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    The River was first performed at the Royal Court Theatre Upstairs, London, on 18 October 2012. The cast was as follows:
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  For Joanna Butterworth (1964–2012).


  All our love, for ever.




  





  

    

      

        ‘At the still point of the turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshless;


      




      Neither from nor towards; at the still point, there the dance is,




      But neither arrest nor movement. And do not call it fixity,




      Where past and future are gathered. Neither movement from nor towards,




      Neither ascent nor decline. Except for the point, the still point,




      There would be no dance, and there is only the dance.’




       




      T.S. Eliot, ‘Burnt Norton’, Four Quartets


    


  




  





  

    Characters


  




  THE MAN




  THE WOMAN




  THE OTHER WOMAN




  Setting




  The cabin on the cliffs, above the river.




  Note on Text




  A forward slash (/) indicates interrupted speech.




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




  This text went to press before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  





  

    Darkness. The river.


  




  Becomes…




  … A cabin. Door off to bedroom at the back. Table. Chairs. Stove. Sink. Spiders. A WOMAN’s voice, singing, off.




  WOMAN’S VOICE (singing).




  

    

      

        

          I went out to a hazel wood




          Because a fire was in my head




          And cut and peeled a hazel wand




          And hooked a berry to a thread…


        


      


    


  




  

    

      Enter THE WOMAN, from the bedroom.


    


  




  THE WOMAN (singing).




  

    

      

        

          And when white moths were on the wing




          And moth-like stars were flickering out




          I dropped the berry in the stream




          And caught a little silver trout…


        


      


    


  




  

    

      She turns, and looks towards the window. Stops.




      Here. (Calls.) Quick! Come here. Don’t miss this. Quickly.




      Enter THE MAN, carrying assorted fly-fishing equipment.


    


  




  

    

       




      THE MAN (to himself). Torch. Reel. Spare reel. Leader. Fly-box. Flies…




       




      THE WOMAN. Quickly. You must see this.




       




      THE MAN. Forceps. Scotch. Baccy. Gink. Priest. Where’s my priest?




       




      THE WOMAN. You are missing the most incredible thing.




       




      THE MAN. Where’s it gone? It was right here. Here in this drawer. Where’s it gone?




       




      THE WOMAN. Just stop what you’re doing and come here now.




       




      THE MAN. What?




       




      THE WOMAN. Now. Right now. Come over here.




       




      THE MAN. Oh. I’ve seen it.




       




      Beat.




       




      THE WOMAN. What?




       




      THE MAN. I’ve seen it before.




       




      THE WOMAN. It’s never happened before.




       




      THE MAN. Yes it has.




       




      THE WOMAN. No it hasn’t. Not like this.




       




      THE MAN. Just like that. They’re all the same.




       




      THE WOMAN. No two sunsets are the same.




       




      THE MAN. Have you seen my priest?




       




      THE WOMAN. Describe it.




       




      THE MAN. It’s a small piece of ram’s horn with a leather handle, about yay big with –




       




      THE WOMAN. Describe the sunset. If you’ve seen it before –




       




      THE MAN. We don’t have time.




       




      THE WOMAN. Before anything else happens. Before this relationship moves on one inch. Describe it. Describe my sunset.




       




      They look at each other.




       




      THE MAN (to himself). August. Low cloud. (Aloud.) Blood red as far as the headland turning to lilac-blue wisps above the bluff. Trails of apricot, feathering

      out through blue, dark blue, and aquamarine to an iris ring of obsidian and above that the Evening Star. (Finds it.) Yes! You little beauty. We’re all set.




       




      Beat.




       




      THE WOMAN. That was a magical moment. ‘That evening at the cabin. When they watched the sun set. Our sunset he called it. And she remembered the moment for

      ever.’




       




      THE MAN. Why aren’t you dressed? It’s nearly dark.




       




      THE WOMAN. I’m not coming.




       




      THE MAN. What?




       




      THE WOMAN. I have sunburn. And my book just got good.




       




      THE MAN. What’s the date today?




       




      THE WOMAN. To the Lighthouse.




       




      THE MAN. August 21st.




       




      THE WOMAN. Virginia Woolf.




       




      THE MAN. What does that make tomorrow?




       




      THE WOMAN. It’s about these people who go to a lighthouse…




       




      THE MAN. August 22nd.




       




      THE WOMAN. Or do they? Will they actually make it…




       




      THE MAN. Which is…?




       




      THE WOMAN. To the lighthouse…?




       




      THE MAN. The New Moon! Tonight there’s no moon. It’s warm. Cumulus cloud. Big sunset –




       




      THE WOMAN. You don’t say?




       




      THE MAN. Once a year, when there’s no moon. Late summer, when the river’s in spate, that’s when they move. The sea trout. The sea trout are running! The storm

      last night. No rain for weeks. The pools get low, then whoosh! A million tons of water drops from the sky. In one night. They’re out there, right now, with no moon, a neap tide

      –




       




      THE WOMAN. Look. You / tried to –




       




      THE MAN. This happens / once every year.




       




      THE WOMAN. You tried to teach me –




       




      THE MAN (interrupting). Once!




       




      THE WOMAN. You tried to teach me to cast all day on the beach. All I did was make knots. I couldn’t do it in broad / daylight.




       




      THE MAN. It’s easy. You / just feel it.




       




      THE WOMAN. How am I going to do it in the pitch bloody dark.




       




      THE MAN (interrupting). There are monsters out there. Huge monsters. In the water. Right now!




       




      THE WOMAN. You’re really selling this.




       




      Pause.




       




      THE MAN. The table’s moved.




       




      THE WOMAN. What?




       




      THE MAN. What? No I was just –




       




      THE WOMAN. I can move it back.




