

[image: ]








[image: alt]






















DAVID HARE


The Secret Rapture









[image: ]

























First Performance





The Secret Rapture was first performed at the Lyttelton Theatre, South Bank, London, on 4 October 1988. The cast was as follows:




Isobel Glass Jill Baker


Marion French Penelope Wilton


Tom French Paul Shelley


Katherine Glass Clare Higgins


Irwin Posner Mick Ford


Rhonda Milne Arkie Whiteley







Directed by Howard Davies


Settings by John Gunter


Costumes by Fotini Dimou


Music by Ilona Sekacz





The Secret Rapture, in a revival presented by Bill Kenwright, opened at the Lyric Theatre, Shaftesbury Avenue, on 26 November 2003. The cast was as follows:




Isobel Glass Jenny Seagrove


Marion French Belinda Lang


Tom French Peter Egan


Katherine Glass Liza Walker


Irwin Posner Simon Shepherd


Rhonda Milne Melanie Gutteridge







Director Guy Retallack


Designer Robert Jones


Lighting Designer Oliver Fenwick
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Only half of us is sane: only part of us loves pleasure and the longer day of happiness, wants to live to our nineties and die in peace, in a house that we built, that shall shelter those who come after us. The other half of us is nearly mad. It prefers the disagreeable to the agreeable, loves pain and its darker night despair, and wants to die in a catastrophe that will set back life to its beginnings and leave nothing of our house save its blackened foundations.




 





REBECCA WEST




 





                 If you don’t like my peaches,


                 Why do you shake my tree?


                 Get out of my orchard


                 And let a poor girl be.
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THE SECRET RAPTURE
























Act One
























SCENE ONE








Robert’s bedroom. The curtain goes up on almost complete darkness. Then a door opens at the back and a dim and indirect light is thrown from the corridor. Marion, in her late thirties, brisk, dark-haired, wearing a business suit, stands a moment, nervous, awed, in the doorway. She moves into the room which you can just detect is dominated by a large double bed, in which a man is lying, covered with a sheet reaching up over his face. Marion stops a moment by the bed, looking down. She then turns to go back towards the door.




Isobel   Marion?




Marion lets out a scream, not having realised that Isobel was sitting in a chair at the end of the bed.





Marion   My God!


Isobel   I’m sorry.


Marion   You startled me.


Isobel   Don’t turn the main light on.




Marion goes to the bed and turns on a small bedside lamp.





I needed some peace.




Isobel is younger than Marion and blonder. She is in her early thirties, and casually dressed in a shirt and blue jeans. She is sitting at the end of the bed, facing us, not moving. The room is seen now to be panelled, gloomy, dark, old-fashioned. It is absolutely tidy, hairbrushes in place, the body quite still beneath the shroud. 





I decided this would be the only place. For some quiet. There’s so much screaming downstairs.




Marion moves gingerly towards the bed. She looks a moment.





Marion   So were you with him?


Isobel   There’s actually a moment when you see the spirit depart from the body. I’ve always been told about it. And it’s true. (She is very quiet and still.) Like a bird.




Marion looks across, nervous.





Marion   Did he …


Isobel   What?


Marion   No, I wondered … who dressed him?


Isobel   Dressed him?


Marion   Yes. Is he in a suit?


Isobel   I did it. And there was a nurse.




Marion stands a moment, not looking at the bed.





Marion   Well, I don’t know. Are you going to sit there?


Isobel   Yes. For a while. Is that all right?




She smiles and holds out her hand. But Marion does not take it.





Marion   Yes. Perfectly.


Isobel   Did you want to be alone with him?


Marion   No. I just wanted to see him for the last time.




Isobel does not move.





I’m sorry, you know, I feel wretched not getting here …


Isobel   Oh, I’m sure Dad didn’t mind. He was barely conscious. He had no idea who I was. (She smiles.) 


Marion   I was wondering …


Isobel   What?


Marion   No, it’s just … no, it’s nothing. It’s silly. I gave him a little thing. Six months ago. When I … when you first told me he was ill. I was shocked. I bought him a present.


Isobel   Oh, was that the ring?


Marion   I mean what I’m saying is … is he still wearing it?


Isobel   No. We took it off.




There’s a silence. Isobel finally realises what Marion wants.





It’s in the drawer.




Marion nods slightly. Then she goes to the chest of drawers and opens the top drawer. She takes out a ring. Then closes it. She moves back across the room.





Marion   Well, I must say, Isobel, you’ve been heroic. I wouldn’t have managed it. I know myself too well. The times I came down to see him … I’ll say this to you … it made me uncomfortable. I couldn’t be wholly at ease. I find it hard … I mean if someone’s, you know, as he was … I find it hard to strike the right attitude. Don’t you find that?


Isobel   I don’t know.




There’s a moment’s silence.





Marion   Look, about the ring.


Isobel   It’s all right.


Marion   Isobel, please let me explain to you …


Isobel   Honestly, Marion …


Marion   I know when I took it just now, it must have looked bad. Did it look bad?




Isobel shakes her head.





