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            Introduction

         

         A RHINEBECK PANORAMA

         ‘Dramatic art is the working out,

in terms of make-believe, of society itself.’

         Harley Granville Barker

         In late 2009, Oskar Eustis, artistic director of New York’s Public Theater, took me to breakfast, during which he offered me a commission to write a large-scale, epic-size play about the tragic Iraq War. I was flattered, and asked for a day to think about it. The next day I called him with a different proposal: that I write a play about a family from my village of Rhinebeck, New York, to be set over one dinner, and that would open on the very day that it is set (Election Night, 2 November 2010). For some reason, Oskar agreed.

         In a progamme note to this play, called That Hopey Changey Thing, I wrote:

         
            We have become used to viewing our politics and our political landscape through the lens of journalists or commentators or, now, comedians. Their observations are certainly invaluable to us and the very best of them struggle valiantly to be a check on vanity, arrogance and stupidity. However, what has been missing from our public political forum is the individual’s voice. There always seems to be someone or something ready to speak for us: organisations, lobbyists, politicians, talk-show hosts and the like, but the voice I hear in my own living room, or on a train, or over dinners at a restaurant, or in my own head, I do not hear anywhere else. This is not to say that I’ve become so deluded as to have crowned myself the public voice of anyone. My ambition remains much simpler: to put the most complex, complicated people I can on stage and let them talk about their country today.

         

         I wrote four plays between 2010 and 2014 (one a year) about my Apple Family; each was set over a single dinner, and each was set (and opened) on a significant cultural or political date – two on election nights, one on the 10th anniversary of 9/11, and the fourth of the 50th anniversary of the assassination of JFK. They follow a single family of four siblings (three sisters and a brother), an uncle, and a boyfriend of one of the sisters. And in programme notes for the subsequent plays, I continued to try and articulate my ambitions:

         
            In times like our own, when human voices seem more disembodied than ever, where words seem pulled from their meanings and turned into rants and weapons, the theatre can, I believe, be a necessary home for human talk; that is, a place where human beings talk about their worries, confusions, fears and loves. So in one sense, then, I’m hoping that these are plays about the need to talk, the need to listen, and the need for theatre.

         

         By the third and fourth plays, I added to these ambitions the desire ‘to put characters in a room with an audience, who then can watch them just be’. That is, to make the experience as intimate as I could, as if the audience were flies on a wall or overhearing conversations at the next table in a restaurant. And so to recognise that audience and actor share the same space and ‘that we are not alone’.

         I concluded the four-play cycle with an actor acknowledging and speaking directly to the audience: ‘And so we live,’ she says. ‘Sometimes we come together. Something brings us together. And some days we are alone. But it’s those days together, that remind us, why we live. Or maybe it is – how. How we live …’ 

         In 2015, again with the generous encouragement of Oskar Eustis, I began a three-play series about another Rhinebeck family, the Gabriels. This time all the plays were set in the same calendar year, 2016, carried the subtitle ‘Election Year in the Life of One Family’, and culminated on that memorable Election Night, 8 November 2016.

         I wrote in the programme for these plays:

         
            In troubled and troubling times, theatre has not only an opportunity, but the responsibility, to portray the confusion and articulate the ambiguities, doubts and fears of its time. The goal being not to argue a side or a point, but to attempt to portray people and worlds as they are, not as we wish them to be. Theatre, to my mind, is not an argument, but an effort to create and portray human complexity.

         

         By 2019 I had decided to complete this Rhinebeck cycle with a final two-play series, about yet another Rhinebeck family, the Michaels. The first play of this series opened in October 2019, with the second scheduled for October 2020. Of course it has yet to open. I hope it will now open in the autumn of 2021, and with the characters, the Michaels, like all of us, crawling out of the nightmare we have been living.

         So I had planned a total of nine plays in the whole cycle; until March, 2020, when all the theatres closed.

