


Nick   Remember? I told you, my girlfriend.


Hugh   The beautiful blonde one?


Nick   No, that was ages ago. You haven’t met her. She’s – well, she hasn’t wanted – but look, she’s here.


Nina   You didn’t invite her!


Nick   No, I don’t know how she found me, I mean, anyway, she’s waiting, at the station, she’s been travelling all night, she’s just called –


Nina   Aren’t you going back to college on Monday?


Nick   It’s – she says it’s important, she’s waiting, Dad …


Hugh   All right, we’ll go and get her. Is she as nice as the last one?


Nick   No, I mean, she’s different, she’s not like – I mean, she doesn’t come from a family like this, you know, arty-farty, she’s more – she’s political too.


Nina   We like that.


Nick   Not like you, I mean, Nina, you and Dad, you’d drive two cars to an anti-traffic demo. Marisa doesn’t even wear leather –


Tess   We’re having roast lamb for lunch.


Nick   Maybe there’s a vegetarian caff, we can stop on the way –


Tess   This is the countryside, Nick, there’s one pub, it’ll be serving roast beef. She can have lots of birthday cake.


Nick   She, you see, she doesn’t believe in birthdays –


Tess   I thought a birthday only oppressed the one who was having it.


Nick   It’s not that – well, she’ll tell you herself, she’s very together about it – I don’t believe in birthdays either. Dad, you always forget mine.


Nina   He forgets his own, Nick, he doesn’t want to get old.


Nick   Dad … Please –




Hugh and Nick go out.





Tess   I’ll see what I have in the kitchen. Robert, if you find Paul you could ask him if we have any vegetables, or herbs, or flowers she can eat –


Nina   I’ll come with you, I’m good on herbs.




Tess, Robert and Nina leave. April and Jamie are left alone. Pause.





Jamie   I should go and ring some colleagues.


April   If you want to mount a campaign for your hospital I can help you. There’s a way of going about these things, using the press, everyone you know who knows somebody, getting to the Prime Minister for five minutes, it’s quite disgusting in some ways, but you can win. (Pause.) What’s wrong? You’re giving me that look again.


Jamie   What?


April   I can’t accept the keep-off-this-grass look. Why do you always make me feel I’m invading your territory?


Jamie   This is such a shock for me.


April   And I want to help you.


Jamie   I know, but –


April   Accepting my help would be some kind of commitment and you can’t – I’m tired of being at the edge of your life. You should decide – now.


Jamie   This isn’t the right place, the right time –


April   It is. Tess and Nina have men in their lives, what I call daytime men, they’re there, in broad daylight, I have a twilight man –


Jamie   Thanks.


April   There for the evening, dinner, the first half of the night –


Jamie   I operate in the mornings.


April   You know what I’m saying –


Jamie   All Tess, Robert, Hugh and Nina do is argue and complain about each other in public –


April   I’ll even accept that, it’s part of the daytime man. I don’t have to have it now, but I have to know it’s going to happen.


Jamie   I don’t even know what’s going to happen to my hospital.


April   You can’t wait for a new government to make an emotional commitment.


Jamie   April, I have to ring my colleagues –


April   I want an answer.


Jamie   If you want an answer right now –


April   I can wait until tonight, even tomorrow if we spend the night here. This is so humiliating …


Jamie   I’m sorry …




He leaves. April is alone. She slaps herself. Natasha comes on. She sits next to April and touches her hand.





April   I’m sorry?


Natasha   Sappho.


April   Are you Greek? Are you from Lesbos?


Natasha   Lesbos. Sappho.




She lunges at April and kisses her.





April   What are you doing!


Natasha   Sappho.




Tess comes on.





Tess   Natasha! What’s going on?


April   I think we’re having a cultural misunderstanding.


Natasha   Sappho, you say: Sappho.


April   That’s the point of my book. She wasn’t gay, at least not in the way we understand the word, it’s a historical misunderstanding –


Tess   I’ll have to fire her, she’s mad.


April   Baffled, lonely, in a foreign country. In America once, I was very flattered by the attentions of a male student, until I realised he wanted me to pay him. That was supposedly the same language.


Tess   She knocked on the door looking for work, I assumed she was from Bosnia. She’s probably from Cardiff.


April   You can’t be gay and a war victim?


