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ON READING PLAYS



Plays on the page are neither fish nor fowl. A play is seldom meant to be read. It is meant to be pored over, interrogated, dissected, obeyed. A play is a blueprint, a workman’s plan drawn for a group of collaborating artists, and it must contain the seeds of inspiration, the insinuations of truth that will spur the actors and the director and the designers handily to tell the playwright’s chosen tale. The end result of the process that begins with a play is not the encounter with an individual reader in the privacy of a moment, but rather the boisterous and public encounter with a living audience, an act of collective hearing and seeing that is at the root of the theater’s timeless and ritual magic.


There can still be a magic to the reader’s silent encounter with dialogue on a page. This encounter can have the thrill of overheard conversation, the piecing together of circumstance, situation, emotion, the making sense of what we cannot see. These are pleasures of incompleteness, for incomplete is what reading a play can feel like to someone more accustomed to the fullness of a novel. To be sure, a book does call upon the reader to complete the mental picture, but the truth is that a novel gives you more. It must. The novelist uses words alone—not lights or actors or the semblances of places—to cast the story’s spell. Some novelists will amass the details, others will be sparing. But however little you may think to find by way of depiction in even the most economical of novels, rest assured, you will find so much less in even the most voluble of plays.


The wonder of reading a play has to do with what dialogue offers and what it denies. Shakespeare says little about his settings. Plainly announced before the play has begun, the particulars emerge through the course of what follows, through the revelations of dialogue. Our sense of the castle in Elsinore where Hamlet’s fate is being decided comes to us from the characters’ mouths. Indeed, in Shakespeare, description is never simply his own; it is always colored by the psychology and circumstance of the one speaking his words. Outer landscape is the reflection of an inner state, and everything the characters say reveals to us their hearts and minds.


It is true that everything in a play operates—or at least should. It is an exacting form. The plot must move, and the words must move it. There is time for digression, as long as digression reveals the depths and subtleties that give the work its distinction, its reason for being. Such economy yields a different sort of interiority than the wondrous—and often encyclopedic—inner current that can run between novelist and reader. In a play, the words are signals; they announce and evoke; as building blocks of a plan, they do not consummate, but rather promise; they direct, conceal, uncover.


On the page, the language of a play can seem to be pointing always to a kind of absence. After all, so much is missing: the actors, the set, the audience. What’s more, in the finest plays, it seems that the dialogue never quite speaks the hidden truth, never quite articulates the central emotion, but only talks around such things, leaving space for the audience to complete the connection. It is a form that thrives on omission, which is why reading a play can have something of the thrill of detective work, clues emerging line by line, slowly rounding out the picture that is the deeper reason for the play itself.


Absence, then, is the reigning principle of a written play, and even its very form on the page—mostly white space—serves as invitation for the reader. It is a blankness that points the way not only to the empty space of the stage on which the story will eventually unfold, but, well before this can ever happen, to that bareness of a reader’s mind, awaiting, expectant, eager for the pleasure of shared imagination to begin.
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Setting



A spacious apartment on New York’s Upper East Side.


Time


2011–2012.


The first two scenes take place in late summer of 2011.


The third scene takes place three months later during fall.


The fourth scene takes place six months later during spring.


The play should be performed without intermission.





Scene One
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Lights come up.


High ceilings, parquet floors, crown molding. The works.


Upstage—a dining table. Behind it, a swinging door leads to a kitchen.


Upstage right—an open doorway leads to a hall that disappears from view.


Upstage left—a terrace and windows looking out over further buildings in the distance. Through which the season will show in each scene.


Downstage—a living room. A couch and chairs gathered together around a coffee table.


The stage left wall is covered with a large painting: A vibrant, two-paneled image in luscious whites and blues, with patterns reminiscent of an Islamic garden. The effect is lustrous and magnetic.


Below, a marble fireplace. And on the mantel, a statue of Siva. Along one or more of the walls, bookshelves.


To one side, a small table on which a half-dozen bottles of alcohol sit.


Downstage right—a vestibule and the front door.


(The furnishings are spare and tasteful. Perhaps with subtle flourishes of the Orient.)


On stage: Emily—early 30s, white, lithe and lovely—sits at the end of the dining table. A large pad before her and a book open to a large reproduction of Velázquez’s Portrait of Juan de Pareja.


Emily assesses her model…


Amir—40, of South Asian origin, in an Italian suit jacket and a crisp, collared shirt, but only boxers underneath. He speaks with a perfect American accent.


Posing for his wife.


She sketches him. Until…







AMIR: You sure you don’t want me to put pants on?


EMILY (Showing the Velázquez painting): I only need you from the waist up.


AMIR: I still don’t get it.


EMILY: You said it was fine.


AMIR: It is fine. It’s just…


EMILY: What?


AMIR: The more I think about it…


EMILY: Mmm-hmm.


AMIR: I think it’s a little weird. That you want to paint me after seeing a painting of a slave.


EMILY: He was Velázquez’s assistant, honey.


AMIR: His slave.


EMILY: Until Velázquez freed him.


AMIR: Okay.


EMILY: I mean how many times have we stopped in front of that painting?


AMIR: It’s a good painting. No idea what it has to do with what happened last night. I mean, the guy was a dick.


EMILY: He wasn’t just a dick. He was a dick to you. And I could tell why.


AMIR: Honey, it’s not the first time—


EMILY: A man, a waiter, looking at you.


AMIR: Looking at us.


EMILY: Not seeing you. Not seeing who you really are. Not until you started to deal with him. And the deftness with which you did that. You made him see that gap. Between what he was assuming about you and what you really are.


