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First Performance





Gethsemane received its first production in the Cottesloe auditorium of the National Theatre, London, on 4 November 2008. The cast, in order of appearance, was as follows:




Lori Drysdale Nicola Walker


Mike Drysdale Daniel Ryan


Frank Pegg Pip Carter


Otto Fallon Stanley Townsend


Meredith Guest Tamsin Greig


Suzette Guest Jessica Raine


Monique Toussaint Gugu Mbatha-Raw


Geoff Benzine Adam James


Alec Beasley Anthony Calf







Director Howard Davies


Designer Bob Crowley


Costume Designer Fotini Dimou


Lighting Designer Mark Henderson






















Author’s note





Gethsemane is my third recent play at the National Theatre drawing on public events. The Permanent Way was pure fact, transcribed. Stuff Happens was one-third transcribed, two-thirds imagined. Gethsemane is pure fiction.





DH
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GETHSEMANE




 







For what I want to do, I do not do.


But what I hate, I do.





Romans 7



























Act One
























ONE








Lori Drysdale stands alone. She is in her thirties, well dressed, with dark hair.




Lori For some reason I can’t explain to you, people believe in a book. They choose to believe in one book. They find a book and they decide they believe in it. In this book, they say, all wisdom resides. Different people choose different books, most of them according to where they were born. They hold up the book. ‘Everything that is true,’ people say, ‘is in this book.’


   Who, then, are we? The rest of us? The people who say, ‘Perhaps.’ Or, ‘Explain to me, please.’ Or, ‘Well, I’m not sure.’ Who are we?


   We are the people without a book.





















TWO








A rush of good music. The stage changes shape to suggest an office lobby. Frank Pegg appears. He is thin, willowy, ginger-haired, in his late twenties. He moves to shake hands with Mike Drysdale, who is approaching from the opposite side. Mike is thickset, in his early thirties, a rugby player. They are both in suits.




Frank You won’t meet him for long. You know he can’t see you for long.


Mike I didn’t expect to meet him for long. I wasn’t expecting to meet him at all.


Frank What do you know about pop music?





Mike Honestly?


Frank Yes.


Mike I know very little.


Frank That’s fine.


Mike Except that it’s not called pop, any more, is it?


Otto Fallon appears. He is in his sixties, his hair in a ponytail, cufflinks flashing, with an air of unforced wealth.


Otto Good morning. You’re Mike Drysdale.


Mike You’re Otto Fallon.


Otto That’s right. Ask me anything you like.


Mike I ask you?


Otto By all means.


Mike I was expecting you to ask me.


Otto Oh, please!


Otto smiles. The idea is ridiculous.


First I want to apologise for bringing you in at this hour.


Mike It’s all right. I’m an early riser.


Otto Something sad about us, isn’t there? The early morning people. What time is it?


Frank Just gone seven.


Otto We’re rather sad, aren’t we? How wonderful it would be to lie in bed till ten, eating toast. Toast with butter. That would be stylish. But in us there’s a sort of admission, desperate isn’t it? If we don’t get up at the crack, we won’t get up at all.


Mike I’ve always done it.





Otto What?


Mike Got up early.


Otto looks at him thoughtfully.


Otto Jolly boating weather.


Mike I’m sorry?


Otto We’ve never had anyone from university before, have we, Frank? Let alone Oxford.


Mike Cambridge.


Otto What a interesting life you must have led.


Mike Not at all. No. No, actually it’s been dullish. I was briefly in the police …


Otto Frank mentioned that. What motivated you? Why to be a policeman?


Mike I don’t know. There was graduate entrance. And I don’t mean to sound highfalutin, but perhaps a sense of injustice.


Otto A sense of injustice. Excellent. We like that. Why should people just be defined by their function? No, no. Let them have feelings, let them have thoughts.


Mike Well, whatever. I was uncomfortable in the police. Since then I’ve been working in the Home Office.


Otto Yes.


Otto looks hard, considering him.


Frank and I didn’t go to university, did we, Frank?


Frank No.


Otto No such luck. What is it I always say?


Frank You’re looking at me.





Otto Why not? Mr Drysdale hasn’t heard it.