Tess   Where are you from?


Natasha   Kitchen. I go –




She goes. Robert and Nina come in.





Robert   Paul gave us some dandelions, some nasturtiums, every herb in Hamlet and he said he’d ask our neighbour Mr Hardacre for tomatoes. He’s doing wonderful things in the garden, how much do we pay him?


Tess   You mean how much do I pay him –


Robert   Fine. I’ll take the telly.


Tess   I didn’t – I’m sorry, April’s almost been raped by a Bosnian. I don’t know what to do about lunch – I wanted this to be such a good day.


April   I’ll go and apologise to the poor woman, she should really apologise to me. Have you noticed we’re the most arrogant nation on earth but we always apologise? But no, I should apologise –


Tess   Why?


April   Because we don’t know where she’s from, and her life has ceased to interest us, although we cry for her on television, because our imagination has been depleted by this terrible century – because words like compassion and humanity have cracked in the last fifteen years and we’ve let it happen –


Tess   It’s Jamie, isn’t it? Do you want me to talk to him?


April   What can you say?


Tess   I’ll tell him how odd and wonderful you are.


April   He knows that, it’s not the problem.




Tess and April leave.





Robert   In Three Sisters the characters contemplate the end of their century with that same sense of waste, of being outside history, but Vershinin intoxicates himself with a vision of a better future. I don’t believe Chekhov intends to mock that. He kept building schools: humanity could become better.


Nina   My grandmother started life like one of those sisters, but then she found herself in St Petersburg during the famine. She often told me how she went in search of bread to bring back to her son, my father, but ate it all on the way back. I don’t think she was a very good mother. My father said she kept him in short trousers so she would seem younger and remarry and get out. A lot of those Russians went around missing their estates, but I think she enjoyed it: migration, husbands, lovers, history. Even when she was old she kept moving house. I have her restlessness and I envy her experience of history.


Robert   Ninotchka, you never told me about her.


Nina   You weren’t playing Vershinin.


Robert   I’m not playing him now. How can I? Tess and I want children, did she tell you? Aren’t you still her best friend?


Nina   Friendship is like marriage, there are Siberian wastes you don’t cross.


Robert   She’d sort of forgotten about it in the heady eighties, I reminded her we ought to start. I think she thought it would be like everything else and she would have two perfect children there and then. She went to the women’s magazine to have more time – you can’t really have a child if you’re on a daily. That was three years ago. We don’t talk about it. I study the calendar secretly. It’s beginning to feel like Lorca’s Yerma. All last year I was thinking how nice it would be to take my children to the park, but I wasn’t working. If there’s going to be a child, I ought to do the telly, otherwise … I would love to do Vershinin … Did they ever find out what was wrong? I’m sorry, is it painful for you?


Nina   I keep hoping. And there are other ways …





Robert   Tell me …


Nina   Is that why you left me?


Robert   I left you because you did nothing to keep me.


Nina   There were so many men, so many possibilities. Some of my friends solved the problem by sampling a lot of men at once, I could only do it serially. You were better than most because you were an actor so you paraded a lot of different men in my life, but then I never had you …


Robert   I never had myself … In Chekhov there’s one moment when two people might come together and find happiness, but one hesitates, or makes a wrong move, and those people’s chance is over, for ever …


Nina   We felt we had an infinite number of chances …


Robert   Will you stay faithful to Hugh?


Nina   Yes. It’s less tiring mentally. But whenever I think I’m happy, I begin to feel this gnawing in my stomach and that worm eating out the black hole that women can never fill. I tried to write a song about it once, this void inside us, insatiable, unfillable. You don’t have it.


Robert   We work, we think about the future.


Nina   We work. It’s still there. It’s worse because we can no longer say it’s because we have nothing to do.


Robert   Children …


Nina   … not to fill the void.


Robert   But to fill the future …


Nina   I compose lullabies in my head. I can’t tell Hugh.


Robert   Nina, I miss you.


Nina   Don’t.




They embrace. Tess comes on.





We were remembering.


Tess   I’ve been remembering all weekend. Is this my retribution?


Nina   I never really forgave you.


Tess   What’s feminism for if we still hate each other?


Nina   It’s a peace treaty, not a love feast.




Nina and Tess go off.





