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Plays: 10

Dea; The Testament of This Day; The Price of One; The Angry Roads; The Hungry Bowl

Edward Bond is internationally recognised as the UK’s greatest living dramatist. These plays ask the question of our times: ‘To be sane or not to be sane, that is the question – and if not then to be mad and all that follows.’



Dea: A wealthy mansion, an army outpost, a waste-dump. Repressed violence breaks out in all three. Finally Dea and a ‘squaddie’ fight over our very existence.



The Testament of This Day: A jobless youth struggling in a world imprisoned in technology catches a train to the edge of reality.



The Price of One: A desert war. A desperate mother makes a soldier a strange request. He goes mad. Years later in a city flat he meets a youth struggling to survive the horrors of peace.



The Angry Roads: A father cannot speak, his son relentlessly questions. A road accident becomes the key to our destruction or survival.



The Hungry Bowl: An endangered city. A father forbids his schoolgirl daughter to give scarce food to her imaginary friend who does not exist. People flee. The father sees the invisible friend and runs out into the deserted city. The girl is alone. The door opens and a stranger enters …



‘Edward Bond is one of the greatest figures of post-war theatre. He teaches us many things – most of all the moral importance of drama and the dramatist.’

Simon Stephens, Working Diary
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Introduction:
The Square Bubble

Sophocles’ Antigone was the defining play for the twentieth century. It is a political play about the relationship between the individual and authority. Antigone defies authority by burying the remains of her brother killed in war. A person who defies tyrannical authority is heroic. Antigone is condemned to death. Yet this can leave unexamined the nature of both tyranny and defiance and so the nature of the politics that the play is about.

The defining play for our century is Euripides’ Medea. Medea kills her two infant sons. She does this because her partner Jason is unfaithful to her. She isn’t punished. Instead the sun God Helios rewards her by taking her away in his chariot to freedom in Athens. Antigone seems to provide answers, Medea raises questions. In Medea’s play there are ambiguities we need to resolve. For instance, Medea is closer to being a terrorist than Antigone is.

When Euripides wrote Medea, he was young and Athens was flourishing. When he was old he was in exile and Athens was defeated. It is then that he wrote his last surviving play The Bacchae. In it he re-dramatized the problems of his Medea. In The Bacchae, Argave kills and dismembers her son Pentheus. God punishes her with exile and suffering. He even turns her close associate into a serpent. And the worship of this God is made a public institution.

Usually Medea is taken to be a slighted woman driven mad by jealousy and who seeks revenge because jealous women do that don’t they? So Medea is mad, Antigone is shown as being piteously sane in her conviction, and God purposely drives Argave mad so that she will kill her son. But is Medea mad? She knows what she is doing and questions herself as much as Hamlet questions himself. Hamlet lurks behind these plays. He asks a question: ‘To be or not to be, that is the question.’ God more or less tells him to shut up. In Dea, I change the question to: ‘To be sane or not to be sane, that is the question. And if not, then be mad and all that follows.’

The differences between the three women’s acts and the different ways God deals with them is startling and shocking. This introduction concentrates on Medea and Argave and God’s relationship to them because our modern problem lies there. I postulate God as ‘Authority’ not at all to discount morality but to stress its tendentious use in executive action. All this is the only possible subject for modern drama, not by choice but because that is what drama now is. The rest is theatre and entertainment.

A critic said that in Dea I don’t explain why Dea kills her sons. Perhaps he wanted to be told she killed them because she was psychotic. The play would then have fitted in with contemporary understanding and have made contemporary sense. It would miss the point of Dea and of Euripides’ two plays. The critic asks for the meaning of Dea but he should have asked for the meaning of reality. Insanity is a sort of battlefield that society stages with itself to postpone wars between societies. The problem is not psychotic individuals but psychotic society. As psychotic society becomes more compressed it becomes more difficult to be sane in it – and perhaps it is even becoming pointless.

God is authority and because he is God he gives authority not just power but creates morality and gives authority its moral meaning. Medea and The Bacchae concern the fundamental problems of society-and-self and they are still unresolved. You can see that already Euripides stands our society on its head.

For a moment leave morality aside because authority’s use of it is always tendentious. For us it is more important to remember that only a God could be more powerful than we are. Our war weapons could destroy all human life and our peacetime technology is turning our planet into a battlefield in which we shall all be dead. If authority is psychotic, then society and its technology give rise to an image: society as a madman armed with a knife rampaging over an apathetic and frightened people. In itself the image is simplistic. Clarifying the cause and consequences of the image is the purpose of drama – and as drama is the way humans are in reality and part of it then drama has to make the image real by enacting it.

In the last century society could still see itself in Antigone. In our century Medea articulates not just our society but our world. So far it does this only in imagination. We have not yet had time to lay waste our future by turning the imagined into concrete. Argave is mad and it might seem that Medea is as mad as she is, but Euripides glimpsed something more disturbing than this this when he wrote her play.

The Greeks created democracy and so they thought not only of their present but also of the future. If they hadn’t they couldn’t have thought of democracy. When Euripides was in his eighties and in exile he walked on the shore of Thessaloniki and listened to his footsteps on the sandy gravel. He thought of the plays he had written and of the future, of what was to come. The still sea was a weeping eye he could not dry. He did not have the words, ideas and concepts we have because they had not yet been thought. The surface of a bubble of water is round, globe-like, because that is the laws of physics. Imagine the bubble is a square with corners and sharp edges set at abrupt angles. In a madhouse the patients are mad and the therapists sane. It is not so in society – there each becomes the other and things turn into their opposite. That is precisely why Euripides cannot say if God – authority – is mad or sane. We stopped to ask sane questions about ourselves in 1914 and now we live in the wrong answers. Unlike the Greeks we think only of the present and the state of the market. We put the market in place of democracy, and manufacturing and technology in place of creativity and think we can domesticate the universe. Our society is the square bubble.

Euripides took off his sandals and threw them into the sea.

What is the cause of this confusion? We live in two great orders. The first is the order of nature and physics, the world of things and objects. Everything in it exists in natural law. Nature can’t break its own laws. In nature there is no criminality because there is no morality. But what follows from this is not what you might think. In the square-edged bubble where things change their practical meaning morality becomes a motive for immorality. It is as if we had laws so that we could commit crime – it is the way society scratches its itching psyche. The second great order is the order of humanness, of consciousness, self-awareness and morality. We evolved from the pre-human animals of the first order. Natural evolution scandalized the Victorians because it seemed to degrade human beings. It doesn’t, it degrades only authority. The awakening awareness in pre-human animals remains imprisoned in natural law – the survival of the fittest, individual or collective, means nothing more than the survival of a mountain. Evolution is not creative but a matter of chance and accident. The human problem comes from the interrelations between the two orders. Bit by bit in history we distinguished ourselves from nature. The impetus to do this was human creativity and political organization. The gap we found between consciousness and nature forced us to be creative, mentally and manually, in our relationship to each other and each of us to our self. Because the latter is reflexive it is more complex than the former. (The problem confounded Hegel.) It is as if we had to escape from ourselves to meet our selves, know ourselves and humanize ourselves. But, as in the physics riddle, if you could go far enough you would meet your self coming towards you. The cultural problem is this: which self was you and would you recognize your self? Well, being human depends on social organization and so to a degree we can get outside ourselves when we organize ourselves – it is the origin of classes and politics.

Authority controls society by manipulating the square bubble. But the origin of the bubble and its squareness is deeper, more ancient, than that. It comes from the conflict between the two great orders of pre-determined nature and human creativity. If we resolved this problem we would become truly human. The problem makes us the dramatic species. Its solution lies in the creativity of the institution of public drama. That is why the Greeks invented it. Drama’s sole aim is social justice. Really it is a matter of the logic of reality and the logic of reality is also the logic of drama.

Drama (not theatre) frees imagination from the prison of Ideology. The only useful freedom we can have is our creativity. It is not freedom from nature or our animal self (we are too complex to have one) it is freedom from nothingness. Ideology’s power finally comes not from control of nature or the repression of creativity but from control of nothingness. In order to stay in control modern authority turns nothingness into nihilism. It is the cultural weapon of Fascism. Modernity is balanced on the cusp between justice and Fascism.

Euripides watched his brown water-logged sandals bobbing on the water as if they were toy boats.

All technology from primitive farming to nuclear energy works through the laws of nature. To be creative and human we must be free from the dictates of these laws. The modern combining of technology with the philosophy of reductive Darwinism is nihilistic. The Enlightenment used the inner cohesion of nature to invent a new world of technology. It freed masses of people from ancient poverty and dependence on natural law. But this made natural law even more pervasive and penetrative because technology works through it. A new economic system was needed so that the goods manufactured by the new technology could be bought and used and consumed. This system was capitalism. It is not humanly creative. It retrogresses to the laws of natural evolution. To this it adds a salesroom gloss of cunning taken from feudalism. But as capitalism deals in human beings it must also make a gesture towards morality and it does this by corrupting it. In the logic of reality this makes capitalism a crime. And that is at the epicentre of drama.

Early capitalism produced a primitive democracy of consuming labourers. Inevitably the labourers struggled for real democracy, autonomy and welfare. But the natural law of capitalism is the law of the jungle and this gave it its structural need for world wars. They were not for freedom but for the survival of the fittest capitalism. Our consciousness and moral sense make us creative but because creativity is morally alert capitalism must destroy it. In its place it puts manufacture and the laws of nature. It replaces democracy with the market and morality with money. Paradoxically at the heart of the capitalist system there is an ironic risibility. But capitalists don’t use it to protect themselves from acknowledging their own vandalism – it is just a last remnant of human sensibility. It is also capitalism’s greatest weakness. It means that in capitalism even cynicism is a sign of health. Capitalism’s foundation is bolted steel but the steel is not watertight. In the age of Victorian rectitude these ambiguities were strengths – if you can manipulate yourself you can manipulate anyone. But in our postmodern post-truth postpost society they are a weakness. Capitalism is the preliminary to Fascism but its structure, its working mechanism – in the world of virtual reality you could almost say its DNA – is farce. It will end in violence but the end will begin as farce. It has already begun and we are losing even the conviction to take ourselves seriously. But in nature there are no selves.



*



Dea ends with two people and a decapitated head in a waste-dump. In a medieval drama they would be the devil and a sinner playing at cards for the decapitated head – because in medieval theology rightly understood the decapitated head would be the sinner’s soul. Dea is a modern play and you should think of the two people as playing cards for the future of humankind.


Dea

To Dominique Valadié
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Part One

A dark room in an affluent middle-class home. In the back wall left a door to Johnson’s room and the upper parts of the house. At the side left a door to the rest of the house. Right, a dressing table with a mirror. A chair in front of it. A double day-cot.

One

Evening. Dea prepares to go to a soirée. She wears a yellow evening dress. She sits at the dressing table and makes up her face. Johnson comes in from his room, through the back door. He wears boxer shorts, a regimental dress-shirt and socks.

Johnson    Thought you’d be ready when I got back.

He goes out to his room.

(Off.) He held me up deliberately. (Pause.) Expects me to do his job for him. I take the flack when anything goes wrong. Have to manage those under you. Now I have to manage those over me.

He re-enters. He wears regimental dress-trousers and jacket. He carries a piece of regimental dress-regalia.

Please.

Dea stands. She fastens the regalia on him. It is complicated.

Johnson    Waits till I’m in my coat. Then brings them in. ‘Just a signature. No need to go through them.’ (Calls.) Louise! – Went through the lot. Half an hour! Know what I’m signing.

Louise comes in.

Johnson    Fetch the boys.

Louise goes out.

Johnson    Don’t drink. They try to fill you up and get you gossiping. Pick up titbits to use later. And keep off shop. War and weapons. Tell them about the boys. That’ll shut them up. Sterile old hags.

Dea finishes. Johnson goes out to his room. Dea goes back to the dressing table. Sits. She makes up her face. Louise comes in. She carries twin babies. She waits.

Louise    Shall I take them through to the Colonel ma’m?

No reply.

Johnson (off)    Louise! Is the driver there?

Louise (calls)    Yes sir. (To Dea.) Ma’m?