Frank That doesn’t mean I have to repeat it. Is that what I’m here for? To repeat things you can’t be bothered to say?


But nevertheless Frank turns to Mike.


Otto always says he was educated in the university of life.


Otto There! Have you ever heard that expression before?


Mike Well, as a matter of fact …


Otto I know, it’s wonderful, isn’t it? The school of rough knocks. So. How come the Home Office?


Mike Oh well, actually, I went in as a temp, a temporary job, and I rose.


Otto You rose at speed?


Mike The standard isn’t high.


Otto That’s what they say.


Mike I joined one week because I could work a computer, next week I was answering the minister’s mail.


Otto Yes. Interesting.


He looks straight at Mike.


We ourselves are in the music business. Popular music. In recent years the company’s brief has expanded. We’ve taken on duties of a political nature. Of a broad political nature.


Mike What duties?


Otto doesn’t answer.


You rang last night, you said it was urgent.


Otto It is urgent.





Mike Forgive me, I’d barely even heard of you.


Otto That’s fine. Fewer people have heard of me the better. These days it’s smart to be anonymous, don’t you think? There’s nothing more vulgar than being famous. And glamour isn’t even glamorous any more. Take it from me.


Mike Is that the world you move in?


Otto Rich, yes. Famous, yes. Fascinating, I don’t think so.


Otto flashes his smile at Mike.


I was going to ask: do you know anything about music?


Mike Not much.


Otto Don’t worry, it’s not a disqualification.


Mike My wife knows more. She’s working as a busker, in fact.


Otto A busker?


Mike Just at the moment. At Barons Court. Again, it’s a temporary thing.


Otto It’s not a lifelong thing?


Mike No. Temporary.


Otto And is she doing well, your wife?


Mike Well, there’s a structure to busking.


Otto There’s a structure to everything.


Mike Yes. But in particular it depends on the pitch. I don’t mean the pitch of the music …


Frank Obviously.


Mike Pitch meaning the place where you play.





Frank We knew that’s what you meant. Clearly. We’re not idiots.


Otto There’s a hierarchy?


Mike Yes.


Otto And is there violence?


Mike I don’t know. I really don’t know. There may be violence. Elsewhere. At other stations. But Lori’s been very careful.


Otto Choosing where to play?


Mike That’s it.


Otto Not stealing spots that belong to other people?


Mike Well, of course Lori doesn’t do that.


Otto And you’re at peace with it, are you? Your wife being out? Being out at night?


Mike She doesn’t play nights.


Otto You wouldn’t let her?


Mike It’s up to her.


Mike looks, firm about this.


Otto Be clear: there’s not a breath of criticism.


Mike I didn’t take it as criticism.


Otto Don’t mistake me: I was a hairdresser, I’m all for women’s liberation. The more liberated the better. I spent many years listening to women’s conversation. Because that’s how I started out. In Hendon. I was a hairdresser in Hendon. Did you know that?


Mike I read it.


Otto Does it surprise you?





Mike No, because I read it.


Otto Listen to women for any length of time, listen to what they say, especially to each other, and your respect for them will grow. I cut hair for five years and at the end my respect was boundless. Time spent listening to women is never wasted. Compare it with men’s conversation.


Frank Footling.


Otto Yeah. Women have their priorities right.


He smiles, all charm.


I don’t know you, Mike. I don’t know your wife. Out evenings. Playing on the Tube. If you’re at peace with that. But my wife’s at home, preparing for Sunday lunch.


Otto looks, shrewd now.


In a meritocracy the man who’s full of merit ought to be the man who rises. Why else call it a meritocracy? And if it’s not a meritocracy, what is it?


Mike Honestly, I do OK. I’m not complaining.


Otto No. But you’re struggling to pay the mortgage. Children?


Mike No.


Frank Anyone want coffee?


Mike Thank you.


Frank glides out, silent.


Just so you understand: my wife did have a job, but she left. Voluntarily.


Otto What sort of job?


Mike She was a teacher. She taught. That’s what she did. For the moment, busking’s a choice.





Otto It’s your wife’s choice?


Mike Forgive me, you have a way of saying ‘your wife’.


Otto Do I?


Mike As if a woman were some sort of possession.