         My initial response as a theatre-maker, to the loss of theatre, was to look for some immediate way to make theatre matter; that is, to plant its flag somewhere, somehow, and say ‘we still exist’. My first thought was to organise a reading of The Decameron on Zoom, but I soon began to see that these characters were essentially waiting out their plague, whereas I felt my friends and I were trying hard to navigate through ours.

         I remembered a conversation I had had with Oskar in 2010. I had run into him in the theatre lobby and I explained a sudden realisation: ‘if we ever need or wish to respond to some huge event [I was thinking of another 9/11],’ I said, ‘I think these Apple Family plays could be our way in.’ And so remembering this, I approached the actors who had played these parts years before, and then Oskar, with the idea of reviving the Apple Family and setting them in the midst of our pandemic.

         The ambition was just the same as before: to put complex characters and their relationships into the same situations that our audience was living through (and to do this at the same time), and let them talk, about their fears, their lives, their country, each other. And to listen: even though now they would be talking to each other on Zoom and so speaking, listening and watching through their computer screens. We soon learned that Zoom was much more than a camera watching us, but insisted on being a full and active participant. I remember the moment in rehearsals when I realised: ‘Zoom is now our dinner table; and we are talking and listening over it.’

         The world changed or evolved many times during the writing and rehearsing of these three plays; the prognosis for the pandemic got darker; deaths accumulated; George Floyd was murdered in Minnesota; protests erupted; businesses were shut down; deep and painful divisions were co-opted for political gains; all while we prepared ourselves for a very difficult presidential election. Each day, each week, seemed to change or charge the political, cultural, emotional landscape of my country. The Apple Family, like every American family, was pulled by these tides, and tried hard to ride its waves and not get dragged under.

         Finally, let me explain the title of this introduction: A Rhinebeck Panorama.

         Rhinebeck Village is a very small place, though the more I write about it, and populate it with my characters, the larger it has come to loom in my imagination. Years ago I came across a very large (8' by 3') watercolour panoramic panel hanging in the Museum of London, with the fascinating title The Rhinebeck Panorama. Unfortunately, from the perspective of someone who lives in Rhinebeck, this massive watercolour does not depict a panoramic view of my tiny Hudson Valley village, but rather is a bird’s-eye view of London in the 1830s. My village, I have learned, did however give this picture its name; in 1941, this work was discovered in the attic of a Rhinebeck house; lining the inside of a barrel of pistols. (How it got there, and why pistols were kept in a barrel, remain mysteries.) Still the phrase ‘Rhinebeck Panorama’ has stuck with me, and, I think, inspired me, suggesting, as it does, ‘a grand view of wide expanse, but of a very small place’.

         Another ambition of all these plays, I think, lies somewhere within this phrase.
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            Part One: Mid-April 2020

            WHAT DO WE NEED TO TALK ABOUT?

            The Apple Family: Conversations on Zoom

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Dedication

         

         
            For Cynthia

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Premiere Production

         

         What Do We Need to Talk About? was first produced by the Public Theater (Oskar Eustis, Artistic Director, Patrick Willingham, Executive Director) on the Public’s dedicated YouTube Channel on 29 April 2020, with the following cast and creative contributors:

         
            Barbara Apple  Maryann Plunkett

            Jane Apple  Sally Murphy

            Richard Apple  Jay O. Sanders

            Tim Andrews  Stephen Kunken

            Marian Apple  Laila Robins

            The Voice of Benjamin Apple  Jon DeVries

            
                

            

            Director  Richard Nelson

            Production Stage Manager  Teresa Flanagan

            Technical Director  Ido Levran

            Production Manager  Jeff Harris

            Company Manager  Rebecca Sherman 

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Characters

         

         
            Richard Apple

lawyer in the state’s Governor’s office

            Barbara Apple

his sister, high school English teacher

            Marian Apple

his sister, elementary school teacher

            Jane Apple

his sister, freelance writer for local magazines

            Tim Andrews

Jane’s partner, manager of a local restaurant and part-time actor

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Setting

         

         
            Time

            A day in mid-April 2020. 7.30 p.m. – 9 p.m.