Johnson comes from his room

Johnson (as he enters)    Tell him we’ll be down in ten minutes. (See the babies.) Just a quick look. Show him the uniform. Learn to know it early. I know the material when I touch it in the dark. One finger. (Looks at a baby.) Been crying. Heard him on the stairs when I came in. Know his sound. (To Dea.) Please hurry. (To Louise.) Put them away.

Johnson goes out to his room.

Louise    Shall I take them to the nursery or leave them here for when you come back m’am?

Dea    I shan’t need you tonight. You can go out.

Louise (offering)    I can stay up ma’m.

Dea stands. Goes to Louise. She takes one of the babies. Lays him in the day-cot. Louise lays the other next to him.

Dea (settling the babies)    Take the evening off. Call your friend.

Louise    There’s no one in the house to look after the –

Dea starts to take off her dress. It drops to the floor. Louise hovers uncertainly.

Dea    Enjoy yourself.

Louise goes to pick up the dress.

Dea    There’s all sorts of things to do. You’ll find something.

She removes her shoes. Louise hesitates. Then she goes out. Johnson returns. He stares at Dea.

Johnson    We can’t. Not know. (Goes to Dea. Fondles her breasts.) No time. Not even for a quickie. Wait till we home back. Then I’ll – (He forces himself to stop.) Are you nervous? We can’t be late for this. They’ll all be fawning over the top brass. The Minister. I’ll be the lowest rank. That’s why he held me up. He even checked to see if my invitation was a mistake. (He picks up her shoes. Stares at them.) If I say the right things, you chat up the old cows – it’s another rung up. (Kisses her shoes. Puts them down by the dressing table.) Get dressed.

He goes out to his room. Dea stoops. Picks up the shoes. Looks at them. Changes her mind. Puts them on the dressing table. She picks up the dress. Goes to the day-cot. Smothers the babies with the dress.

Johnson (off)    The day will come, one day I’ll be the boss.

Dea steps back from the day-cot. Stares at it. Goes to the dressing table. Picks up the shoes. Goes back to the day-cot. Batters the babies’ heads under the dress. Leaves the shoes lying on the dress. Goes back to the dressing table. Creams her hands. Spreads cleansing cream on her face. Wipes off her make-up. Johnson comes in. He wears his regimental overcoat and carries his cap.

Johnson    What are you doing? I told you we can’t. – I suppose this is because I said the evening’s important to me. Do I tell them my wife’s ill? You can’t be ill. The higher echelons don’t get ill. They do their duty. Tonight could be the edge. You climb up for years. You only get there once. If I miss it, I go down. They don’t give second chances. ‘He’s the wrong background.’ ‘Not the right material.’ They say I married you for your family’s name. Is that the – Oh God why why why do we have to have this conversation? (Goes to the day-cot. Drops the shoes on the floor. Ruffles the dress.) Get this on. God what’s the – spit! Have you been sick? (Shouts.) Louise! – And I thought you wanted me to – (Sneers at himself.) God, you must laugh at me sometimes. (Calls.) Louise! – Is it wrong to want? It’s not just for me. For the boys’ future – give them the chance I was denied.

Louise comes in.

Johnson    My wife finds the dress unsuitable. And it’s soiled.

Louise (confused)    Madam told me – I phoned my –

Johnson    What? (Doesn’t wait for an answer.) Help her to get dressed. (Looks at his watch.) Four and a half minutes. I’ll give you five. Be ready then. That’s an order.

He goes out through the side door.

Louise    Which dress shall I bring madam?

Dea    Did you manage to speak to your friend?

Louise    Yes ma’m. I thought you said the yellow. I’m sorry if I’ve upset the Colonel.

Dea    These days there are so many things to do. Enjoy yourself.

Johnson comes back and crosses to the door of his room.

Johnson    Now the chauffeur’s sniffing. You’d think I worked for him. (Watch.) Three minutes.

He goes out to his room. Louise goes to take the dress from the day-cot.

Dea    Leave it.

Louise    I’m sorry m’am, if I sometimes. – I’m happy here madam. Please don’t get rid of me.

Dea    You mustn’t disappoint your friend. Don’t stay for the shouting.

Johnson (off)    Is she ready?

Louise    Let me get you another dress madam. You look so good in the blue you wear for the regiment’s dinners. I’ll change the shoes.

Louise leaves. Dea stands. She goes to the day-cot. Looks down at the dress. Johnson comes in.

Johnson    I apologise. It was crude, saying it’s an order. I’m surprised you didn’t wait and create a scene there. Sacrifice me to the gods. Amuse them. I’ll go on my own. I’d feel dishonest if you came. They’d be smirking at me behind my back for parading my connections. (Hiss.) I don’t march on crutches. – At least I know where I am now.

Dea leans across the dress. Presses her body down on it.

Johnson    What on earth are you –? What are you doing?

He lifts Dea up and turns her to the side.

Johnson    You’ll wake the boys.

He turns back to the babies. Croons.

’S all right little fellas all right. (To Dea.) What on earth is the matter with you?

Dea    He stirred.

Johnson    Stirred?

Dea    When you spoke.

She goes to the dressing table. Johnson watches her. She creams her face. He turns back to the babies. Puts out a hand. The hand stops stock still. Rigid.

Johnson    They. (Silence.) They – (Tries to call. Muffled croak. Calls.) Lou-ise. (Walks away.) Open ground – run run to the – trench empty – no soldiers – (Points.) What’s there? – Not smoke: flies on the bundles huddled in the – staring at – little faces staring at the sky – (He kneels and crouches. Raps the ground.) Dust in my pocket. (He levers himself backwards to the day-cot. Wedges himself at its foot. Lifts up an arm. Asks the babies:) Why did you kill each other? (Tries to stand. Calls.) Louise – help me to – can’t get up on my –

Dea    She’s getting ready to meet her friend.

Johnson (realises Dea is there; struggles to his feet)    They’re – (Goes to Dea. Hoarse.) They’re dead. (She cleans her face. He goes to the babies. Tells himself.) Dead.

Lifts a baby. Pushes its mouth open. Tries to breathe into it. Can’t. Turns to Dea. Holds out the baby to her.

Johnson    Breathe – can’t breathe in its … (Picks up the other baby. Holds them out to Dea.) They’re dead! – Said she’d phoned. Louise. Accomplice. Dead! Get the police before she –! (Clutching the babies. Hobbles towards the side door. Stops. Goes back to Dea. Fierce whisper.) Or – wait till the evening’s over. (Gives her a baby.) Tell in the morning. Official statement by – Press release. Think of the deep consequences for our – tonight –

Louise comes in. She brings two dresses.

Louise    I brought your favourite blue, m’am. And the other with the long –

She stops. Johnson is transfixed. Stares at her.

Johnson (realises)    You didn’t do it.

He turns to stare at Dea. The baby she is holding drops to the ground. Louise runs to the side in horror. Johnson turns away from Dea. Hunches over. Clutches the baby to his stomach.

Johnson    I have a horror behind me. (Turns to face Dea. Shouts.) Shall I dash it to the ground? Will that be enough –?

Louise    Oh sir – we mustn’t –

Tearful panic. She goes to Johnson to take his baby. Backs away. Goes to Dea. Grovels for the baby at Dea’s feet. Holds it up to her.

Louise    Madam – we mustn’t – sir doesn’t –

Johnson    Monster!

Louise (holding the baby; in panic)    Oh madam –! (Goes behind Dea for protection.) What has sir done –

Johnson    Murderer! Murderer!

Louise    Madam he doesn’t mean it! – you’re a good good –

Johnson    They’re dead!

Louise    No sir – they –

Johnson goes to Louise to take her baby. She shrieks and turns away to protect it from him. He pulls it from her.

Johnson    Dead!

Louise    Can’t –

Johnson    My sons. (Stumbles away from Dea. Half drops one baby. It dangles in the loop of its shawl. He embraces the other. Tears.) Get the police. Get. Louise. Police. Please.

Louise    Terrible! Terrible!

She runs out. Johnson holds one baby. The other has dropped to his feet. Dea sits at the dressing table. Cleans her face.

Johnson    You’re dead. He’s dead. (To baby.) I had no breath to give you. Sorry. Louise is fetching the – Six thirty-five. Yellow dress. (He goes to the dressing table. Searches on it. Jerks open a drawer. Finds a lipstick. Writes on the mirror ‘Six thirty-five’. Under it ‘Y’. Walks away hugging the baby.) Come with me. Mine. Still mine till they come. The people. Then nothing will be mine. Ever. (Crouches over the other baby. Tells it.) The police will come. (Picks it up. Turns to look at Dea.) I saw them – children in the trench – saw them – frail – too fragile to die – were fighting – in the trench – I ran over them with my boots – my pocket was full of –. Death. Death. Always death –. Why did you –? Tell me. For your sake. (Draws himself up in enormous control.) No one will ask you. Ever. They can’t. Only I ask. Tell me. I need to know. Tell me. This last thing. The question. Why?

Dea    You wanted me to do it.

Johnson (groans quietly)    Aahh … you bitch … murder – two sons – not enough – you you tell me I –? (He drops the babies. Grabs her. Tears at her clothes.) Bitch! Bitch! I wanted you to –? Tell me! (Tearing.) Bitch! Open your legs! (Falls on her.) Bitch! (The chair topples.) Bitch! Open your –! Tell me! (He punches her face. Her body. Rapes her.) Bitch! Bitch! I wanted? Liar! Liar! Liar! (The chair grates. The babies lie on the floor under the rape.) Tell me! Liar! Liar! What must I do to –? You are the worm in the brick. Tell me! The truth! The truth! I’ll beat it out of your –! (He rapes her and one hand throttles the grating chair.) The truth! The truth! (Pleasure.) Ah Ah! Ah! Ah!

A Young Man comes in.

Young Man    Oh. Sorry. Louise phoned. (Turning away.) She said you were out so we could have a little –. (Looks back over his shoulder.) Really sorry. Honest. Sir.

Louise comes in.

Louise    The police –

Young Man (to Louise)    What?

Louise    The chauffeur phoned.

Young Man    Police?

Johnson (orgasm)    Ah!

Louise and the Young Man stare. Johnson kicks the chair away. It rocks.

Two

Eighteen years later. The same room. No dressing table. A different chair. A couch.

Oliver shows Dea into the room from the side door. She has tried to smarten herself up but she is grubby and tired. She carries a largish dull-white carrier bag.

Oliver    My father didn’t say he was expecting anyone.

Dea    I hadn’t said.

Oliver    Most visitors call at his office. (Pause.) Have you come far?

Dea    A bit.

Oliver    May I put your carrier in –

Dea    No. (Slight pause.) There’s nothing in it. Thank you for letting me wait in the house. The streets aren’t safe.

Oliver    The war’s reaching even here. Lunatics blow themselves up. You should sit down.

Dea sits.

Oliver    I could get you something.

Dea    No. – I’m stopping you doing what you…

Oliver    I wasn’t doing anything.

Pause.

Dea (half to herself)    I knew the street. The house hasn’t changed but it looks different. (To Oliver.) – I’m sure I’m holding you up.

Oliver    How does the house look different? (No answer.) I’m sorry. I shouldn’t meddle if it’s official.

Dea    What are you called?

Oliver    Oliver.

Dea    Are you – ? Do you have brother or – ?

Oliver    A brother. He’s abroad with his regiment. In the thick of it. We’re a military family. If you were official you’d’ve known all that.

Dea    I’m sure I’m stopping you doing something… (No answer.) D’you miss you brother?

Oliver    Everyone’s getting older. I’ve no friends left my own age. They’re all at war. You’re wondering why I’m not in the army.

Dea    No.

Oliver    If he lost both of us – my brother and me – he’d have no one. I’m kept at home like the empty bookend.

Dea (stands)    I’ll come back later.

Oliver    I shouldn’t have let you in. It was wrong. I don’t know what’s in your carrier. You lied when you said nothing was in it. If I let you go now that’ll be wrong too. Anyway you’re tired. Sit down.

Dea    Walking tired me.