You’ve always been kind to me. But there are reasons.


Isobel   I’m sure. (She looks down a moment.)


Marion   I know what you’re thinking.


Isobel   I’m not thinking anything.


Marion   Oh, this is awful. It’s absolutely ghastly. I knew when I took it, I should have waited. I should have come and taken it when I was alone. It’s just the thought, if Katherine’s got her hands on it, you know perfectly well she’ll sell it tomorrow – he’s left her everything – what, I’m meant to leave it in that drawer, so she can spend it on drink?




Isobel looks to the bed, disturbed by Marion’s sudden loudness.





For God’s sake, I mean, the ring is actually valuable. Actually no, that sounds horrid. I apologise. I’ll tell you the truth. I thought when I bought it – I just walked into this very expensive shop and I thought, this is one of the few really decent things I’ve done in my life. And it’s true. I spent, as it happens, a great deal of money, rather more … rather more than I had at the time. I went over the top. I wanted something to express my love for my father. Something adequate.




Marion has tears in her eyes. Isobel is very quiet.





Isobel   Then by all means you must take it. I can’t see why not.




Marion thinks about this a moment, looking judiciously at Isobel 





Marion   I mean, God, I want to have something. It’s a sort of keepsake. Every time I look at it, I’m going to feel sad. Because, you know, I think it’s going to be a terrible reminder of … what do you call those things?


Isobel   A memento mori.


Marion   But I mean when it comes down to it, it’s much better that than it’s traded for eight crates of vodka for Katherine to pour down her throat.




Isobel looks at her a moment.





Isobel   Shall we go down?


Marion   Oh, for God’s sake, I can’t stand it.


Isobel   What?


Marion   Your disapproval.




Isobel gestures towards the bed.





Isobel   Marion, please.




Isobel gestures again, uselessly, unable to express what she feels.





I don’t disapprove. I’m just upset.




Tom appears at the door. He is in his late thirties, in a grey suit of artificial fibre, with a sober tie. He is tall, thin, and his face is boyish.





Tom   Oh, you’re in here.


Isobel   Yes.


Tom   Right.


Marion   Tom, have you unpacked the car?


Tom   I’ve done that, darling. (He stands a moment, puzzled.) Is anyone coming?


Marion   Where?


Tom   Downstairs.


Isobel   In a moment.


Tom   It’s just a little odd all crowding in here. (He frowns slightly.)


Marion   I’m just furious with Katherine.


Tom   Katherine?


Marion   I mean, have you seen her? She’s drunk.


Tom   I’m not su`re that’s true. I mean surely …


Marion   One day, you would think, just one day. Was she drunk earlier?


Isobel   When?


Marion   You know, when … earlier, in his last moments … (Marion gestures uneasily towards the bed.)


Isobel   I didn’t notice.


Marion   I think it’s disgraceful.


Isobel   Well, it hardly matters. Least of all to Dad.


Tom   No, he’s fine. He’s in the hands of the Lord.




Isobel frowns slightly at this, then makes as if to leave.





Isobel   Mmm. Well, perhaps …


Tom   Is an ambulance coming?


Isobel   No. An undertaker. We have a certificate. That’s all been done. Time of death. Cause of death.


Marion   Was Katherine much help?


Isobel   What do you mean?


Marion   Was she any help to you? When you were nursing Dad?


Isobel   She was fine.


Marion   I bet you had to do everything yourself.


Isobel   No. Katherine helped.




Marion looks ironically at Tom.





Marion   Isobel can’t resist being kind about people.


Isobel   I’m not being kind. (She hesitates a moment.) Also … Dad loved her. You must allow him that. He wouldn’t have married unless he genuinely loved her.


Marion   You know my views about that.


Isobel   Yes, I do.


Marion   An old man was taken for a ride.


Isobel   I know you feel that. Honestly, I don’t think it matters much. The great thing is to love. If you’re loved back then it’s a bonus.




Marion looks pityingly to Tom, as if this were too absurd for comment.





He saw himself as a failure …


Marion   (at once) He wasn’t.


Isobel   Of course not. But that’s how he felt. In the world’s eyes. A small-town bookseller. The only thing that distinguished his life – as he felt – was this late passion for a much younger woman. So now he’s dead, Marion, you mustn’t take that away. (She turns, a little overcome by her own eloquence. She turns to Tom.) What do you feel, Tom?


Tom   Feel?


Isobel   About what I’ve been saying?


Tom   I couldn’t find fault with it.


Marion   Oh, really?


Tom   I’m sure both of you are right. (He looks a little nervously at Marion.) It’s wonderful being a woman because you have that knack of knowing what’s going on. Men just don’t seem to have it. What is it? A sort of instinct? Still, vive la différence, eh?




Isobel is for the first time able to smile to herself.





Isobel   Yes, well, certainly. Shall I make some supper?


Tom   Oh, I’m defrosting some stuff. I got individual roast-beef dinner-trays from a freezer on the motorway. I didn’t think anyone would need more than that.




Isobel gestures to the door.