            Place

            Various simultaneous locations, Rhinebeck, New York.

            FOUR COMPUTER SCREENS:

            Barbara and Richard appear in the living room of Barbara Apple’s house on Center Street, Rhinebeck, where Richard has been staying for five weeks.

            Jane appears in the living room of her and Tim’s apartment on Livingston Street, Rhinebeck.

            Tim appears in the bedroom in his and Jane’s apartment on Livingston Street.

            Marian appears in the living room of her house on Platt Street, Rhinebeck.

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               What Do We Need to Talk About?

            

         

         1. WHY THE LONG FACE?

         On one screen, Barbara sits waiting. She looks at herself in the screen, plays with her hair, etc.

         Second screen, an empty living room.

         After a moment, Jane appears on the second screen.

         
            Jane    Sorry …

            
               She has a cup of tea. She also has a plate of cookies by the computer.

            

            What were you saying?

            Barbara    A horse walks into a bar. And the horse asks for a drink.

            Jane    Who does he ask?

            
               Richard appears behind Barbara, he has just come into the room.

            

            Richard    What kind of drink?

            Barbara    It doesn’t matter.

            Jane    (explains to Richard) Barbara’s telling a joke.

            Richard    (incredulous) Barbara is telling a joke??

            Jane    Let her tell it.

            Barbara    (answering Richard) A whiskey. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. And –

            Richard    Where did you get the joke?

            Barbara    The nice guy at the hospital, who gets you your car … 

            Richard    He told you a joke, why?

            Barbara    He’s being friendly. He’s a volunteer.

            Jane    (sipping her tea, getting her attention) Barbara … So the horse …

            Barbara    Orders a drink. A whiskey. And then the horse orders a second whiskey. And then a third.

            Richard    Okay.

            Barbara    And the bartender – he ordered it from the bartender.

            Richard    I think we’d figured that out.

            Barbara    Jane asked. (Continues.) So the bartender, he says, ‘Why the long face?’

            
               She smiles, pleased with herself.

            

            (Then explaining:) Horses have long … They can’t do anything about it. It’s how they are …

            
               Tim appears on a screen from a bedroom.

            

            Tim    I’m here. Am I the last one? Sorry.

            Jane    Marian’s not on yet.

            Richard    Why are we not surprised?

            Tim    I was talking to my daughter.

            Jane    She okay?

            Tim    Yeh … You know.

            Richard    Barbara was telling us a joke, Tim.

            Tim    (incredulous) Barbara?

            Richard    From the man who helps you out of the hospital – 

            Barbara    (over this) Gets your car.

            Tim    I wouldn’t want that job now.

            Barbara    (to Tim) How are you feeling?

            Tim    I don’t know. I’m fine. It’s just a bit of fever. I don’t have the cough …

            Barbara    Take care of yourself.

            Richard    (to Barbara) So Jane’s locked him in the bedroom.

            Jane    I have … (To Tim.) The graduation’s off?

            Tim    They haven’t announced that yet. The prom’s cancelled. Are you eating? What are you eating?

            Jane    Just cookies …

            Barbara    You’re in the same house. And this is now how you two talk to each other? On this …?

            Tim    She also shouts at me through the bedroom door.

            Jane    I don’t shout … It’s a thick door.

            Tim    Barbara, we have one bathroom … Jane, are we eating while we’re talking? I haven’t eaten … I’m hungry … (To the others.) I’m not allowed in the kitchen …

            Jane    (getting up) You want cookies?

            Tim    No.

            Jane    (as she goes) I’ll see what we have …

            Tim    Have you eaten, Richard?

            Richard    (getting up) I’m making us dinner. Hold on. Tim, Barbara’s let me make her dinner! (He goes.)

            Tim    You look good. We’re glad you’re home. 

            Barbara    I’m sorry you’re not feeling well.

            Tim    We closed the bistro …

            Barbara    I figured.