Oliver    You’re not dressed for travelling. You should wear warmer clothes. I could make you some tea if you’re poorly.

Dea    I’m not –

Oliver    Then why d’you want to get away?

Dea    No. Please.

Oliver    I let you in – which was wrong. (Looks at his wristwatch.) If I turn you out you’ll bump into him on the stairs. That’ll be wrong twice.

Dea    I won’t bump into him.

Oliver    How d’you know?

Dea    I’ll go and come back when he –

She goes towards the door. Oliver stands in her way.

Dea    He won’t know I was here before – so you won’t have done anything wrong.

Oliver    You might have been seen in the street. Someone could tell him.

Dea    Please let me go –

Oliver    You stood at the door for ages. I watched you from my room. I stood behind the curtain so you couldn’t see me. I said why doesn’t she ring the bell or go away? I didn’t know what to do. That’s why I came down. I thought I’d better keep you here. Now you’re trying to get away.

Dea    No –

Oliver    Yes you are.

Dea    Please Olly – don’t quarrel –. (Sudden irritation.) I hate all the – stop it!

Oliver    I’m not quarrelling. There’s no point in quarrelling. I stay in my room and look out of the window and think. And I’m not Olly. No one calls me that. I’m Oliver. Why d’you want to – ? (Stops.) He’s back. He’s on the stairs. I’ll tell him you’re here.

Dea    No. He must’ve been working – he’ll want to be quiet before he –

Oliver (raises his index finger; low)    He’s outside. He’s going up to my room.

Dea (hushed)    Is he a good father?

Oliver    He’ll see I’m not there.

Dea    If we’d talked before he – Perhaps now we’ll never…

Oliver (listens; slight pause)    He’s coming down.

Dea (startled)    Oh!

Oliver    You jumped!

Dea (looks at him)    I forgot you were there.

Oliver    Why are you afraid?

Johnson comes in. He wears a military uniform with an overcoat. Carries a briefcase. He sees Dea. He turns to Oliver.

Oliver    This lady’s come to see you.

Johnson (stares at Dea; almost a burp)    Hrmf.

Oliver goes to help Johnson out of his overcoat. Johnson doesn’t move. Oliver stops.

Johnson    How did you get here?

Oliver    She walked. Lifts on lorries … and…

Johnson (to Dea)    How?

Dea    Lorries … lifts…

Silence.

Oliver (waiting awkwardly)    She was at the door so I…

Johnson (stares at Dea; suddenly turns to Oliver)    What?

Oliver    I offered her some tea but she –

Johnson    Shut up!

Oliver    Are you going out again?

Johnson (calms himself; to Oliver)    You’re all right?

Oliver    Shall I take your coat if you’re not –

Johnson    You’ve got something to do in your room.

Oliver    I asked her what was –

Johnson    It’s a mess. Tidy it. I’ll come up later.

Oliver wanders out through the door.

Johnson    How? The asylum was bombed. I asked for aerial photos. They said there could be no survivors.

Dea    I thought of how to – what to say to help you when I – I’m sorry you had to shout at Oliver.

Johnson (viciously)    Don’t tell me how to speak to my son!

Dea    No I –

Johnson (scared)    You didn’t tell him who you are?

Dea    No.

Johnson    I thought you were dead. What d’you want? Why are you here?

Dea    I’m sorry – I –

Johnson    Are you apologising for being alive or not being dead?

Dea    The doctors sent you reports to say –

Johnson    I tore them up. Didn’t read them.

Dea    – that in their opinion my behaviour over the years has … I didn’t know he was my son.

Johnson    He’s not your son. There are two coffins between him and you.

Dea    Yes. What did you call his brother?

Johnson    I don’t see the point of your question.

Dea (bewildered)    I want to know about my life – how I –. I didn’t know the names of my own –

Johnson    Nothing you do or say is normal. (Dismay.) I don’t know how to speak to you. What d’you want?

Dea    You bombed the hospital – the whole country. I have nowhere else to –

Johnson (incredulous)    You want to stay here?

Dea    There is –

Johnson    Stay here? Do I understand you want to – to stay with my son in the house where you? Impossible! How could I go out and leave him with you in the house? You should be the safest person in the world for him and you’re the most dangerous. If he’d known who you were he’d’ve slammed the door in your face!

Dea    If you’d read the reports – the doctors said there was no danger of –

Johnson    Reports? A sheet of paper between me and hell!

Dea    I’m sorry. I’d thought of how to prepare you for my –

Johnson    Get out. Get out. I’ll tell my son you came to sell me life insurance! (Silence.) Nothing you do is natural. You don’t see it! I lay in bed at night trying to understand you. For years. Trying to turn reason inside out so that suddenly everything became clear. Was it my fault? Something I’d done that –. It’s monstrous that I had to lie there accusing myself while I waited for the dawn to come so that I could dare to sleep. In the end I realised there was no explanation that wouldn’t make it worse. That wouldn’t condemn us all. You can’t be understood. The past is always standing in front of me. It blocks my way. Even if I wanted you to stay it would be wrong. You should pay for what you did. We bombed you, the war’s destroyed everything? Good! – Go back there. It’s where you belong. Not here. Wander round the ruins till you find people of your own sort. Party with them.

Oliver comes in.

Oliver    I tidied my room.

Johnson (unfastens buttons)    Hang my coat up. On a hanger. War quality creases.

Oliver goes out with the overcoat.

Johnson    It’s begun already. He knows something’s wrong. I bully him because I’m afraid for his future. I don’t know what a child of yours might do. He was inside you once, but you’ll always be inside him. I have to be his discipline. Keep the house in order. If you were here – that you think of it proves it’s impossible! – and he found out who you were he’d go to pieces. Must I have him locked up too?

Dea    What did you tell him?

Johnson    Everything. It’s monstrous what we have to do to our children. I arranged a tea. They sat there eating cake. I told them you’d died in childbirth. You killed two sons and two sons killed you. A little lie to put some order – some design – in the world. The army hushed it up. No media. You tarnished its image … I was ordered to break off contact. You were a non-person. Since they were boys they’ve known you were dead. They’d never have to meet you. It helped them. You’d generously relieved them of your presence by dying. Now you come back from the dead – knock on the door and forget we’re alive and have our own problems. (Briefcase.) I have to work.

Dea    You think I’m mad? … When the building was bombed the inmates killed the staff with bricks and lumps of concrete. Beat them with the fallen beams as if they were beating them with the cross in some medieval picture of a crucifixion. The white coats were shrouds stained in blood. Then they killed the inmates they had a grudge against. They dragged a woman over the rubble. She bounced as if she were alive. They gave me a brick to beat her. I couldn’t. Dropped the brick. They said she doesn’t know. Give her some more death. I thought I was mad till I was put in a madhouse. Now I know. I’m not mad.

Johnson fiddles in the briefcase. He has not listened.

Johnson    I have to … I can’t keep the war waiting. (Low.) You ruined my career, the ladder – I had none of the advantages – everyone knew I’d get to the top. I fascinated them. I made no mistakes. The more rickety the ladder the more certain it was. My hands holding the sides held it together. Then it was gone. Was that the ladder clattering to bits or my enemies applauding? If I’d succeeded – done what was promised – I’d have had the power to drive the army and end the war. Instead the second-raters leapfrogged over my back. I’m a paper-shuffler. (Sorting papers.) Every sheet that reaches my desk has your fingerprints on it. Why did you ruin my life?

Dea    I don’t know. (He makes an angry gesture.) You’re right: the reports didn’t tell me. This place can’t. If it could I wouldn’t have come here. I must forget. But it’s the only place where I can find peace. Nowhere else. Every day I was with the mad my sanity was clawing at my brain. When the bombs fell they opened the roof. Suddenly there was sky everywhere – I was free – and I ran out into a bigger madhouse. Help me. (Flat. Expressionless.) In the past we were always touching. Now the love, passion, has gone. I’m not a mother. I have no sons. No questions. I don’t even need to hope. I’m nothing. We’ll live together but be alone. I lay on the yellow dress in the cot. Bent over my dead babies. They weren’t angry. They were still. It’s the only time in my life I’ve been at peace. They gave it to me. I was pure. I don’t understand it. I belong in their house. The worst happened here. We reached the end. Now nothing can go wrong. Let me stay and be still. If I went away it would be cheating. I have a right to live here.

Johnson    A right!

Dea    For your sake too – our sake – the questions will go –

Johnson    A right! – God! – God! – You come here – where you – you lie to my son – I’m to lie to him with you – and say you have a right! You are monstrous! Why why did you do it?

Dea    Because I’m wicked. Isn’t that it? Is that what you want to be told? I’m wicked! Wicked! Wicked! I stink of fire and brimstone and the madhouse! It satisfies everyone else. Why doesn’t it satisfy you?

Johnson    A right!

Dea    Tell him! Oliver! Bring him down. I will not be questioned any more! (Going to the door.) I’ll tell my son your mother is wicked! He has a right to know! – You have no right to lie to him!

Johnson    No no don’t – don’t! (Suddenly collapses on the couch.) Please. Please. (Almost crying.) To hurt my son you don’t even know! Drag him into our terrible – the mess of our past. (Sudden rage. Hits the couch with his fist. Papers spill.) No! No! You come here! Dig up the –! Threaten us! If I throw you out, you’ll stand in the street and shout up at his window! (Controlling himself.) Oh God why did you have to come?

He goes to Dea at the door. They listen.

Dea    He didn’t hear.

They come away from the door.

Johnson    I have to work! (He stoops to gather the spilt papers.) These papers are urgent. (He shuffles them back into order.) We need time to think. (Stands.) One night. You can stay tonight. Then you go.

Dea gives a low, polite laugh.

Johnson    It gives me time to arrange something. (No answer.) You agree?

Dea    Yes.

Johnson    Why did you laugh? (No answer. Nods at couch.) I’ll bring your bedding.

He goes.

Three

Three days later. The couch is made up as a bed with pillows and coverlet. On the foot end of the couch, a tray. On it a plate, cutlery and the remains of a small meal. The carrier bag is on the floor at the foot of the couch. Oliver sits bolt upright close at the head of the couch. He wears pyjamas, a short dressing gown and slippers.

Silence. Dea comes in. She stares at Oliver.

Dea    Did you want me? (No answer.) I felt strange sitting all day in a room with the doors closed. I looked at the house. I thought you’d be asleep. Your father’s working late again. (No response. She goes to the tray. Picks it up.) I’ll take the tray to the kitchen.

She realises that Oliver is asleep. She hesitates. She puts the tray back on the couch. She is going to touch him. She doesn’t. She rattles the things on the tray. Oliver bows his head in deeper sleep.

Dea (low)    You must wake up.

Pause. She goes to the door. Opens it. Shuts it noisily. Oliver lifts his head.

Dea (brightly)    I expect your father will be back soon.

Oliver (looks round)    D’you want to go to bed? I shouldn’t be in your room. He told me not to be alone with you. I’ll go upstairs when I hear him come in. I sleepwalk. You’ve been here three days. When will you go?

Dea    It’s very late.

Oliver    I suppose it’s army. I shouldn’t ask. – Do you like him?

Dea    Of course.

Oliver    People get on with him but they don’t like him.

Dea    Do you like him?

Oliver    I’m used to him. I pretend he likes me. Then I don’t feel lonely.

Dea    I’m sure he’s fond of you.

Oliver    My brother’s his boy. Did you know my mother?

Dea    You said there was trouble in the past.

Oliver    If you’d known her you’d know all about that.

Dea    D’you see her?

Oliver    She’s dead. She killed my baby brothers. Can you believe that? Then she gave birth to my brother and me. Strange. Death and life in one woman. If my brother and I had been born first she’d’ve killed us. (Mirthless snigger.) I’d be dead and you’d be talking to one of my little dead brothers. We’re a complicated family.

Dea    You’ll catch cold sitting there.