Robert   ‘How can I put it? It seems to me that everything in the world must gradually change – two hundred years hence, three hundred years … eventually a new and happy life will dawn.’




Robert shakes his head. Marisa rushes through.





Marisa   I’m going to be sick.




She comes back and looks at Robert and screams.





You’re that rapist. On the television.


Robert   I played a rapist. I’m an actor.


Marisa   Yeah. And you’re that father.


Robert   No …


Marisa   In that film, the one who sleeps with this girl but doesn’t know she’s his daughter, that could have been me, I mean, I don’t know who my father is.


Robert   I’m sure it’s not me.


Marisa   Where were you in October 1973?


Robert   I can’t remember, probably on tour in the north of England.


Marisa   There you are. My mother was in the north of England. She can’t remember. She was drunk. I’d know if I was sleeping with my father. How come she didn’t know?


Robert   I don’t know, I didn’t ask her.


Marisa   You were sleeping with her!


Robert   Only in the film. We did what the director told us.


Marisa   It’s terrible not to know who your father is, how could he have done that, my dad? I think men should take responsibility, don’t you?


Robert   Yes.


Marisa   I’m going to be sick again. No. It’s gone.


Robert   I think you want to speak to Nick about this.


Marisa   How can you know what I want?


Robert   It’s my job as an actor, finding out what someone wants. I’ll call him.


Marisa   I wanted to tell them in the car but his dad kept talking about raves. Weird. I guess he wanted to be friendly, but I like opera. My favourite video is Bluebeard’s Castle, by Bartok, do you know it? I could have been a musician. In my last foster home, they had a piano, but it was too late. I suppose Nick told you I was in care. I’m not ashamed of it, it wasn’t my fault, people look at you as if it was. I was lucky, I wasn’t abused, but two of the families were struck off. The one with the piano, they loved me, but I was already sixteen, they couldn’t keep me.




Nick comes on.





Nick   Lunch is almost ready, Nina’s made a nasturtium salad, it looks great, come and meet everybody.


Robert   Marisa has something to say to you. I’ll tell Tess and send her out. (to Marisa) I think it’s good news. (He goes.)


Nick   What?


Marisa   He’s nice for a duvvie –


Nick   A what?


Marisa   Isn’t that what you’re supposed to call arteestes?


Nick   Don’t mention those words in this house. Also, look, don’t tell jokes about, you know, racist, using those words. I never told you, but Dad’s Jewish.


Marisa   You never told me he was American. That accent’s so oppressive.


Nick   What’s the good news?


Marisa   I haven’t slept. I had to take three different trains.


Nick   How did you find me?


Marisa   I called your mum.


Nick   You called my mum!


Marisa   I wanted to see you.


Nick   Well.


Marisa   Can’t you guess?




Pause.





Nick   No.


Marisa   The surgery called yesterday, it’s definite.


Nick   But –


Marisa   Didn’t you say your dad and Nina couldn’t have children. Now they can have a grandchild.




Pause.





Nick   Don’t tell Dad. (Pause.) Look, I’m not sure – I have to finish my degree, then I want to go to America, do a postgraduate. Dad doesn’t have any money any more, I mean, you don’t have to have it.




Nina comes on.





I need a walk. I’ll – I’ll – I don’t – I don’t want it. (He goes.)


Marisa   You must be Nick’s stepmother. Nick says the divorce was very painful for him, maybe that’s why he can’t be responsible now.


Nina   Don’t you kids learn sex education in schools?


Marisa   Yeah, Nick and I both had an AIDS test.




Tess comes on.





Nina   Didn’t you take precautions?


Marisa   I was sure I couldn’t have children. My mother couldn’t.


Nina   She had you.


Marisa   She always said that was a miracle, except she didn’t want me.


Nina   Wouldn’t that suggest –


Marisa   I took risks before, nothing happened.


Nina   I can’t believe this.


Tess   It doesn’t matter, women make mistakes. I can help you. I know a good clinic. I can make an appointment for you.




April comes on.





Marisa   Thanks.


Tess   Shall I make one for next week?


Marisa   There’s plenty of time.


Tess   Not that much, you should go soon.


Marisa   I know what to do. I’m taking lots of vitamins.


Tess   Wait – you’re not planning to have it?


Marisa   It’s a baby.


Tess   It’s not a baby yet, Marisa.