            Tim    We gave it a shot with the take-out. (Smiles.)

            Barbara    What’s funny, Tim?

            Tim    What we should have done, if we could have … Maybe the Beekman could still do this.

            Barbara    What?

            Tim    There’s an inn up in Lakeville? They closed the inn but they also have a restaurant, so they could keep doing take-out, and the restaurant put on its website, for every order we’ll give away a free roll of toilet paper!

            Barbara    Were they hoarding – ?

            
               Richard returns, having heard this.

            

            Richard    They’re an inn, Barbara. With no guests. So they have toilet paper. He told me this.

            Tim    (over the end of this) Within three hours they had six hundred take-out orders! If only we had toilet paper, we’d still be in business …

            
               Jane appears.

            

            Jane    (to Tim) There’s the chili you made last Wednesday …

            Barbara    Who are you talking to?

            Richard    Tim.

            Tim    It’ll still be good.

            Jane    (over this, to Tim) You think you were sick then? If you do, then you can have it all … 

            Tim    I don’t know.

            Jane    I’ll give it to you then.

            (As she goes:) You want bread?

            
               She is gone.

            

            Tim    (calls off) Bread would be good!

            
               Marian comes on:

            

            Marian    Am I the last one? Hi Barbara, you look great. Richard. Hi Tim. Where’s Jane?

            Richard    She’s getting Tim his food. She sets it outside the bedroom door.

            Marian    Good idea. Be safe.

            Barbara    Hi Marian … I like the scarf …

            Marian    I got dressed up for this.

            Richard    I didn’t …

            Marian    (over this, to Barbara) You must have stories … (Suddenly gets up.) You’re drinking wine. Let me get a glass of wine … Hold on. Don’t say anything interesting …

            
               She goes.

            

            Barbara    (calls to Marian) I’m still on antibiotics.

            Tim    (calls) Jane! Could I have wine?!!

            
               Barbara gets up.

            

            Barbara    Excuse me …

            Richard    What do you need?

            Barbara    Nothing that you can do for me, Richard …

            
               She goes.

            

            Richard    (to Tim) The bathroom … 

            Tim    I guessed … She looks okay. She’s been lucky.

            Richard    They’ve tested her twice. And she’s free.

            Tim    Jane said.

            Richard    I keep taking my temperature.

            Tim    How’s work?

            Richard    The state of New York is still … I guess it’s functioning … I’m trying. Doing my small part.

            Tim    From home.

            Richard    From Barbara’s home.

            Tim    Good.

            
               Then:

            

            (Stunned.) Andrew Cuomo …

            Richard    I know. I know. Everyone is surprised. Who would have believed it?

            Tim    (amazed) There’s a good side to him … Who knew?

            Richard    I’ve Skyped with a few guys in our office. Their wives are saying – ‘What have you been complaining about all these years?’ ‘You come home crying …’ ‘He’s a nice guy …’

            
               Laughs.

            

            Some things you can’t explain.

            
               Short pause.

            

            So you’re going to be staying in that little spare bedroom for a while …

            Tim    I am. The dog gets to go back and forth. We share him. 

            Richard    That’s nice.

            Tim    For the dog.

            Marian    (returning, sitting back down with her wine) Their cat stays with Jane …

            Tim    The neighbours have kids, you hear them through that wall. They’re up at six in the morning …

            Richard    You only have the one bathroom. What do you do?

            Tim    (shrugs) I shout out, so Jane and the cat can run to the other side of the living room. And then I wipe down everything after, you know, with … And I think Jane then wipes it all down again …

            Barbara    (returning) What did I miss?

            
               Fade out.

            

         

         2. GROCERY SHOPPING

         A short time later; Jane isn’t back; on her screen: an empty living room.

         Marian, Barbara, Richard and Tim in the middle of a conversation.

         
            Marian    Barbara, I talked to her this morning, and she just sounded scared …

            Richard    Can she hear? Jane?? Jane?