Oliver    You need to know about my mother if you have to deal with my father. We’re not allowed to talk about her. No photos. Nothing. They say she was mad. They can’t tell me what mad is. How can you be sane if you can’t say what mad is? (Pause.) He thinks of my dead brothers all the time. They’re not in a grave. They’re floating about in the abyss. I told you if my brother was killed I’d be the only one left. He never has women in the house. If he lost me he’d have nothing. The past would come out of the abyss. You can live with only so many ghosts. His life is a panic – he calls it being on the job. What if I’m like my mother? Loopy. I carry a knife.

Dea    Why?

Oliver    Wouldn’t you if your mother was a killer? Anyway it proves I’m sane. I can look after myself. I keep it handy in my room.

Dea    No one can hurt you in this house.

Oliver    How d’you know? Things happen. People hide things. You don’t tell the truth for a start. It’s better to have a knife. Don’t worry – I only keep it to protect my mother.

Dea    She’s dead.

Oliver    Yes. She died on her own. I can’t give her anything. Touch her. Talk to her. But if she were here – if anyone hurt her – just raised their hand – laughed at her – first I’d threaten them with my knife – because I’m polite – and if they did it again I’d kill them. Even my father. It’s all I can do for her. I know it’s not real but it’s more real than that. It’s me. I wait for her. She can’t come. There’s no life after death. So that’s out too. (Slight pause.) So I live in my room and wait. That’s real.

Dea    Give me your knife.

Oliver    No.

Dea    If she were here she’d want you to give it to her.

Oliver    I know her better than you.

Dea    Does your father know you have a knife?

Oliver    Don’t tell him! He mustn’t know!

Dea    Give it to me or I’ll tell him.

Oliver    No no please –!

Dea    Give me the knife!

Oliver    No no – it’s all I’ve got – don’t tell him – oh please! – you made me tell you and now you – ! Why did you come here? You’re trouble! I knew it when you stood on the doorstep. Why does she stand so still? Insects stand like that before they strike. I came down to tell you to go away – run – and when I saw you I took you in. You made me – and now you – !

Dea    Give it to me. If something happened –

Oliver    Nothing can happen!

Dea    Then why d’you want a knife?

Oliver    It’s hers! Not yours! (Desperate.) It’s all – if your mother was wicked – took your life from you – tore the days out of their – threw them – then you must do something to put them back in some way so that – you don’t understand! – I carry the wounds she stabbed in my two brothers – I’m double-slain! – you come here and open them up and I can’t even bleed – it’s not allowed – my father would sneer – it’s a scene – you take everything away – (Snatches a butter knife and spoons from the tray. Throws them on the floor.) If you want to kill me do it with the butter knife! (Throws a spoon at her.) Or the family poison-ladle!

Dea    It must be wonderful to tell the truth. Wipe everything away with a few words. It’s all I’ve wanted to do for half my life.

Oliver    You lied. Pretended to be decent and kind and lied. Why d’you want it?

Dea    I cannot go on with this conversation.

Oliver    Promise me you won’t tell him!

Dea    I can’t. It’s dangerous – now – in this situation – you could lose your temper. One day you hold a knife in your hand – you walk across a room – that’s all – and everything’s gone – your life’s over. Give it to me.

Oliver    No! Tell him! Let him rage! I’ll get another knife! Smaller and sharper and hide it where he can’t –

Dea    Fetch it! I will not be trapped in this house again.

Oliver falls face down on the couch.

Oliver    Useless! Useless! You’ll never know! Stab! Stab! (Weakly punches the couch.) The wounds are too big on their little – they didn’t have to be so big to kill them – their little bodies – they’re bigger on their little bodies – there’s no space for the wounds to hide – oh it’s useless to speak –

Dea watches him crying into the bedding.

Dea    Knives! Knives! Why is it always knives? You men ask for the truth and lie! Even your questions are lies! She didn’t stab them. A mother wouldn’t stab her children. She smothered them. Look at this mess! (She picks the knife and spoons from the floor. Puts them on the tray.) I’m your mother.

Oliver    Ho-ho … (Half-turns his head on the pillow.) Oh you will say anything to get my knife. You imagine I’d fall for … (He sits up. Mumbles.) If you pretend to be my mother in this house – (Shudders.) It’s dangerous for all of us –

Dea    It’s why I’m here! (Silence.) Why did I tell you? It’s better you didn’t know. Better better better. It has to be our secret. Don’t tell your father.

Oliver (stands)    You are her? It’s you?

He half-reaches both arms towards her as if pointing. She goes to the door. Listens.

Dea    Wrong. Always wrong. You don’t do wrong – it comes out of the world at you and traps you!

Oliver goes towards her.

Dea    No. I’m your mother. It’s not allowed to touch.

She goes to the couch. Sits at the end. Bowed – her face is hidden. Cries quietly. Oliver takes a few steps towards the couch. Stops. Kneels where he is.

Oliver    My mother.

Dea (still bowed and crying; reaches out a hand a little way to show the palm wet with tears)    Yes – with these hands – you see me now. (Sits. Faces him. Angrily through her teeth.) See all of it – stare – a freak out of the madhouse – depraved – evil – and then he raped me – here in this room where he’s shut me now! When I gave birth – it came out of me like an animal – dirt jeering for revenge – you protect this with your knife?

Oliver goes to Dea. Kneels by her. Tries to touch her with one hand. Then circles her in his arms without touching her.

Oliver    I wish I was blind. To enjoy this. Nothing else here to get in the way of our –. (Buries his head against her. Cries quietly.) Let me stay like this.

Dea (tries to push him away)    You mustn’t –. It’s terrible – terrible –. What shall we do?

Oliver stands. Goes away. Stops. Suddenly shudders. Controls himself.

Oliver (remotely)    I feel as if my clothes have changed colour. – This is why I came down to you at the door. Don’t tell me anything. I know everything. You’ve done nothing wrong. Ever. You’re good. Everything’s good now. How can they lie about you? They’re not good enough to know how good you are. You’re pure. It’d be so easy for you to lie – pretend – but you came back to me – in spite of all they did to stop you – to tell me. I can remember before I touched you – my life, the years before – how much I wanted you –

Dea    No no – we mustn’t –

Oliver    If they were here – the little boys – they’d want you to be happy. If they were crouched in that corner – if their bodies had been thrown there – they’d want you to be happy. What else could they want? They’d cry if you’re not happy. It’s their welcome back to you here where we are. Be happy for them. It’s so clear. So simple. Why don’t people understand? It’s easy to shout at the world – blame it – destroy it! Your goodness will save it. (Takes a knife from his dressing-gown pocket. Holds it out.) Take it. (Little shameful cackle.) I lied. I always have it on me to protect you – and you’re here. You sleep. Eat. Talk to me. You’re here. (She takes the knife.) Your goodness will never go out of this house. This prison. You even called me Olly!

He takes off his dressing gown. Drapes it round Dea’s shoulders.

Dea    No one calls me good – says anything kind to me. I was their animal. Promise me – be my son, Olly. Don’t use their words against me tomorrow.

Oliver    I promise, I promise.

Johnson comes in. He wears his military overcoat.

Johnson (calmly)    Go to your room Oliver.

Oliver    I’ll stay with my mother.

Dea    I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to –

Johnson    No doubt. (He is going to repeat the words but doesn’t.)

Oliver    You were sending her away. I’d’ve spent my life and never know I’d seen her. Been in a room with her. Heard her cry. How can you be so cruel? Selfish?

Johnson    Yes yes. You’re upset. Tomorrow you’ll be –

Oliver    Don’t tell me what I’ll be tomorrow! Don’t tell me what I’ll ever be.

Johnson    Cruel? Selfish? You say that in front of her? When she’s in my dreams her shadow isn’t black it’s red! (Calmly.) Please go to your room. (Anger.) Go!

Silence.

Dea    Do what he says.

Oliver    Will you be all right?

Johnson (under his breath)    God.

Dea    Go.

Oliver goes out. Johnson watches him go. Dea puts the knife under a pillow.

Dea    I was wrong to tell him before I’d told –

Johnson    I will not permit you to damage him any further. You think you can come here and take over our lives as if nothing had happened. What sort of child’s story is that? Once upon a time in never-never land.

Dea    I made him happy. (Gestures after Oliver.) That is bliss.

Johnson    Bliss? Shock! You know him? D’you know why he stares out of his window? When he sees a girl in the street he goes down and fetches her up to his room. He – (Stops.) The moment he – his brother – were born they were taken from you. The staff were forbidden to put them on the bed beside you. They were thrown out into an alien world and I have had to care for them. Tomorrow he’ll be different. He’ll have an attack. He’ll hate you. Hatred of you is branded on every cell in his body. Why have you come here?

Dea    I’m tired. I must sleep.

Johnson    Why?

Dea    I told you. I have nowhere else. After the raids people were killing each other in the streets. They didn’t know what they were doing. I knew. I couldn’t stay there. (Exhausted.) My life is over. My past is a grave and I live in it. I don’t even speak to myself any more – that torment’s over. (Expressionless.) Forgive me, I know you. I know what you need. I see it when I watch you with Olly – Oliver. The past haunts you. I’m the only one who can help you. I’m your salvation. We’ll live together – share this house. You won’t be lonely any more. We won’t quarrel – it would be silly now. You’ll stop asking questions and know there never were any answers. You’ll be at peace.

Johnson    After all you’ve done your hair is still like a young woman’s.

Dea    When the boys see us together they’ll be content. They can begin their own lives then.

Johnson    You can get rid of all that pain – it has been agony – like that? God knows, if my mind could rest, if I could be at peace –. I’ve wasted so much of my life on regrets, recriminations, anger. – I called our other son John. He was born first. (Slight pause.) Sometimes in the past I used to think of you all day, whatever I was doing. I wanted you so much. You could always make me –. If we could try, end all the –? No no no – people would despise us! We have to live with what was done every second of our lives. We have no right to be free – healed –. Yet if … the last three days … Sleep with me tonight.

Dea stands slowly.

Dea    We mustn’t.

Johnson    You said live together –. Sleep with me. (Gestures above.) Are you afraid he’ll hear. We needn’t go up to our room. (Puts the tray on the floor. Sits on the couch.) We can do it here on the couch.

Dea    We can’t. It’s not possible.

Johnson    But you said forget the –

Dea    No. Not that.

Johnson    But how –? You said live in this house – as if all these years we’ve been punishing ourselves for nothing. I’ve always thought it was half an accident –

Dea    Not that! Be together for the boys’ sake. To make up to them for the past. Don’t think of that! – Waste our last chance of peace on –

Johnson    Then why did you come here? Flaunting yourself like a common –. (Calms himself.) No! No quarrel. Now you see what I want – that I forgive you – we can be man and wife for their sakes –

Dea    No!

Johnson    Come to bed. In the morning you’ll be grateful we’ve done it. You’ll know it was right. It will be a new day – a new life –

Dea    It’s not possible. Do that here? I’d feel I was doing it in their grave. Tomorrow you’d be sick of me –

Johnson    Never!

Dea    – despise me! It would be a crime!

Johnson    No – not if I want it!

Oliver comes in. Silence.

Oliver    I have a question.

Johnson    I’m not interested in your question.

Oliver    Did you rape my mother?

Johnson    Don’t ask for something you can’t understand.

Oliver    It’s an interesting question. Did you? After the babies were –

Johnson    Get out!

Oliver    Is that yes?

Johnson    Why did you tell him? To shame me in front of my –! As if he could understand it! (To Oliver.) Rape? How can you rape a woman who’s just – when her hands are still writhing from the necks of her –? How could anyone do –? Rape! Words don’t apply! There are times when nothing is what it was before. Situations change meanings! That’s your answer! D’you understand what she did to you? She raped your mind before you could think! (To Dea.) You’ve done this again. (To Oliver.) Go! You’ve had your answer!

Oliver    That wasn’t my question. I was asking if I’m here and my brother – because of that. Was she already … or are we that? (Bleakly.) It would make a difference.

Dea leaves the room.

Johnson    I owe you an explanation. I told you she was dead because that was something a child could accept. She was sent back to her own country. I’d’ve learnt nothing by visiting her. It would have upset her. Two years ago the hospice was bombed. She survived. I’m sorry if I’ve handled it badly. It’s been the burden of my life. Every time I see your face – your pallor – I see my own bewilderment and despair. My failure (To himself.) Why can’t men and women be strangers? Meet – eat – yes, sex – then part. We cling on till we destroy each other. – She came back to me. That answers all the questions. In the morning you’ll move into a hotel.