       




      THE MAN. No, it’s fine. I was just saying… I don’t know why. It’s no big deal.




       




      THE WOMAN. I’ll move it back.




       




      THE MAN. What? Don’t.




       




      THE WOMAN. It’s the work of a moment. Here. (Picks it up.) Oww.




       




      THE MAN. What’s wrong? Are you okay.




       




      THE WOMAN. I’m fine.




       




      THE MAN. Show me.




       




      THE WOMAN. It’s just a splinter.




       




      THE MAN. Let me look at it.




       




      THE WOMAN. Ow.




       




      THE MAN. Let me see.




       




      THE WOMAN. It’s a splinter.




       




      THE MAN. Show me it.




       




      THE WOMAN. I said I’m fine.




       




      THE MAN. It’s bleeding. Come here. Let me see. (Takes her hand.) That’s deep.




       




      He takes out a knife.




       




      THE WOMAN. What are you doing?




       




      THE MAN. I’m going to get it out.




       




      THE WOMAN. Not with that you’re not…




       




      THE MAN. Trust me.




       




      She holds out her hand.




       




      Ready?




       




      THE WOMAN. Wait. The other end. It went in this way.




       




      THE MAN. Keep still. Ready.




       




      THE WOMAN. Fuck it.




       




      THE MAN. Ready. Steady.




       




      THE WOMAN. Ow.




       




      He pulls it out.




       




      THE MAN. Now suck it.




       




      THE WOMAN. I’m sucking it.




       




      THE MAN. Suck it hard.




       




      THE WOMAN. Stop saying that. I’m sucking it.




       




      THE MAN. I’ll put a plaster on it.




       




      THE WOMAN. I don’t need a plaster. Besides, I deserved it.




       




      THE MAN. What?




       




      THE WOMAN. I never should have moved it.




       




      THE MAN. Look –




       




      THE WOMAN. New girlfriend. Shows up. Moves the table –




       




      THE MAN. Look I don’t –




       




      THE WOMAN. First time here. Moves the table.




       




      THE MAN. Okay –




       




      THE WOMAN. No warning. Just… moves it.




       




      THE MAN. Look –




       




      THE WOMAN. I also took a dead spider out of your coffee pot.




       




      THE MAN. To be absolutely clear, I don’t care if you move the table. I don’t care if you break a glass. I don’t care if you smash a window or accidentally

      burn the cabin to the ground with me inside. I do care if you don’t come with me, now, to the – (Stops.) Wait. Wait there. (Heads to a small bookshelf.) There.

      (Pulls book out, flicks pages.) Wait. Wait. Wait there. Don’t move. (Stops.) Here. Read this. Just read that. And if after you’ve read it, you don’t want to

      come, you don’t have to. Deal? But read it. Read the poem. Read it aloud.




       




      THE WOMAN. You want me to read this aloud.




       




      THE MAN. Read the title.




       




      THE WOMAN. Aloud.




       




      THE MAN. Yes.




       




      BOTH (she reads). ‘After / Moonless Midnight.’




       




      THE MAN. ‘After Moonless Midnight.’ ‘After Moonless Midnight.’ Okay. Now read it.




       




      THE WOMAN. Do you mind? I’m / trying to rea–




       




      THE MAN. Okay just read it.




       




      THE WOMAN. May I? (Pause.) ‘After Moonless Midnight.’ By… (Looks at cover. Makes face.) Hmm…




       




      THE MAN. Wait. Stop. (Beat.) What do you mean? What’s that supposed to mean?




       




      THE WOMAN. What? Nothing. What did I do?




       




      THE MAN. Give it back.




       




      THE WOMAN. I’m reading it.




       




      THE MAN. Give it back.




       




      THE WOMAN. I’m reading the poem.




       




      THE MAN. Forget it. It won’t work.




       




      THE WOMAN. Why not?




       




      THE MAN.…No. It’s not going to work –




       




      THE WOMAN. Says who?




       




      THE MAN. Forget it. Okay. (Beat.) Hmmm… You went – (Turns the book over.) and then you went ‘Hmmm…’




       




      THE WOMAN. So now I can’t / go ‘Hmmmm…’


	     


		THE MAN. No, not ‘Hmmmm’. ‘Hmmmm…’


		

       




      THE WOMAN. And what does ‘Hmmmm’ mean?




       




      THE MAN. ‘And what does “Hmmmm” mean? Give me / the book.’




       




      THE WOMAN. How dare you say I won’t get it? You have the balls to stand there in those silly rubber wellies and accuse me –




       




      THE MAN. I’m not accusing anyone. It’s perfectly okay. If you’re not open to it…




       




      THE WOMAN. Excuse me?




       




      THE MAN. What?




       




      THE WOMAN. ‘Not open to it’…




       




      THE MAN. Give me the book.




       




      THE WOMAN. As in closed.




       




      THE MAN. I never said you were closed.




       




      THE WOMAN. In what sense is not open not closed?




       




      THE MAN. This is now ridiculous.




       




      THE WOMAN. I’m not closed. I’m sunburned. And my book just got good. And you wouldn’t look at my sodding sunset!




       




      Pause.




       




      THE MAN. There’s a long pool. Just past the bridge, just past the rapids where the path runs steep. The river suddenly plunges thirty-feet deep over black stones. I went

      out this morning. I climbed the cliff and looked down from the track above the pool. Deep in the river. Lined up in shoals. Like U-boats. Silver. Resting. Thirty or forty of them. The most

      beautiful, shyest, fiercest creatures… Huge. Waiting. Ready to run. And if you catch one… if you catch one, it’s like catching a lightning bolt. It’s like jamming your

      finger into a socket. Like a million sunsets rolled into a ball and shot straight into your veins. And you feel it. By God, you feel it. I’ve overdone this.
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