Nina   What did Nick say?


Marisa   I don’t care. It’s not his. I mean it is, but it’s mine.


Nina   He has years of study ahead of him. On a tiny student grant. You can’t expect him to quit and work in a supermarket.


Marisa   The state helps you.


Nina   Not any more.


Marisa   I’d like to work on a magazine. I like writing.


Tess   What are your qualifications?


Marisa   I have a GCSE, I can learn to type.


Tess   I have girls with firsts from Oxbridge desperate to work as secretaries. They’re whizzes at computers.


Marisa   I’ll work in a pub.





Tess   Who’s going to look after the baby? Your mother? Didn’t you tell Robert she was an alcoholic?


April   What are you two trying to do?


Tess   Don’t meddle, April.


April   I’m ashamed of you.


Nina   We’re trying to look at facts.


April   Isn’t the reason you haven’t had children, Nina, because of an abortion that went septic?


Nina   It was a back-street one, you and I marched to make them safe.


April   But not to force young women to have them if they don’t want to.


Tess   April, shut up.


Marisa   She’s right. You’re trying to make me kill my baby, you’re child murderers – animal murderers – and –


Nina   We’re trying to get you to make a sensible decision.


Marisa   So I can end up like you, married to ambition, bitter and childless –


Tess   We’ve waited until we could look after our children –


Marisa   Looks like you’ve left it too late –


Tess   I don’t think so – and at least we won’t bring them up on a council estate with a succession of violent men.


Marisa   Nick isn’t violent.


Nina   What makes you think he’ll stay with you?




Marisa runs off, crying. Pause.





April   I hope you’re proud of yourselves.


Nina   She can’t ruin Nick’s life.


April   Do you remember Tony? He made me have an abortion, wait until he was divorced for us to have a child. Then his wife got pregnant. I should hate him for ten years of false promises, but I hate her. She was only trying to survive. You’re not trying to help Marisa, you simply hate her.


Nina   What if Marisa did it on purpose? We fought against that behaviour too.


Tess   I don’t hate her, I hate stupidity.


April   So she has no right to children? I can understand you betraying feminism in your public life but you could at least apply some of it privately.


Tess   Who’s betrayed feminism? I’m on one of the best magazines around.


April   Women’s shlock.


Nina   I have fun reading it.


Tess   It has serious articles.


April   Sandwiched between adverts for lipsticks and orgasms.


Tess   Orgasms went out of fashion In the eighties – I think the idea was they took too much time –


April   Filofaxes, whatever.


Tess   They went out of fashion in the nineties, reminded people of the eighties.


April   All right, whatever it is.


Tess   New Labour. No ideology. Going with the flow. Being gay is stylish. Trees. No cars.


Nina   I’m for that.


April   (over) I remember what you used to write, the analysis, it was astounding.


Tess   Eve’s Pear. Read by twenty-five people.


April   You had one of the best minds – your deconstruction of just the kind of magazine you’re editing. How it held up an image of happiness that was unattainable.


Nina   Happiness is unattainable, April.


Tess   We’ve had twenty years to discover women don’t like serious magazines, they like the ads.


April   What can you decide in twenty years? You wanted money, you succumbed to a designer version of yourself – just as you have a designer version of mothers.


Nina   You’ve read the statistics about those mothers, they’re frightening.


April   The answer isn’t forbidding them to have children.


Nina   I didn’t say that! Or did I? I hope I didn’t.


Tess   Anyway, we don’t say designer, we say label.


April   Let me say what I mean: you were corrupted –


Tess   Who wasn’t?


April   You were the standard-bearer – not Nina with her songs, not me stuck in my classics, not a lot of other women – you, with your sense of the moment. Listen to you now.




Short pause.





Tess   I want a child. I was horrible to Marisa because I was envious, because she has what I want. I could bring it up, I could give it love, and nature goes for an irresponsible girl who only wants a doll. I’ve been trying for three years, I’m forty years old. I’m in biological recession. I want a child. I’ve never wanted anything so badly.







Pause.





April   Having a child isn’t the only purpose of a woman’s life. That was our credo.


Tess   We were wrong.


April   Don’t say that.


Tess   I don’t want that conclusion, April. I organised this weekend to avoid it. That’s why I asked you. Not just my oldest friends, but my only friends who don’t have children. We’d validate each other. Get back some of the passion of our early days when that was the last thing we wanted. Then she comes.