Oliver    I won’t go.

Johnson    You will. It’s your chance to grow up. I’ve protected you from too much. Kept you a child. She says hello and you’re defenceless. I can’t put her on the street. She wouldn’t go. I’m not having you in the house with her. It’s obscene. There’s no place for you here any more.

Oliver    It’s not true! When she told me who she was, for the first time I was at home in this house. She needs me. She wouldn’t have told me who she was if she didn’t. What you did in the past is your problem – don’t push it on me. You must have done something to drive her to it. Get out of that! – No woman kills her children for nothing.

Johnson    It wasn’t for nothing.

Oliver    Then what was –?

Johnson    She couldn’t find the right dress for her party.

Oliver (sneers)    Oh really?

Johnson (icily)    Sometimes your innocence disgusts me.

Oliver stands on the couch. Bounces.

Oliver    I know why she killed them. Bits of me are killed every day since I can remember. You didn’t make me a child. You crippled me. It’s what parents do to their children. I didn’t even mind. It was comfortable to wander round the house and look out of the windows. There’s a great crime in this house. You put on a uniform to kill. Where you kill and she killed are the same place – it’s where my dead brothers are kept and because they were killed when they were little they ride round and round on a merry-go-round and wave at us and cheer.

Johnson    You cease to be interesting. If you’ve found a way to stop war – stop people wanting war – the army will patent it.

Oliver lies flat on the couch. Folds his hands on his stomach.

Oliver    It was snowing one day. The snow was grey. I was looking through the window. The panes were covered with winter grime. The snow was the colour of ash.

Johnson    You’ll enlist in the army. I’ll arrange an immediate commission. The medical will have to be dispensed with. If you’re killed – you have to take your chance like other men.

Oliver    The children in the street danced round the grey snowman. They threw grey snowballs at him.

Johnson    You hide one of your brother’s cast-off uniforms under your bed. Now you can wear one of your own. This is the last proper conversation we’ll have. If there’s anything that should be said, say it.

Oliver    Why d’you hate me?

Johnson    No I mean a conversation between father and son. If you have anything to say to me, say it now or –

Dea comes in.

Dea    Leave me alone with your father.

Oliver    He won’t let you stay here while I –

Dea    We have things to settle.

Oliver hesitates. He goes out.

Johnson    I try to speak to him but I –

Dea    I’ve come for my things. (She indicates the carrier.) How could I think I could come back to this house? Things have happened here – worse things – that I have no part in.

Johnson    He’s going. You don’t have to go now.

Dea    I’ve driven him away?

Johnson    No. You’ve given him a new life. He doesn’t know it yet – there’ll be a scene in the morning. He’ll get over it. – I’ve begun to wonder what it’s like to be old. The skin on my arms gets thinner – my bones are visiting me. Half our lives passed and we didn’t live them. I must make sense of this madness. Was it what I was then – what I did? If it was my fault, I’d be glad to know. Acknowledge my failing. Tell me. It would stop the questions.

Dea (taking her street coat from the carrier)    Knowing doesn’t help.

Johnson    It must. If it doesn’t we’re insane. Why are you always so –! (He stops himself.) You came here – you can’t just walk out because –. What about our son?

Dea (putting on her coat)    You said he was –

Johnson    Yes but there are things he can’t change. If they kill him in the army, as he’s dying he won’t wonder who killed him but why you killed his brothers. If he found your dead body he wouldn’t mourn – I know this – he’d go through your pockets for a letter or something he could twist into an answer.

Dea (helpless)    What can I do –?

Johnson    Come to bed. Let’s stop this torture. (Dea gestures.) Come once – tonight. Try. Then you’ll know. In the morning you can choose. I won’t try to persuade you if you –

Dea    No –

Johnson    It’s not sex. It’s my life. You carry it round in your body. If I could reach that … ! You make me talk as awkwardly as a boy.

Dea    For eighteen years I tried to understand. There is no answer. Leave me the little peace I put together in the –

Johnson    That’s not peace. It’s despair. (He reaches for her hand.) Touch me. Feel my hand. No one’s touched your hand like that since I –

Dea pulls away. He tugs at her coat.

Johnson    Forget the little boys – don’t think of them – they’ll never leave you in peace – they’re sucking your life out of you. Get rid of them! (Stamps.) Kick them off the earth!

Dea    Let go of my – How can you talk of them as if they were trash to – Let go!

Johnson (pulls the coat from her)    You go out on the streets? – now – in the middle of the night – !

Dea    Give me my coat!

Johnson    Creep out half-dressed like a tart! – (Groping for her hand.) Touch me! Is it because I was brutal last time – I know – I was afraid – terrified – I saw all this would happen – losing everything – begging you for my –! My body knew that more than I did! D’you want my shame? – it’s still there! (He goes away from her. Through clenched teeth.) You see! Even that! – I needed you while my dead sons were – you see, you see – lying under us!

Dea    Give me my coat.

Johnson drops the coat on the couch.

Johnson    Do what you want. I’m finished.

He goes out. Dea picks up the carrier. She sits on the couch and puts the carrier beside her. Still sitting. she struggles into her coat. Behind her Johnson comes into the open doorway. He is half undressed. Underpants, vest. Dea hears him. She doesn’t turn round.

Dea    Go back to your room. You heard your father shouting. He’ll blame me for dragging you down here. He’s putting you in the army. His revenge on me. Go away where he can’t reach you … I wish I’d had you with me when you were a boy. Looked after you. Cared. Dressed you. Washed you. Mothers bite their children’s little nails. It hurts me more now I know you.

Johnson    Don’t stop. I like to hear you talk to him.

Dea looks back over her shoulder at him.

Johnson    I wouldn’t sleep. – Go in the morning. Let me sit with you tonight.

Dea    No. We have to learn to be alone. Don’t think of the future. It will make us suffer.

Johnson sits on the chair.

Johnson    I won’t speak. I’ll sit here and be quiet.

Dea    Go to your room.

Johnson    I can’t face the morning on my own. The first hours are the worst. Another day. My room’s a cell. They’re waiting to take me out when it’s light enough to see to shoot me. My life’s a pretence. Self-deception. Fake ambition. All I wanted was you.

Dea stands.

Johnson    Stay. Sleep till morning. I won’t speak. (Silence.) I remember the dresses. The maid shouting. Her friend.

Dea (lies down; flat violence)    Keep away from me. I have nothing more to do with you.

Johnson    I hear them crying. It’s like a bell in my head. It was the last time they cried. Not when they died. They died in silence. It’s not me saying this. It’s our boys crying. Hear them? They’ll be quiet in a minute when it’s over. Hear them? (Silence.) Why did you do it?

Dea    You wanted me to.

Johnson    Once they’d’ve burnt you for saying that.

Dea    Why stay and listen?

Johnson (tossing from side to side in the chair)    I knew you’d say that. I waited. How could I want it? How could –? (Stands. Goes to her.) Say it in my face.

Dea    Stop it before we –

Johnson    In my face – I wanted it!

Dea    Did I want it? One day I was their mother – the next –! You wanted it! I did it for you!

Johnson (groan)    You bitch!

Dea (quiet) Or is it because I’m wicked? Wicked? Burn me? Is that better? – Go away from me.

Johnson    Go away? – you think I’ll stay? If you tried to – if you seduced me now with your – I’d say no – if you crawled on the floor for it – stripped like you did before and crawled like a – I’d say no! I’ve more respect for myself! (Goes away. Turns.) If I’d wanted it I’d’ve done it myself!

He comes towards her mimicking a cringing, crouching, sneering, lisping, slobbering, hunched cretin playing with his flies.

You want me to be like this – the drooling cretin in the doorway who jumps out on – this what you want lady? – the sex-fiend slobbering in the shadows! (Stops. Stunned at himself.) A murderess with a freak! Is that all there is? … I remember every movement – every movement I made in you when I – every move my body made in your – it goes through my head every night for years – I know every push and thump my – feel it – I can draw it – every time I rammed it in your belly – and if you asked me to do it I’d say no – (Tearing at her clothes.) you whore – no – no – no –

Dea    No – no – no – no –

Johnson (raucous laughter) – it nearly came out when you – bitch – not this time – open your legs – this time – (Tearing.)

You want it you whore – (Rapes her.) Open your – like it was – now – now – now – like it was happening now – aaooohh – right in the – now madam madam now now now now now –

Dea (muffled scream of terror)    Don’t – don’t – don’t – not back to that – no!

She takes the knife from the pillow. Tries to show him.

Dea    Knife! Look! Look! Your son’s! Look! Knife!

She stabs him.

Johnson (rummaging in her body)    Tits –

She stabs him and slides away from him. He rapes the couch.

Ah! – Ah! – Ah! – Ah! (He rolls over on the couch. Hands loosely waving in the air.) What – ah – open your – the big – falling in the – falling –

His body arches and jerks in a life-orgasm and death-convulsion. His cries of ecstasy and his death rattle become one.

Johnson (air escaping from his dead body eerily)    Ahahahahahah.

Dea stumbles away. Turns to watch Johnson.

Johnson (jerks into silence)    Ktch. Ktch.

Dea    The couch is breaking. (Showing the knife to Johnson.) There was a knife … (Looks at the corner where Oliver said the bodies were thrown. Wanders a little way towards it.) Who are the children cowering – huddled in the corner – their little fingers in their mouths…

She walks round the couch to the chair. Sits. Finds that the knife is still in her hand. Stares at it. Puts it carefully at the foot of the chair.

Dea    Clothes torn. Go out on the street in this – not respectable. (She takes off the coat. Examines it.) Button – ripped out through the cloth – (Stares at it.) White threads hanging out of its eyes –. (She notices the door.) Open. Shut it on this.

She stands. Goes towards the door. Oliver enters in his brother’s pale-grey cast-off uniform. His feet are bare. He stops in the middle of the room.

Oliver    I’ve lost my knife.

Dea (looks at the couch vaguely)    There’s been a … (Stops.) Knife?

Oliver    I’ve lost my knife.

Dea    There is something you mustn’t … (Goes to the couch. Lifts the coat. Drops it on Johnson. It half-covers him.) It would be better if you’d stayed in your room. Go back there. Shut your door.

Oliver    I’ve lost my knife.

Dea    Your knife? (Looks round for the knife by the chair.) There was a –. Help me. No one helps me.

Oliver (sleepwalker’s hands moving over his pockets)    My knife was in my pocket.

Dea    You won’t leave me. You’ll help me. (Points to the couch.) Look. (Goes to the couch. Holds up the coat.) See what’s under the –. Something happened.

Oliver comes to the couch. He takes the coat. Holds it up with one hand. With the other searches the pockets. Dea watches him.

Oliver    Empty.

Dea (takes the coat from Oliver, drops it on the floor)    Tell them you heard him shouting. You came down. Saw through the keyhole. Tell them what he did. I’ll always be grateful. Always.

She goes to Oliver. Pulls his arms round her.

Dea    Tell them when they come. (She shudders violently.) My dear son.

Oliver    I’ve lost my knife.

Dea (she pushes him on the couch; he sits upright)    We’ll find it for you – you’re so good to me – (She goes on her knees and buries her face against him.) Your arms – so safe with your body against my – so gentle – strong – hold your mother – (She presses his hands flat on her face.) Your hands – so warm and gentle – so pure – look I’m washing my son’s hands in my mother’s tears – my son so good to me – don’t pull away – hold your mother – caress – there’s no one now to see us – he can’t stop us any more – there is –

Oliver    Knife.

Dea    – all the time in the world for us – (She pushes his clothes open. Slides her hand inside.) – no one will come – no one see – my son’s beautiful body that I never – (Kisses his stomach.) – touched – your beautiful body – oh what a – let me my beautiful – (She draws his tunic away.) – my precious son who’s holding his girl – let me take the – in the way – help you to – all the time we’ll always – free to – (She is pulling the tunic and vest from him. His torso is naked.) Take it off – for your Mummy-girl – you don’t need it on your beautiful –

Oliver    Knife.