Mike concedes.


All right, fair enough, sufficient to say – I don’t know why I’m even saying this: the fact is, I admit it, we got in over our heads.


Otto Buying a house?


Mike Yes. Buying a house in London. Then my wife walked out of her job.


Otto looks at him a moment.


Otto Yes. Life’s fun, isn’t it? Until it isn’t. Is that how it was?


Mike chooses to be direct at last.


Mike Just tell me, so I understand. Tell me what I’m doing here.


Otto It’s simple. I’m saying, look at you, Mike. I know people in the Home Office. They say you’re good. You’re very good. Someone I know was talking about a meeting you had with the minister. It was ridiculous. You knew so much more than the minister did.


Mike Yes, well, be fair, the minister’s a busy woman. She has many briefs. I have one.


Otto This person told me you ran rings round her.


Mike I don’t think that’s true.


Otto You knew so much more than she did, it was embarrassing.





Mike Only about asylum.


Otto They were at a meeting, they were sitting there, they thought, ‘Hello, this is something new, this is interesting. The lettuce is eating the rabbit.’


Frank comes in silently and sets down three small brown plastic cups of espresso.


Frank Coffee.


Mike Thank you.


Otto turns, decisive.


Otto Yes, there is a job. I asked you here to offer you a job. You’d be paid by an offshore company. You’d have to let me know if that’s a problem for you.


Mike I would pay tax, I hope?


Otto Certainly. Certainly you’d pay tax.


Mike Good. Because I couldn’t contemplate not paying tax.


Otto I appreciate that.


Mike I couldn’t contemplate any kind of arrangement which was in any way off-colour.


Otto Everyone here pays tax. Without exception. Unless they have a very good reason not to. Take something out, put something back, that’s a principle I’ve always believed in. We’re citizens, not consumers. With rights come obligations.


Otto takes a sip of coffee.


Mike What is the job exactly?


Otto What is it?


Mike Yes.





Otto Raising money. That’s what we do. We raise money.


Mike You mean, for the government?


Otto Hardly, no. For the party.


Mike The party?


Otto Yes. There is a difference, you know. We’re always looking for new ways of raising money. Identifying new targets. That’ll be nine-tenths of your work. Frank’ll be clearer. Frank’ll work out the details. Not that you’ll work to Frank. You’ll work to me.


Frank Nobody works to me.


Otto Nobody works to Frank because his fat heart is even bigger than his fat head.


Frank seems fine with this.


As to salary, we can discuss it, but in broad terms, go home, take a pair of scissors, open your wallet, cut up the green, order a gold. Everyone happy?


Frank I’m always happy.


Otto has put his coffee down and is about to leave. Mike is momentarily alarmed.


Mike Can I ask one question?


Otto Yes.


Mike You said someone was at a meeting.


Otto Yes.


Mike They recommended me.


Otto Yes.


Mike I’d like to know who that person was. Meetings at that level are confidential. I’d like to think that when I speak to a minister it’s in confidence.





Otto Quite right. You’re right to expect that. And I respect you for it. Matter of fact, it was the minister. She told me. She’s a friend of mine.





















THREE








Frank, alone.




Frank The usual thing is to offer chicken and salmon. I know how the thinking goes: there’s nobody who doesn’t like chicken or salmon. The fact is, though, that the people who like chicken are the very same people who also like salmon. That’s the flaw in the thinking. You’re playing to the lowest common denominator.


   Between April and October, I can ring Ladbrokes before attending any charity event, any sporting event, any wedding, any funeral, and I will wager my house, my car and my sister’s virtue that there’s going to be salmon. And I never lose. Myself, I never offer salmon. I just wouldn’t do it. And I never offer chicken. I don’t offer watercress either, or small pieces of dill which nobody likes and nobody eats. If God wanted fish to be served in jelly, he would have given the recipe in the Book of Revelation. And if you want to know something really disgusting, it’s cold pasta salad. I offer gull’s eggs, a simple salad niçoise, a good white burgundy, and if you can spatchcock a quail and barbecue it over hot coals in a simple marinade, then people generally cheer up no end. People want to be cheerful. And if you can help them to be cheerful, why give them salmon?
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