Nina   There are so many children in the world. Lost. Waiting. Why don’t you look into that? I have lots of information.


Tess   I couldn’t cope with a child who’s been abused in different foster homes for years. You have to know your strengths. I want my own child, in here, like her. Lunch must be ready. We have to celebrate.


April   Tess, you will get over it. You accept the consequences of your choices. You grieve. You go on.


Tess   I wasn’t trained for grief. None of our generation was.




Tess and Nina go. April stays. Paul comes on.





Paul   I’ve read a lot about the sixties generation.


April   We came later. We were the women of the seventies, no one talks much about it.


Paul   I’m a child of the eighties.




April leaves as he speaks. Paul follows. Nick and Marisa come on.





Nick   There won’t be any trains.


Marisa   I’ll walk.


Nick   In your condition?


Marisa   Who cares?


Nick   I do.


Marisa   You don’t. You’re just like them –


Nick   I’m not.


Marisa   Always thinking, talking, telling others what to do, you can’t feel anything.


Nick   I haven’t got used to the idea …


Marisa   See: idea. It has a heart, it wants love.


Nick   Yeah …


Marisa   It’s a miracle, I was really sure I couldn’t. You have to give in to life.


Nick   Yeah. But now you know you can, maybe later – in a few years –


Marisa   You see, just like them, escaping into the future. This is my family. Now.


Nick   Yeah, but what about the – well, for it, the future.


Marisa   I hate that word. I’m going.


Nick   Marisa, stay.


Marisa   Why? You don’t care.


Nick   I do. It’s part of me.


Marisa   Only if you want it to be.


Nick   I do.


Marisa   You do?


Nick   Yes.







Jamie and Hugh come on.





Jamie   We haven’t met, I’m a doctor, Tess sent – are you all right?


Marisa   I don’t believe in doctors, I do herbs.


Jamie   That sounds sensible. I heard you weren’t feeling well –


Marisa   I’m fine. I wouldn’t listen to you anyway because I don’t trust authority, but I’m fine.


Nick   Dad, we’re going to make it work together.


Hugh   Ah – well, if that’s what you want.


Marisa   Yeah. Would you like us to call it anything? I mean, I thought if it’s a boy, maybe Yehudi –


Hugh   Mm – I don’t know …




April comes on.





Marisa   If you don’t feel strongly about, about the fact that you’re a – I mean, if it’s a girl maybe she could have an Indian name, like Sunrise.


Hugh   You have a long time to think about that –


April   Aurora means sunrise in Latin, that might be better –


Marisa   That’s good. Is Latin very difficult to learn? Maybe I could become a Latin teacher in my spare time.


April   (to Jamie) You brought my bag to the guest room, but not yours.


Jamie   I left it in the car.


April   I’ll unpack it for you.


Jamie   I called most of my colleagues, the ones who aren’t playing golf or tennis. Two of them are leaving the NHS, one’s leaving medicine altogether. One of them kept going on about this Shop-a-Doc idea, said we were being turned into a medical Securitate, everybody spying on everybody else.


April   You’re already giving up. Why don’t you get your bag?


Jamie   No one seems to know how to fight.


Hugh   The trouble with these campaigns is that they exhaust you. Even if you win, it’s usually only for a while, then you have to start again. You need support while you’re doing it.


Jamie   Yes.


Hugh   You need a wife, someone intelligent, who knows about these things, like Tess, or April.


Jamie   I don’t want a family in these circumstances.


April   I don’t want a family.


Jamie   Later, I’d like one.


Hugh   Anyway, you need a wife.


April   (to Hugh) It’s too late. The moment’s passed.




Beat. April turns away.





Nick   Marisa and I don’t agree with campaigns. We think that if you lead your life properly as an individual, that pervades the world.


Marisa   I’ve refused to learn to drive.


Hugh   You could be right. Maybe progress is the last ideology and that too needs to be exploded. But that would be painful, you’re asking for a future where there’s no more expansion. You stop with what you have. Zero growth. That’s what you young people are into. It’s great.


Nick   Dad, you’re off again.


Marisa   I haven’t understood a word either, but I’m going to like having you as a father-in-law.


Nick   Marisa!