Dea    So smooth and like a boy I always thought of – knew – so pure and fresh – let’s let’s –

She presses him backwards on the couch. Johnson’s body is in the way.

Dea    He can’t –. Get off!

She holds on to Oliver and with one knee pushes Johnson’s body from the couch. It falls halfway to the floor at the side.

Dea    Hold me – do it –

She lays on Oliver. His arms drift over his head. She pulls them down round her.

Dea    Hold me – tighter – tighter –

Squeezes his hands on her breasts.

Hold me – touch my nipples – feel my –

She puts his hand between her legs.

Kiss me – tighter – more – my legs –

Oliver    Knife.

Dea    Put your hand – feel the – let me –

She puts her hand under his trouser waistband.

Touch – ah my son so perfect his – (Pushing Johnson’s body further away.) Get off! – dead carcass jealous of our – oh my boy is –

She buries her face in Oliver’s groin.

Dea    Oh so big his beautiful – oh it’s hard for his mother – my precious –

Her voice is blurred. She fellates him. Swallowing.

M – mm – mm – my son – son –

Oliver (stirs)    Where? How did you –? (He moves on to her. Gropes her.) Oh you little darling let me – you little darling open your legs – yes – as I like it –

Dea    Will you – ?

Oliver (begins to pull away from her)    … I lost my – where is –? (Holds Dea’s head. Stares at her.) Who –? (Gets up from the couch. Dazed.) You’re not … ? What are you doing?

He stumbles away. She reaches her arms to him.

Dea    It’s safe – no one can see –

Oliver    You.

Dea    You were helping me because he –

Oliver    Where is this room? I thought you were the girl I brought up from the –

Dea (going to him)    No Olly – you came to me –

Oliver    Keep away! (Feels his groin.) I’m filthy – wet – slime from your –. You had your mouth on my –

Dea    Slime! – Look at that! (She points to Johnson.)

Oliver (a step)    He’s –

Dea    Dead.

She goes to the chair. Sits. Busily tidies her clothes. Oliver walks halfway round the couch staring at Johnson. He crouches over him.

Oliver    The poor man. Dead. (Awkwardly tries to lift Johnson. Nurses him.) My father. (Cradles him.) I can’t – nothing to –. (Sees blood on his hands.) What? – Oh God. Police.

Dea    Don’t fetch the police.

Oliver    Fetch? No – I’ll drag you there!

He stands. He picks up his tunic. Pulls up his trousers. Walks away from the couch. Stops.

Oliver    My clothes? What happened here?

Dea    You heard him shouting. You came down. He attacked me. You were asleep.

Oliver (lost)    Asleep?

Dea (points)    Your knife. – You killed him.

She stands. Goes to the doorway. Oliver goes to the chair and looks down on the knife. Then he climbs on the chair as if escaping to somewhere. He stands hugging himself.

Oliver    Six thirty-five. Lipstick. My father wrote it on the mirror.

Dea (blocking the doorway. Almost mechanically)    I wanted – I hoped – you’d think I’d killed him and then his death wouldn’t be on your conscience. And then you’d tell them you’d killed him. You’d think you were lying for your mother’s sake like a good son. But you won’t do it. You want the truth. Everyone does in the end. Even liars. You killed him.

Oliver    Go on. I know what you’re going to say before you say it. I know everything now. I know who I am. I killed him? (Holding up his trousers.) Then you did this? – Put your son in your mouth – after he’d killed his father? Even you wouldn’t do that. You killed him. You killed my brothers and –

Dea (sudden fury)    Yes yes the garbage life throws under our feet! Say it! And then you’re let off – out of it – free – no guilt! You know everything? You know nothing! You take everything from me! All of you! You murder me every day! I live my suffering every day! There must be some peace for me somewhere! Something holy! Pure! Human! Some joy! You brought a tart up from the street? Liar! You knew I was your mother and you came in my mouth! (She rolls the spit in her mouth. Spits it at him.) Believe what I’ve told you. There will be more.

Oliver climbs down from the chair. He goes towards the door. Turns back. Picks up the coat. Drops it over Johnson.

Oliver    It’s indecent even for the dead to be in the room with her!

Dea has gone to the chair. She picks up the knife. Stabs Oliver. He falls beside Johnson.

Dea (holds up Oliver’s head by the hair. Shouts into his face)    You should have lied for me! There was violence between you and your father. Everyone knew. They’d’ve let you off. ‘Tut tut!’ – ‘Huh.’

Oliver shudders. Dies. Dea lets his head go. She goes to the chair. Sits. Broods.

Dea    You’d’ve died in your war anyway. That’s why he sent you there.

She gets up. Takes the chair and sets it by the couch. Sits hunched.

I will not kill myself. I will not go back to their madhouse. I will not be mad.





 

Part Two

Wasteland. No foliage. The interior of a military advanced command tent. In the back wall, a doorway with a canvas flap. Along the wall stacks of military equipment. Weapons, ammo boxes, a portable canteen, crates of bottled water, gas cylinders, stacked collapsible chairs. Down left, a fragile collapsible tin table resembling a card table. On it an intercom, maps, papers, helmet, field-glasses. By the table a collapsible metal and canvas chair.

The platoon Soldiers’ dialogue is indicated. It was developed in rehearsal.

John Johnson sits in the chair at the table. He is Oliver’s twin. There are lieutenant’s pips on his epaulettes. Right, some distance from the table, a Woman Prisoner stands. She wears practical working clothes. Blouson, trousers and walking boots. Her head is covered by a military interrogation hood. Her ankles are shackled and her hands bound behind her back. Pte Smith watches her. An Interpreter stands opposite her and closer to the table. He is early middle-age. His dark formal suit and white open-necked shirt are neat but a bit wrinkled and grubby.

From time to time soldiers in battle-dress go in and out to bring or take equipment and bottles of water. Some wear helmets.

John (stares at the Prisoner)    Where did you get it? Not from some cottage industry turning agro chemicals into murder. Consignment’s been traced. I know the date it crossed the border. Who trucked it in? Must’ve been trucked. Only way to get to this godforsaken dump. Next time he takes you outside they’ll have to carry you back. (To Interpreter.) She does understand?

The Interpreter nods politely.

Smith    Understood outside.

Sergeant comes in.

Sergeant    Double searched the ruin sir. No one with her. (No response.) Shall I put out a patrol?

John    That’s what they want. Lure us out. Pick us off. (To Prisoner.) You can die a useless death – or I can give you a new life and send you out of the country with a new identity. (To Smith.) Get it.

Smith fetches a suicide jacket hanging on a chair by the back wall. He gives it to John. John holds it up in one hand. Sways it slightly.

John    I can see the expression on your face. Your orders were blow yourself up and as many of us as you could. You failed. I’m going to put you in your jacket. Put you in a truck. Drive out where the world’s even emptier than it is here. Drop you and drive off. When you’re detonated you’ll dig a hole and any scraps of you left will be buried in it. Heaven is all crap thank God. But you believe in it. Your mates’ll be waiting for you up there. They’ll hold out their hands to shake yours – and then spit in your face. Their hands are dripping with other people’s blood. The blood on yours is your own. Failed. You’ll be ostracised for eternity. (He goes to the door. Looks out.) We won’t blow you up straight away. Drive round in circles. Give you time to think. (Goes back to desk. Picks up field-glasses. Goes back to the doorway.) Round and round. Your last minutes’ll be eternity to you. You’re going to heaven and your mates’ll make it hell. (Looks through field-glasses.) You came to take our lives away from us. I’ll take eternity from you. Sergeant – what’re those smudges?

Sergeant    Sir?

He goes to the doorway. John gives him the field-glasses. He looks through them.

John    On the hill. Left. Slab of rock. (Takes back the field-glasses. Looks through them.) Children.

Sergeant    Uh?

Sergeant takes a pair of field-glasses from the equipment stack. He and John both look.

John    Coming out of the shadow by the overhang at –. Four. Five. – How many can you – ?

Sergeant    Difficult – heat gets … haze.

John    Spreading along the – seven of them. Nine.

He goes to the table. Opens the intercom.

John (into intercom)    No. RHQ. We’ve got an incident. (Waits.)

Sergeant    Yeah – eight or nine if not…

John (to Sergeant)    What’re they doing?

Sergeant    Difficult to … twelve –

John (to Sergeant)    Alert the men. Company stand to. (To intercom.) Sir. Incident. We’ve got children on the hill opposite. (Reads map reference.) Ridge CD. 7771 stroke 562. Wondered if you had any –. Youngsters. School age. Yes. No weapons. (Looks at Sergeant for confirmation.)

Sergeant    Bloody heat –

John    Sir. (Goes to doorway. Looks through field-glasses.) Jeez. (To Sergeant.) Reassure the company we’re on to it.

Sergeant goes out. John goes back to the intercom.

Smith    Got kids sir?

John (to intercom)    Unarmed. No placard, no chanting – nothing. Civvies. Just standing there. Still coming. Twenty. Could be a shield for –. My reading: quick step in – stop it from getting –. Permission to take out one or two. – Sir, yes. I could limit it to one but in this location the men –. Then I’m requesting permission to shoot over their heads.

Sergeant and L/Cpl Brons come in.

John (holds the intercom; to Sergeant)    What’s happening?

Sergeant    Nothin. They’re starin at us.

Smith    That kids Sarg?

John (to intercom)    No they’re not offering any show of –. I see sir. If you get back to me as soon as you have any –. Yes sir. Grateful sir. (Closes intercom.) Are the men all right?

Sergeant    Kids ain’t a natural target.

John (nods at intercom)    Says sit it out. Let it develop. Children – the media’d revel. – Word with the men.

John and Sergeant go out.

Smith    Kids? What they on at?

Brons    Nothin. Starin. – She crack?

Smith (nods after John)    Nah – bin tellin ’er Christmas stories. Never spoke when I ’ad my boot in ’er face. Bloody sure she won’t for ’is spiel.

John comes in. The intercom sounds.

John (to Smith)    She speak?

Smith    No sir.

John (goes to Prisoner)    Why children? (Goes to intercom. Doesn’t answer it. To Prisoner.) When I answer it my chief ’ll say slay – one or two, then the rest if they don’t scatter. That what you want? Not the people who sent you. You.

Cpl Litov comes in.

Litov    Fifty sir. (To Smith.) Little buggers cover the ’ill.

John (to intercom)    Sir. – Fifty repeat fifty. I suggest we –. (Puts his hand through his hair in frustration.) Understood sir. (Shuts intercom. Goes to Prisoner.) Don’t like wasting ammo on children. If I’m ordered, I’ll kill the lot. You won’t drag me down to your level. Fanatics. I get angry but I know the limits. You’re cunning and strong and weak. You don’t get angry. Just cold. You’ve got no limits. You invent hate. If you beat us – you won’t – the day after you’ll be massacring each other. You’re your own enemies. (Intercom sounds. To Litov.) Get the Sergeant.

Litov goes out. John hurries to the intercom.

John (to intercom)    Sir. – No trucks. They came on foot. – (To Interpreter.) What’s their word for rape?

Interpreter    Brtoch.

John (to intercom)    Yes sir. Yes sir.

He shuts intercom. Scribbles on paper. Sergeant and L/Cpl Clore come in.

John (to Sergeant)    Warning shots over heads. Tell the men no fancy miss-aims. Some squaddie aim low for malice or pissing his pants. Won’t be tolerated.

The Soldiers except Smith go. John works. Papers. Writes. Outside, isolated shots. A few men’s shouts. John stops in the middle of a sentence. Goes to Prisoner. Listens close to her head. Silence. He goes back to the table. Waits. Outside, a volley. He sits. One arm hangs loosely down the side of his chair. Sergeant comes in.

John    Well.

Sergeant    Nothin sir.

John    Not run?

Sergeant    No sir.

John goes to the door. Looks through field-glasses. The intercom sounds.

John    You won’t believe it. They’ve sat down. Child cannon fodder.

He goes to a chair against the wall. Sits with his legs stretched out in front of him. Holds the field-glasses. Brons, Litov and Clore come in. Cliff follows a little later. They all wear helmets.