Isobel   So, shall we go?




Suddenly Marion speaks with unpredicted vehemence.





Marion   I’m not going to forgive you.


Isobel   What?


Marion   You’ve tried to humiliate me.


Isobel   Marion …


Marion   You’ve made me feel awful. It’s not my fault about the ring. Or the way I feel about Katherine. You make me feel as if I’m always in the wrong.


Isobel   Not at all.


Marion   Oh, yes. Well, we can’t all be perfect. We do try. The rest of us are trying. So will you please stop this endless criticism? Because I honestly think it’s driving me mad.




Marion turns and rushes out of the room. She is beginning to cry uncontrollably. Tom looks down. Isobel stands, pale.





Tom   Well, goodness.


Isobel   Oh, dear.


Tom   I’m sorry.


Isobel   No. It’s not her fault. You lash out in any direction. Marion’s in grief. It’s her way of grieving. She chooses to lash out at me. (She smiles, shaken.)


Tom   All the time, I must say, we were driving, she was sitting there seething. She kept saying, ‘I hope we’re not late.’ Late? I didn’t know what she meant. Then she said, ‘I’ll never forgive myself if I get there and that ring has gone.’ I was rather shocked. But you’re saying, what, it’s because the death was such a blow?


Isobel   I think so.


Tom   And that’s her reaction?


Isobel   It’s a way of coping.


Tom   Gosh, well, that’s interesting. I do hope you’re right. (He frowns, thinking about it.) You see, it happens quite often. She gets angry. Why? I mean, she’s got everything she wants. Her party’s in power. For ever. She’s in office. She’s an absolute cert for the Cabinet. I just don’t see why she’s angry all the time.


Isobel   Don’t you?


Tom   Well, no.


Isobel   Do you ever get angry?


Tom   Angry? I don’t think so. There’s no need to, since I made Jesus my friend.




Isobel nods slightly.





Isobel   I suppose that does make things easier.


Tom   Oh, incomparably, yes. He transforms your life if you’ll let him.


Isobel   Really?


Tom   Oh, yes. And he’ll do it for anyone. That’s what I like. He’ll save anyone. I mean on the surface I was completely unsuitable …


Isobel   You were never very sinful.


Tom   Oh, God, yes, I was. Oh, yes. Perhaps you didn’t notice but I was genuinely disgusting. Still am, of course.




He thinks a moment. Isobel is staring at him.





I’m the most horrible sinner. But he forgives me, and that’s all that counts. (He suddenly shakes his head.) This morning Marion was already on her way to the Department. She’s incredible, she’s on her way at six, so I get the children’s breakfast before I go off to work. Anyway, you called and told me what had happened, I thought, I don’t want to break this to Marion on the phone. I’ll drive in and tell her in person. I go to the car. Won’t start. I open the bonnet. Spark-plug leads have perished. I can’t believe it. I think, what on earth am I going to do? Then I think, hey, six days ago an old mate called in and left, in a shopping bag, a whole load of spare parts he’d had to buy for his car. (He smiles in anticipation of the outcome.) And, you know, as I go in and look for it, I tell you this, I don’t have a doubt. As I move towards the bag. I’ve never looked inside it and yet I know. It’s got so I know. I know that inside that bag there is going to be a set of Ford Granada leads. And then you have to say, well, there you are, that’s it, that’s the Lord Jesus. He’s there when you need him. I am  looked after. He wanted Marion to hear the news from me. So that’s when he’ll decide, right, I’m going to help this person, I’m going to get hold of a few people and just … pick them up and move them around.


Isobel   What, you mean you think that’s why your friend dropped by in the first place?


Tom   Certainly. No question.


Isobel   Six days earlier.


Tom   You’re right.


Isobel   Well, well.


Tom   Of course my friend didn’t know. He didn’t drop round knowing. None of us know when we’re part of God’s plan.


Isobel   Who perished the rubber?


Tom   Oh, that’s different. That’s a natural thing. (He smiles.) People are so full of anger. Really it mystifies me.




Isobel is looking at him nervously.





Isobel   Tom, I wonder … I wanted a favour. I’ve no right to ask this.


Tom   Go on.


Isobel   It’s just, you know how much I love Marion. I wondered if you’d let me know if you sensed … (She stops.)


Tom   Please.


Isobel   If you felt she was seriously angry with me. If you felt it was serious.


Tom   No problem.


Isobel   I don’t want you to feel you’re betraying her.


Tom   I’ll make that promise. I’ll let you know.




He smiles, full of reassurance. Isobel looks away.





Isobel   Is the undertaker here?


Tom   I should think so.




Isobel looks a moment to the bed.





Isobel   Then we’d better go down.




At once we hear Katherine’s voice. The set parts and we are on the lawn at the back of the house. There is a little garden furniture, seemingly at random. A table with a couple of chairs, then a couple more chairs set further away. Bright sunshine. A warm English day. Katherine is coming in, in a black suit, with a tight skirt. She is dark-haired, in her early thirties, thick-set, pale, quick. Her voice is quite loud.
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