            Barbara    She’s not there.

            Tim    (over this) I hear her in the kitchen. I think she’s heating up my chili.

            Marian    (to Barbara) Tim’s been doing all the shopping. 

            Tim    Not now I can’t.

            Marian    No, of course not. But you’ve been doing the shopping all month, she said. And she hasn’t been out? I didn’t know that, Richard. Did you?

            Richard    I sort of knew. I guessed.

            Marian    (to Tim) Except for walks, right? And then mostly into the cemetery where no one is …

            Barbara    You walk in the cemetery now?

            Richard    The Mills Mansion, Vanderbilt, Poet’s Walk – they’re all packed now, Barbara.

            Marian    The New Yorkers are here.

            Barbara    They’ve been here …

            Marian    Even more now.

            Richard    (over this, to Barbara) We should walk in the cemetery …

            Tim    No one’s there …

            Richard    Perfect.

            Marian    Barbara, now Jane’s going to have to go out and do the shopping …

            Tim    She’s already telling me, you can’t eat this, Tim, you can’t eat that. Like we’re rationing …

            Marian    She’s scared …

            Tim    I blow my nose and she calls through the door: how many tissues are you using?

            Richard    It’s because she doesn’t want to go out to the grocery store.

            Barbara    You should only use one if you can, Tim. 

            Jane    (as she appears) Your chili and wine are outside the door … You talking about me? What are you saying … Tim?

            Tim    I’m getting my dinner.

            
               He disappears for a moment.

            

            Jane    (calls off) Throw away the napkins in there. Don’t leave them on the tray … (To the others.) We’re working out a lot of stuff … What were you talking about?

            Marian    We were talking about shopping.

            Jane    Oh God … I’ll go. I’m going to go. What did Tim say?

            Marian    Jane, I get there now just before six.

            Barbara    Why?

            Richard    They have older people’s hours. Starting at six. You have to be old.

            Jane    I’m old.

            Barbara    Is she old enough?

            Marian    I think Tops started that after you went into the hospital, Barbara.

            Jane    Is it better then? Is anyone there?

            Richard    At six?

            Marian    It’s packed with old people. I hate going.

            Jane    Fuck!

            Marian    I went the other day, God knows what I looked like –

            Barbara    I’m sure you looked just fine, Marian. It’s a grocery store. In a pandemic. 

            Marian    I had my blue mask that I made out of pyjamas, my ski cap with the pompoms to cover my hair, and that scarf a friend bought me from Paris for an extra layer. You know the one. Over much of my face … My glasses are steaming up, my scarf’s half off, my hat’s slipping down. I don’t want to touch my face … I can’t do that. I must have looked like a crazy person.

            Barbara    I doubt if anyone noticed, Marian.

            Marian    I think they did.

            Jane    I’m sure you looked fine.

            Richard    Why not Hannaford? I like it better. The fruits and vegetables. Not any more crowded …

            Marian    Look – our brother, the shopper.

            Richard    I shop. In Albany, I live alone. I cook. I clean. What are you talking about?

            Marian    You eat out like four times a week. You told me. Jane, Tops is just as good. And it’s closer. Yesterday I had a couple real victories. Who knew? Sweet sausage. Barbara, there’s a Times recipe …

            Barbara    I showed you that, Marian.

            
               Richard is going away.

            

            Marian    Where are you going, Richard? (To Barbara.) Did you?

            
               He is gone.

            

            Barbara    He’s made dinner. The whole thing. Wouldn’t let me near the kitchen … I’m being spoiled. I feel like a queen. I like to be waited on.

            Jane    That is so untrue, Barbara. 

            Marian    That’s one big lie.

            Barbara    He wanted to cook, what could I do? What other victories? You were saying. At Tops.

            Marian    The peanut butter I like. They had that, amazing.

            Tim    (now eating) Barbara, if you bring your own bags, you have to pack them yourself. They don’t want to touch them.

            Marian    I don’t blame them.

            Tim    No.