Litov    Not a dickie-bird.

Brons    Normal kids that age’d scream.

Clore    ’Undreds of ’em. Cover the ’ill.

Litov.    All kids got mad eyes. World over.

John (talks across the space to the Prisoner)    Why? At that age death’s a game. Children don’t think life’s so cruel people really die. They know they do but don’t believe it. The gift of childhood. We lose it when we start killing each other. (Half-loud to himself.) This war’s a mass grave. It ferments and children crawl out of it. (To Prisoner.) You bitch you shit on the sky!

Litov (gestures to intercom)    ’Ad I better … ?

John (to Soldiers)    Get out! Stay on your posts! (Goes to intercom.) Sir – checking outside. They sat down. (Exasperated.) Yes sir, on the hill. – I don’t know that, sir.

Sergeant comes in. John gestures him to send the Soldiers out. Sergeant gestures to the Soldiers. They stay. Cliff puts his helmet on the ground, sits on it and puts his head in his hands. Smith gestures to the Soldiers for information. In response Clore taps his forehead and then jerks his head in the direction of the hill.

John (to intercom)    I need a decision sir. (Gestures angrily to Sergeant to send the Soldiers out.) I’m seeking permission to slay. – I understand sir but there’s no press here. We could write the story ourselves. (Sergeant jerks Cliff to his feet.) I’d like permission to slay if the situation deteriorates and … Sir. (Shuts intercom.) They’ll call back (To Soldiers.) Get back on duty.

The Soldiers loiter by the doorway.

John (to Prisoner)    I’m in the situation but my CO controls it. When he says – that hill ’ll be a children’s cemetery. I’d knock it out of you if I – (The intercom alerts. He answers it immediately.) Yes sir. – Understood sir. Will observe. (Shuts intercom. To Sergeant). No. (Wanders.) Whose side are they on?

John vaguely stares at the chair he sat on by the wall as if he could see himself in it. Cpl Whistler, Abbot and Potter come in.

John    It’s finished. (Throws the suicide jacket to Smith.) Put her in it.

As John talks, Smith takes the suicide jacket. Flops it over his shoulder. Unties the Prisoner’s wrists. Litov helps him to put her in it.

John    You’ll get what you came for after all. I’ll put you in the truck. Drive you out to the hill. Drop you and drive off. We won’t blow you up straight away. Give you time to see the children’s faces when they see yours. They won’t all die. Too many. Some’ll survive. They’ll remember your face. Always. Even the ones you blind with their mushed-up eyes dripping down their cheeks. Every time they touch something – even a stone wall – their fingers will see your face. I hope you’re still human enough to suffer. I hope you suffer a lot.

Smith    In sir.

John (to Whistler)    Prime it. (Whistler fetches an explosives box from the stack.) Load her when she’s in the truck. You drive. (To Potter.) Go with him. You’ll be covered from here. (To Whistler.) Drop her as close to the kids as you can. Let them see her face. Put some on her belly. Pad it up. They’ll think they’ve been blown up by a pregnant whore.

Litov    Show ’em!

Potter (mutter)    Chauffeurin’ a suicide bitch – some people ought t’ do their own stunts.

John goes to the table.

John (opens intercom)    Sir. Solved it sir. The prisoner will blow them up. Put her in a truck and drive her out to –. That’s right sir. The hill’s taken back and we’re in the clear: they blew up their own children. Neat. (Pause.) With respect sir I can’t afford sentiment. They’re using the –. (Pause.) Very good sir. Sir. (Shuts intercom. Seething.) It’s ‘unethical’. So it’s ethical for children to watch us being killed. According to that they can do what they –. Rape her. (To Interpreter.) Brtoch?

Interpreter bows slightly in assent. John goes to the Prisoner.

John    Brtoch. Understand? Raped women never get in up there. You have to be pure. Rape doesn’t count on the slagheap down here. Up there it’d pollute everything. The shit’d rain down on the universe. – What are the children for? (No response. To Interpreter.) What’s gang rape?

Interpreter    Krertoper.

John (to Prisoner)    Krertoper. I have a lot of soldiers. (To Soldiers.) Tell her.

Soldiers    Oooo! Argh! Errrgh!

John    Tell her!

Soldiers    Oouurh! (Football chant.) Gang-bang! Gang-bang! Gang-bang!

John    Krertoper!

Litov    ’Er tongue’s ’anging out for it!

John (to Prisoner)    Last time: what are the children for? (No response.) Rape her.

John goes to the doorway. Looks through the field-glasses. The Soldiers jostle to form a queue and push to be at the front. Half-repressed laughter. They push Cliff before the Prisoner. He swings his hips.

Clore    Oooo! Cliffy’s revving up lady!

Potter    I fancy some of that!

Abbot    Who’s next?

Smith    Don’t all push!

Litov    Get trampled in the rush!

John (to Sergeant)    Tell the men to eat. We don’t know how long today will be.

Sergeant    Think I ought t’ stay sir – see the lads don’t step out of order when they…

John goes to the desk. Busies himself with a document.

Potter    Whoorrh I fancy that!

Abbot    Livy jump ’er!

Sergeant goes out.

Brons    Yeah always boastin ’bout ’is enormous love life!

Abbot    Yeah tells yer in ’is sleep!

Whistler    Come on Cliffy make yerself a man!

Potter    Didn’t they learn yer nothin’ at school?

Cliff goes to the Prisoner. Unzips his flies.

Soldiers    Cliffy’s goin t’ screw ’er! Screw ’er! Screw ’er! Screw ’er!

Cliff    Betoch! She wants it fancy! Ker-ker-wat-cher-got! (Dances round once in a circle.) What they call it? Ker –? Ker –? Ker – ? Want t’ know what I’m doin!

Litov    Chrissake screw ’er!

Soldiers groan. Cliff goes closer to the Prisoner. Stops. Turns and gestures at John. Shrugs at the other Soldiers.

Brons    Permission t’ screw ’er outside sir? Round the back.

John (working; doesn’t look up)    No.

Clore    Lads don’t feel right in ’ere – it’s a bit public –

John (glances up; goes back to work)    Need to be present when she talks.

Abbot    Less all jump ’er! Gang bang!

The Soldiers bunch in front of the Prisoner.

Soldiers    Screw ’er! Screw ’er! Screw ’er!

Potter    Nah ain my type!

Clore    Yer said every tart’s yer type!

Potter    You screw ’er then!

Brons    For chrissake jump ’er! I’ll ’old ’er for the lucky lad!

Soldiers    Whistler! Whistler! Whistler! Corp! Corp! Corp!

Soldiers chase Whistler. Catch him. Throw him at the Prisoner.

Whistler    Yeah Chriss! Now I lost me stiffy!

Potter (lies on his back; shakes his legs in the air)    Lost ’is stiffy! Lost ’is stiffy!

Abbot stands on a chair to act as cheerleader.

Soldiers (roar with laughter)    Screw ’er! Knob ’er! ‘Ammer ’er! Shaft ’er! Rod ’er!

Litov goes to Prisoner. Starts to mount her.

Clore    Ain ’avin it if Livy’s bin in it! E’s poxed up!

Litov    Say that again I’ll pox you!

Litov and Clore fight. Others join in.

Abbot (jumps from chair; screams in front of the Prisoner)    Stupid cow! Why don’t yer talk yer stupid bloody cow! Tell ’im what ’e wants! I’ll screw yer bloody neck round-stupid-backwards yer stupid cow!

Sergeant comes in.

Sergeant    What’s goin on?

Potter    Clore says Livy’s poxy.

Litov    ’E says that again I’ll pox ’im!

Sergeant    Yer a load a Sunday school virgins on a church outin’.

John gets up. Takes Whistler by the elbow. Propels him in front of the Prisoner.

John    She came to kill your mates. Situations change meanings. Raping her’s the most decent honourable charitable civilised thing you can do.

Sergeant (excuse)    It’s the kids outside sir –

Clore    – an’ HQ droppin us right in it.

John    It’s an order. Rape her.

Whistler    Yer can’t order that sir.

Abbot    Infringement a’ human rights.

Smith    Wouldn’t work sir. She was screwed outside. Never said a word.

John    She’s not interested in life any more. She’s already dead. She wants to go up there – can you blame her? Fanatics always think of something – like the children. What are we? We live by orders. They twist and turn and we’re steady. That makes us civilised. I’m not sure any more you understand that. (The men shift uneasily.) I’m not sure we’ll win this war.

Sergeant    Sir –. (To Soldiers.) The Lieutenant don’t mean we –

John    She knows what’ll happen to us. It’s in her head. That’s why I said rape. It’s the only way you’ll get it out of her. If we don’t I’m a dead man talking to dead men. Don’t we want to live any more? Are we the last of our race? Finished – not fit to live? Is civilisation dead? (Icy silence.) You’re lying out on a field holding your guts in your fists. The ground moves – the enemy pops out of it. You know it’s him. His breath stinks worse than shit. You call to your mates to slay him. They’re not there. They’re dead. It’s become a habit. It started when we refused to obey orders. (To Cliff.) Show them.

Cliff goes to the Prisoner. His flies are still open. Stops some way from her. Tries to joke.

Cliff    If she goes for my balls someone’ll have t’ hold her. Not losing me balls for a –. (Hesitates.) There’s nothing there. Bloody hell! (He goes to the side. Stimulates himself. Cringes.) I’ve got to stand here playing with meself t’ save civilization? (Turns away.) Sorry mates.

John    It’s an order.

Cliff    Not right t’ say we wouldn’t ’elp our mates if their guts was…

The Soldiers are silent.

John    Get the chairs. (The Soldiers hesitate.) Get yourselves a chair. (Some start to fetch chairs from the stack by the wall.) All of you. (The rest fetch chairs.) Make a – (Gestures a half circle. Points.) There. (To Cliff.) You. Chair.

The Soldiers set the chairs in a half-circle. Cliff’s chair is last. The Prisoner is just inside the half-circle at the right edge.

John    Sit.

The Soldiers sit. Potter sits reversed, his legs straddling the seat.

John    In training they tell you not to understand just do it. Now you have to understand. (He goes to the back of the circle behind the Soldiers. Takes his pistol from his hip-holster.) Look at the space in front of you. (Some Soldiers turn to look at him.) Look at the floor. That’s a map of war. War office – HQ – trucks – chains of command – body bags – night vision – rapid fire – it’s all there on the map. I don’t see you there. Can you see yourself? Where you should be it’s empty. (Soldiers glance at each other furtively.) It’s more than orders now. The children on the hill – are they sitting on chairs? Or are they in that space? When you understand how this space is a map of war it’s simple. She’s on it. The children are on it. We’ve got to find our place on it. Or we’re dead and our bodies are on it. (A chair leg grates.) I’m your officer but it matters more to us that we’re brothers. I dedicate myself to you and your good fortune. The land outside is old. The wind’s blown everything away. Centuries ago. Cleansed it raw. The rocks are old – once altars. Ancient. All that’s in this space. It’s the scene of a crime. The perfect crime because it was the first crime. Only criminals win in that space. We have to commit that crime again. (He moves between the chairs and enters the space. Goes to Cliff.) It’s the sacrifice. (He gives his pistol to Cliff.) Rape that woman and then shoot her in the head.

Cliff    No.

John    You volunteered. I saw you. Don’t be afraid. All I’ve said was already in your head – folk knowledge – only you didn’t know till I told you.

Cliff    No sir. I don’t know. Sorry sir.

John    It’s an order.

Cliff    Don’t make me disobey an order sir.

Some Soldiers stand.

John    You call me sir! The whole of this – (Gestures at the space on the floor.) the mob on the hill – will bury us in this space and you sir sir sir –

Sergeant    Sir I don’t see ’ow this ’elps us t’, with respect – Oh! bloody ’ell we must ’ave some order in the –!