Robert comes on.





Robert   I’ve prepared a surprise for Tess. Nina is going to sing a song she’s composed –


Hugh   You’ve got Nina to sing?


Robert   Natasha is lighting the candles. Where’s Tess?


April   She was looking for her mobile.


Robert   I’ve made the decision. It’s a kind of small political gesture. I’m going to play Vershinin. I called the director earlier. He didn’t even sound surprised. I’d forgotten how arrogant people are in the theatre, I’m agreeing to starve for a year and he seems to think I should be pleased to have the part. Where has he been in the last fifteen years?




Tess comes on and kisses Robert.





Come and celebrate.




Nina comes on, followed by Natasha with a cake. Nina is singing her song, leading into ‘Happy Birthday’, which they all sing. Paul comes on with a mobile, which is ringing; he hands it over to Tess with distaste.





Paul   I was hoping to bury it.


Marisa   You can be seriously damanged by passive mobile phone use.


Tess   (answering the mobile) Who? Miss Sehn. Nina, it’s for you.


Nina   For me? Ah – (answering the mobile) Yes? What? A little girl … I see. How old is she? Yes, yes, we have everything.




Hugh has begun to listen.





Hugh   A little girl …




Nina clicks the phone off.





Nina   She’s there. She’s waiting for us.


Robert   Who? Where?


Hugh   Our little girl …


Tess   No …


Nina   She’s in Eastern Europe. She’s not well.


Tess   No.


Nina   I enquired a year ago. It didn’t look possible.


Tess   You didn’t even say anything.


Nina   I couldn’t talk about it. I tried, earlier.


Tess   And now, on my telephone, no.


April   Tess – be generous.


Nina   Come with me, Tess, there are so many children.


Tess   I don’t want some stolen Romanian baby with AIDS. We ran articles on them.


Nina   All media stories about adoption are negative. I’ve done my own research.


Jamie   We have had some very sick children from Romania.


Nina   It’s not Romania.


Robert   It’s very exciting.


Nina   Tess, I mean it, come with us.


Tess   I won’t, Nina, but I do wish you well, I do. I’ve decided to go to a fertility clinic. I know of a very good one. I’ll call on Monday. I don’t want to waste any more time.


Jamie   Tess, do you know what you’re getting into?


Tess   Yes. Now I want to drink to Nina and Hugh. There’s some elderflower water for Marisa.


Nick   Dad, does this mean you’re going to be a dad again?


Hugh   So it seems.


Nick   I hope you do a better job this time. Look, I’ll give you advice.


Marisa   I think it’s great news. Weird. But great.


Jamie   My hospital has the best paediatric department – well, used to. It may be open for a few months –


April   I’ll advise you on schools.


Paul   I’ll plant a tree.




Mr Hardacre, a man of eighty, comes on with a suitcase.





Mr Hardacre   Good day. Paul said you needed some tomatoes for the intruder. (He opens his suitcase and carefully brings out the home-grown tomatoes.)


Robert   Thank you, Mr Hardacre, will you join us?


Mr Hardacre   I’m going on my march with my suitcase.


Nick   A march? Where?


Mr Hardacre   It’s my wife. I was born the year the First World War started. My dad survived, but three of my uncles died. Look at this tomato, isn’t it beautiful? My wife’s father was a Jew from Macedonia, he had a good business in France. When they were rounding up the Jews, this is 1943 now, I was in the RAF, she and her mother escaped. This was her suitcase. I met her in 1949. She taught at the village school here and to this day old pupils come looking for her, I think because she brought an air of history with her. She was such a good teacher, she had a temperament, the children loved it, she used words like art, truth, beauty, not very English, you might say. She always kept her suitcase. She died three years ago just when the war in Eastern Europe started. I watch the television all the time now. And I see them. I think I see her. People with suitcases, walking, walking with their suitcases. I thought we’d never see those images again. Do you remember in Denmark how everybody wore a Star of David as a protest against the Nazis? To say we are all one. This suitcase is my Star of David. I’m going to march with my suitcase every day for the rest of my life. I’m going to protest against history.




He goes. Pause.





Nina   Natasha, where are you from?


Natasha   Madame, quick, your candles. (She points to the candles on the birthday cake, burning low.)


Tess   Yes. My candles.




Fade.
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