            Marian    You’ll be fine, Jane …

            Jane    Chili warm enough?

            Tim    It’s great.

            Marian    (over this) Just stay away from people.

            Tim    At least six feet.

            Jane    How do you do that in a fucking aisle?

            Marian    No pasta … Those shelves are completely stripped … Jane, you’ll be fine. But be really careful …

            Barbara    (seeing Richard) My God, did you make all that for me?

            
               Richard, with a tray of food, appears.

            

            Look at this, Jane, Marian … What our brother made … Chicken. Rice pilaf. Salad … Thank you …

            
               Holds up a plate.

            

            Look. Look. Can you see? Our brother made this …

            Jane    I’ll bet your kitchen’s a mess.

            Barbara    Is it? 

            Richard    I’m not going to answer that. You eating anything, Marian?

            Marian    I had a salad.

            Barbara    Marian, are you eating? Richard?

            Richard    (to Barbara) She says she eats. I’ve been asking.

            Marian    Jane, it’s not the hell you think it’s going to be. Grocery shopping. It’s not quite that … Almost.

            Barbara    Everybody have what they want? You need anything, Richard? I can get it.

            Richard    I’m fine. I’m not hungry. Barbara, just stay where you are you.

            Jane    She can’t do that.

            Barbara    (over this) You will be hungry.

            Richard    (over this) Just eat, Barbara … Just eat … You’re home …

            
               Fade out.

            

         

         3. DEATH AND RETIREMENT

         Barbara and Richard, Jane, Tim and Marian.

         Barbara and Tim eat their dinners. The others sip their wine. In the middle of a conversation:

         
            Tim    Older than me. I read he was sixty-nine. He looked younger.

            Barbara    (to Richard) Like our age.

            Richard    Almost.

            Jane    That’s not old. 

            Tim    A really fine actor … And a great guy. Very funny. I did one play with him and a couple of readings. A really sweet man.

            Barbara    I’m sorry …

            
               Tim laughs.

            

            Richard    What, Tim?

            Tim    Mark once told me a story about his parents.

            Richard    What story?

            Tim    When he was in his early twenties, I think. And so this in the early seventies, so the city is, it’s a mess …

            Richard    I remember that.

            Tim    And he’s in a play downtown, in the Village somewhere. Some hole in the wall, I think he said. And he’s playing – it’s an O’Neill play, set at sea, and Mark is this old Swedish sea captain. And Mark Blum is not Swedish, and he’s like twenty-two years old and looks even younger. He said he wore a white beard that kept slipping down his neck. And one Saturday matinee his parents come in from New Jersey to see their son ‘act’. In a ‘professional’ theatre. They’d seen him in school plays. They’re early … As parents always are for things like this.

            Jane    We were like an hour early for Tim’s daughter’s school play …

            Tim    So his parents take their seats. They’re the first to arrive, of course. They wait, and wait until now it’s fifteen minutes before the show is to start, and they’re the only ones in the audience. And Mark’s mom, she turns to his dad and says, ‘Morty, if you love your son, you’ll get some people in here.’ And so Morty goes out into, I don’t know, Christopher Street, and starts offering anyone five bucks to come and see his son in this play … 

            
               Laughter.

            

            Barbara    Bless them.

            Tim    Whenever we met, I’d look at Mark and say, ‘Morty, if you love your son …’

            
               He takes a bite. Short pause.

            

            He had asthma.

            Barbara    That’s a nice way to remember your friend.

            Jane    It is.

            Tim    The theatre, it’s been … My actor friends … They tell me it’s like they’re just floating in the air. One said, it’s like floating but you don’t know if you’re going to just crash to the ground and be dead or is something else going to happen … Are you suspended or falling …?

            Barbara    That must be hard.

            Tim    Will there be theatre?

            Richard    At least you’ve got the restaurant business, that’s working out well …

            Barbara    Richard …

            Richard    If we can’t laugh, Barbara …

            Tim    Richard’s right. If we can’t laugh …

            
               Then:

            

            Jane    Tim’s friend’s show will probably be cancelled.