AMIR: The guy’s a racist. So what?


EMILY: Sure. But I started to think about the Velázquez painting. And how people must have reacted when they first saw it. They think they’re looking at a picture of a Moor. An assistant.


AMIR: A slave.


EMILY: Fine. A slave.


But whose portrait—it turns out—has more nuance and complexity than his renditions of kings and queens. And God knows how many of those he painted.


AMIR: You know what I think? I think you should just call your black Spanish boyfriend and get him up here to sit for you. He’s still in New York, isn’t he?


EMILY: Honey, I have no idea.


AMIR: You don’t have to rub it in, babe.


I know all men are not created equal—


EMILY (Gesturing for him to take the pose): Could you do the thing?


AMIR (Adjusting his arm): Way to make a guy feel wanted—


If anything, I guess I should be grateful to José, right? Broke your dad in. I mean at least I spoke English.


EMILY: Dad’s still traumatized. He brought up that Thanksgiving on the phone the other day.


(Assessing her sketch)


Anyway—I don’t know what you’re so worried about. It’s not like anybody’s gonna see this.


AMIR: Baby. Jerry Saltz loved your last show.


EMILY: He liked it. He didn’t love it. It didn’t sell.


AMIR: Selling’s not everything.


Amir’s cell phone RINGS.


EMILY: Selling’s not everything? You really believe that?


Emily grabs the phone and tosses it to him.


AMIR: It’s a client…


EMILY: Fine. Just… stay where you are?


AMIR (Into the phone): What?


(Listening)


Paolo, I’m not your therapist. You don’t pay me to listen to you. You pay me to listen to me.


Yeah, but you’re not listening.


You’re going. To kill. This deal.


(Emily approaches, to adjust him)


Honey…


(Continuing into the phone)


The point is, they buy it? They own it.


They do what they want. That’s how it works.


(Checking…)


Paolo. I’m getting another call. It’s about the contract. I gotta go.


(Switching over)


You enjoying your Cheerios?


Well, what the fuck else was keeping you from calling me back?


I don’t care that it’s Saturday morning. You’re paid six figures to return my calls.


(Breaking away and going to a contract on the table)


Paragraph four, subsection three. Last sentence.


Why are those three words still in there?


You missed that? No. What actually happened is I told you to fix it and you didn’t.


Then behave like it.


(Hanging up)


Fucking career paralegal.


EMILY: Wow.


AMIR: I don’t catch his little fuck-up? It costs the client eight hundred fifty grand.


EMILY (Sketching): It’s actually kinda hot.


AMIR (Coming over to see the sketch over her shoulder): You’re so good.


(Pointing at the picture of the Velázquez painting)


What’s his name again?


EMILY: Juan de Pareja.


AMIR: It’s a little fucked up. Give me that at least.


EMILY (Sexy): I happen to know you like it a little fucked up.


They kiss.


AMIR: I should call Mort.


EMILY (As Amir punches numbers): You want more coffee?


Amir nods. Emily exits.


AMIR (Into the phone): Hey, Mort…


Good, good. So listen, I talked to Paolo again.


Seller’s remorse.


It’s a moot point. His board’s gonna vote against him.


What do you want me to do?


Okay. I’ll feed him the line on litigation. He doesn’t have the stomach for that. By the time I’m through with him, he’ll go into PTSD every time he sees my name on his caller ID.


Emily returns with coffee.


AMIR (CONT’D): She’s right here…


(To Emily)


Mort says hi.


EMILY: Tell him hi.


AMIR: She says hi…


We have plans for Labor Day, Mort.


Don’t worry about it. Enjoy the weekend…


Sounds good. See you then.


EMILY: Hamptons?


AMIR: Honey, Jory and Isaac.


Bucks County.


It’s taken forever to make that happen…


EMILY: I know, I know.


It’s got me a little freaked out. Isaac’s a big deal.


AMIR: And he is going to love your work.


EMILY: How is Mort?


AMIR: Obsessed with the idea that meditation is going to bring down his cholesterol.


EMILY: Haven’t seen him in ages.


AMIR: I barely see him. He hardly comes in. A couple of hours a day at most when he does show up.


EMILY: Pays to be the boss.


AMIR: I mean, basically, I’m doing his job. I don’t mind.


EMILY: He loves you.


AMIR: He depends on me.


EMILY: Okay.


He spent I don’t know how much on that birthday present for you?


AMIR: Couple grand at least.


EMILY: Excuse me.


AMIR: Honey, I really am pretty much doing his job.


EMILY: So he gets you a book. Or a bottle of scotch. Or takes you to dinner.


Why’d he get you a statue of Siva?


(Beat)


He doesn’t think you’re Hindu, does he?


AMIR: He may have mentioned something once…


You realize I’m going to end up with my name on that firm?


EMILY: Leibowitz, Bernstein, Harris, and Kapoor.


AMIR: My mother will roll over in her grave…


EMILY: Your mother would be proud.


AMIR: It’s not the family name, so she might not care, seeing it alongside all those Jewish ones…


From the kitchen: the intercom BUZZES.


Amir looks over, surprised. Emily puts down her pencil. Heads for the kitchen.


EMILY: That’ll be Abe.


AMIR (Surprised): Abe?


EMILY (Disappearing into the kitchen): Your nephew?


AMIR: Oh, right. Wait…


EMILY (At the intercom, off stage): Yes?


Send him up.


As Emily now returns…


AMIR: You’re not gonna let this thing go, are you?
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