            Tim    At Bard. I’m not surprised.

            Richard    What show?

            Jane    He was going to stay with us. He gets some fee for housing, and he was going to pay us.

            Tim    The spare bedroom … Right here. 

            Jane    A musical … His friend knows the director. The director did that –

            Tim    Oklahoma last year. The radical one.

            Jane    That started here –

            Barbara    At Bard.

            Jane    – so the director is going to do another musical.

            Tim    Was, Jane. It’s not going to happen. And it’s ‘they’, my friend uses ‘they’.

            Jane    I have such a hard time remembering that.

            Marian    That started at Bard? Oklahoma?

            Richard    Not the original.

            Marian    I know that.

            Jane    It’s going to happen. Sometime. If not now. People will again need to be together sometime.

            Tim    Will big groups of people want to sit tightly together in the same space for a couple of hours …? When will that happen again? How long will that take?

            Richard    The first cough in the audience and who’s listening to the play?

            Tim    He’s right.

            Jane    You lose something like theatre and you’re basically saying, people – stay away from each other. So much more than going to a play gets lost …

            Richard    A Russian friend of mine sent me some jokes going around over there. In Moscow … One has a politician giving a speech, ‘Friends,’ he says, ‘in these difficult days for our country we must keep as far as possible from each other.’ 

            
               Then:

            

            Russian humour …

            
               Then:

            

            And she sent this one, ‘The people who buy toilet paper are incredible optimists, they think they will have food.’

            Jane    That’s not funny, Richard.

            Tim    It’s a joke. There’s going to still be food, Jane …

            
               Then:

            

            (To Jane.) Sometimes you go to such dark places.

            Marian    You have to go to the grocery store, Jane. You’ll live.

            Richard    (continues) I can work at home. I just need a computer. I don’t need a crowd.

            Barbara    This is my home. Richard, you’re working in my home.

            Richard    You know what I mean. (A joke.) ‘You’ve made me feel at home.’

            Barbara    Bullshit.

            Jane    She’s been in the hospital.

            Richard    Before that.

            Marian    Is he paying rent?

            Jane    Are you?

            Richard    I’m staying with my sister. Jesus. And you teachers will have your jobs. You’re even still teaching …

            Marian    Not really. Second grade … But we’re being paid.

            Barbara    I’m back tomorrow. On Zoom … 

            Richard    The Chronogram’s still publishing –

            Jane    Online.

            Richard    So Jane’s all right.

            Jane    There’s no real way to distribute, the stores are closed. But I’m still writing …

            Marian    Actually, I was thinking, this could be a good time, Jane. For style stories.

            Barbara    What do you mean?

            Marian    The Chronogram stuff. Pictures of nice houses – barns turned into fancy jacuzzis.

            Jane    We publish more than that.

            Marian    That’s what people read. And this a good time to lose yourself in that sort of thing, no? Becky? You know, who does real estate.

            Barbara    I know Becky.

            Marian    We talked the other day out in the street – ten feet apart. She was walking her dog. She said they now expect a boom – people buying up here.

            Tim    Isn’t there one already?

            Marian    An even bigger one.

            Barbara    Why?

            Marian    (over this) People – like our brother here, they’ve seen how they can work from anywhere. And maybe they are liking that. And feeling safe.

            Richard    Jesus.

            Barbara    (to Richard) Is that where we’re headed?

            Marian    She said she’d been overhearing people talk – 

            Barbara    About?

            Marian    (over this) – how there could be a big change in the city. People leaving. Even young people. People not wanting any more to be so close to other people. That had been the attraction. Being close to people.

            Jane    So they’ll come up here?

            Marian    And other places.

            Barbara    Then you better buy a house soon, Richard.

            Richard    Barbara …

            Marian    What are you talking about?

            Jane    (same time) What?

            Richard    (standing up) I’m going to pour myself some more wine …
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