John    – but if I can get a stupid cretinous clod of shit shat on this earth to understand – then we might be saved – go from this place as brothers –

Brons    Sarg yer got t’ take over –

Potter    Sir’s not well –

Sergeant    No no calm it –! Don’t bring HQ into the –! It’s those bloody bastards on the ’ill –

John    – with our honour intact and our heads high knowing we’ve done our –

Smith    It’s the stress of sir’s position –

Litov lunges to the desk.

Sergeant    Stop! – Halt halt! (Lunges after Litov.) Halt where you are soldier or –

John    What’s he –? Stop him! (His hand goes to his hip holster.) Where’s – where’s –? My pistol! My pistol!

Litov grabs the intercom. Sergeant charges into him. Smith runs out. Desk sent flying. Papers whirl. Scatter. John goes to the intercom. Cowers over it protectively. Nurses it waiting for it to call.

John (looks round; whispered frenzy)    I’ve lost my pistol! I’ve lost my pistol! I’ve lost my pistol! (Intercom sounds. He answers it. Hands shaking.) Nothing sir. No. Accident. The table. – I was outside with the company. – Thank you sir.

He shuts the intercom. Silence. He stares at the Soldiers. Remembers. Goes to the chairs.

John    We are where we are I suppose. Keep it calm.

Sergeant    We bin carried away sir. You tried to explain it your way. Difficult for some of the lads – not ’ad the benefit of a proper –

John    Thanks Sergeant. That’s all well and good.

Holds out his hand to Cliff for the pistol. Cliff hesitates. Looks at Sergeant. Sergeant gives a minimal nod.

John    I gave an order. The prisoner to be raped and shot.

The Soldiers are stock still and silent.

Cliff (gives the pistol to John)    You rape ’er sir. (Slight pause.) Show us ’ow it fits in with all the dooladdle you said ’bout the floor an’ that –.

John    Me?

Soldiers (murmured snarl)    Brtoch … Brtoch … Brtoch … Brtoch.

John shoots the Prisoner once. She falls back dead, sitting bolt upright in a chair. Immediately Dea comes through the doorway with Smith. John sees her instantly. She is not hooded.

John (to Dea; gestures to the scattered papers)    Pick the papers up. (To Soldiers.) Outside! You might be some use there.

Sergeant stares at Dea. The Soldiers except for Smith go out.

John (to Smith)    Where did they find her?

Smith    In the ruins.

John    They’d been searched twice!

Sergeant    Got cells underneath they could use t’ –

John (to Interpreter)    D’you know her?

Interpreter shakes his head politely.

John (to Sergeant)    I said search! – twice! We can’t even get that right! (To Smith.) Does she speak English?

Smith    Yeah. Ain’ local.

John (to Dea)    Where were you when the soldiers searched? Where did you hide?

Dea (bewildered)    I heard feet scuttling in the rubble. They were swearing so I knew they weren’t rats –

John    How long have you been here?

Dea    A long time.

John    The innocent don’t hide.

Dea    I’m searching for my son.

John    Is he one of the children?

Dea    The lorries come at night. The wall’s opening its eyes. The light shines through the gaps in the rubble.

John    Your comrade’s shot. You won’t get off so easily! – The day gets worse as it goes on. What are the children for?

Dea (to Smith)    Children?

John    On the hill.

He turns Dea round in the doorway. He and Dea stand side by side and look out.

John    Is your son one of them? Out there.

Dea    Children?

John    The hill’s empty! (To Sergeant.) They’ve gone! All of them!

Sergeant    Sod it. Sod it. Scarpered.

John    Warn the men – stand to –

Sergeant goes out.

John (fetching field-glasses)    A crowd can’t vanish! (Looks through field-glasses.) They must’ve gone somewhere!

Clore, Abbot and Brons come in. Dea starts to collect the scattered papers.

Abbot    Gone sir – they organised it smartish n’ slip off when you was –

Clore    Yer expect ’em t’ wave goodbye?

Brons    Ain’ left no litter. Nothin.

John stares at them.

Clore    Couldn’t tell what they was on at – not from their faces –

Abbot    One with the mop of ’air – ’is stare could’ve took the skin off your eyeballs –

John (points to Dea)    What the hell she’s –? (To Smith.) Letting a prisoner rifle army documents!

Smith    Yer told ’er she –

John    You want her to know everything we’re – ?

Smith (looks at the Soldiers for support)    Sir told ’er t’ pick ’em up! Ordered ’er.

Abbot goes to Dea. Takes the papers from her. Whistler and Potter come in.

Brons    All kids leave litter.

Clore (excitedly, looking through field-glasses)    Soil’s scuffed where they –

Whistler    Goats! Left their droppin’s.

Sergeant comes in.

Sergeant    Better alert HQ sir the kids are –

John    No. Not till we … not yet. (He thinks in silence. The Soldiers watch him.) They could be in the ruins. Underground.

Clore    Should’ve took photos when they was there. HQ’ll expect.

Potter    Easy over a ’undred.

Litov    Ain’ seen no kid with a mop a ’air. (To Potter.) You?

Abbot    Lad with a yeller top –

Litov    No way. They was all dress black n’ white – (To Clore.) Tell ’im – black n’ white –

Abbot    Yeller top! – Yer think I’m a nutter!

John (to Sergeant)    Ask the men if they see them split up? Go together?

Sergeant (starts to go)    Sir.

John    There are eighty-five men out there. Question all of them individually. (To the Soldiers.) Go with him. I want the answers quick.

The Soldiers go out. Smith stands by Dea.

John (to Smith)    Help them. I’ll watch here.

Smith goes out.

John    Eighty-five men can’t see something that’s not there. (Suddenly starts towards the door. Stops before he gets to it. Shivers. Calls through the door.) What is the – tell me the …? (Turns aside. Takes a blanket from the equipment stack. Wraps himself in it.) The heat makes you shiver with cold. Not used. (He sits on a chair in the half-circle.) They told me about my past. The things that took place in the house I was born to. Not everything. Enough. I came to war to be at peace. Find order. Things in their place. There’s no peace. No order. You put out your hand. You can’t reach it. It’s too big. There are clouds but no sky. It’s gone. Am I getting sick? I couldn’t go through the door. Just now. I thought I saw a grave staring at me. The graves begin to stand up now – doors. I knew they would. The box of toys that had war and peace in it is broken. The coffins of war are left. (He pulls the blanket tighter.) I can’t be myself here. Can’t talk to my men. They think I’m mad. Help me. We live but we have to die. Why was it made to be like that? Explain it to me. You’re mad. What d’you learn when you’re mad? Inside when you’re mad. On the far side? What do you mad know. I’ll try to shuffle it – shape it into reason and make sense of it for the men in my command. Make sense of the world. Tell them. Tell anyone who’ll listen. (Pauses.) I’m ashamed to die.

Dea (comes closer to him)    Let me go to my son. I’ve searched for years. Walking on long roads. Driving in lorries. When I reached this place I knew he was here. I remembered pieces of the walls. Found them in the rubble. This is where the nurses took him away from me when he came out of my body. (She lifts John’s blanket and shelters under it.) You must remember what you started out to find. However far you go, remember it. Remember remember remember. My son’s growing old. Waiting for me. Let me go to him. Care for him for the little while that’s left. Help him. Cherish him.

John    What’s the stench …? (Tears the blanket away.) Get off! Your son’s dead! You stink of his rot! Slime! (Goes towards the door. Stops.) I can’t … can’t go through … (Whisper.) That door’s my grave.

The Soldiers spill through the doorway. They stop. Stare at John.

John    What did they say?

Sergeant    The men – it seems they weren’t sure what they –

John    What did they say!

Sergeant    Yer’ve got t’ tell them what they saw. Out there they can’t know. (Pause.) Yer saw the kiddies first sir.

Abbot    I saw a yeller shirt as clear as –

Litov    Yeller shirt! I don’t know what I saw any more! (To John.) There weren’t no yeller shirt!

Abbot    Stake me life on it!

Clore    If we took photos! HQ ’d –

Abbot    If ’e can’t see a yeller shirt when it’s –

Litov makes a huge kick at Abbot. They fight.

Sergeant    Leave it! Leave it! (They stop fighting as suddenly as they started. Stare at each other.) Chriss! Got enough wrong without this!

Silence.

Dea    Let me go Mr Johnson. I can’t help you.

Smith    She knows yer name.

John    Read it on the papers. – There were no children. We didn’t see them.

Clore    Sir…

John    We’re lost. (He sits on a chair in the half-circle. Looks at the dead Prisoner.) She’s happy: she’s dead. Grinning at us under the hood. She knows what’s going to happen to us – why she didn’t blow herself up when she first came here. What was she waiting for? If we knew that … Perhaps God wanted us to put on a show.

Dea goes to the fallen table. She tries to stand it upright. It sways. Collapses.

Whistler    What we do sir?

John    Wait.

Litov    But we –

John    Wait. What else?

Clore    This ’ole…

Brons    Could ask HQ if they…

John    If you had raped her.

Smith    No sir. Tried that outside. Didn’t work.

John    Not you – the army. We don’t fight to win. We fight for the truth. Without that nothing’s won. After you’d finished with her she’d’ve told you the meaning of the universe. What use is an army if it can’t screw the truth out of one bitch-foe? They’ll put it on our war memorial. ‘They couldn’t screw it.’ (The table collapses. He watches Dea try to make it stand. Calmly.) It’s her. Hiding in the ruins with her mate. (He nods to the Prisoner.) Waiting. – Rape her. It’s a duty.

Whistler    No sir that’s out.

John    How else can we get the truth out of –

Whistler    She’s mad!

John    An act! She fools you by – (Some of the Soldiers move towards the doorway.) Stop! Wait! (The Soldiers look at him.) Set the chairs in the –

Whistler    No sir – we can’t go through that –

Litov    If he ’adn’t said I was poxed –

Abbot    If you’d see the yeller shirt –

John    Stop it! Stop it! Listen to yourselves! (Order.) Rape her! (Pleading.) It’s an order!

Brons    No sir – we can’t accept it –

John    I stand before something so big … ! Listen to me! There are things in nature – twisted up in the wheels of reality too complicated to –! I can’t make you understand. (To Sergeant.) One shot in a woman’s head’s not enough! Go outside. Order the men to shoot the hill! Massacre it! Massacre the earth!

Sergeant    We ’ave t’ respect the men sir. HQ’d say they’re crazy shootin’ the – wastin ammo on an empty –

John (starts to go to the doorway)    I’ll tell them. Order them to – (Can’t go close to the doorway. Turns to Sergeant. A guttural groan.) Ach. Order one volley – fifty rounds each man – eliminate any survivors dug in. – A tactical precaution for HQ, Sergeant. Mopping up.

Sergeant    … Very good sir.

Sergeant goes out. Some of the Soldiers look at each other. They start to drift to the doorway.

John    Wait. (The Soldiers hesitate.) The men out there don’t know what they see or can’t. They can’t see they’re going to die. I won’t let them. She knows what’s going to happen here –

Whistler    You don’t know that sir.

John    I do! – and if I didn’t I’d still do it! No more seeing! Waiting! Chances! It’s enough! I stand before something so big!

John takes Dea’s arm.

Dea    The table won’t stand up on its –

John forces her to the chairs. She clutches the papers. He stops her in front of the Prisoner. The Soldiers stare at him. Some go to the wall. A few sit on the chairs. Some cross their arms.

Dea    I tried. It fell over.

Smith    I don’t see the point a’ –

Potter    Shootin at nothin – rapin a lunatic –

Abbot    I’m goin out t’ shoot up the sky!

John (to Abbot)    Stay there! – You you and you screw the truth out of her before she kills us! … (Sudden anger.) You think she wouldn’t kill! – Are you afraid of getting your kit dirty? You’ll be dirty when she buries you! (He throws a blanket on the floor.) Rape her on that! Useless! Stupid! You drive me to a frenzy! She’ll kill us! Her hands are itching to throttle us!

Whistler goes to the intercom. Tries to operate it. It is broken.

John    I don’t want to be here any more! Don’t want to be in charge of you! Don’t want to lead! She’s won! (Stamps on the circle inside the chairs.) This is her space! They’ll bury you in it! (Gestures to Prisoner.) That bitch dead there will watch and gloat!

Litov    Shut it! Shurrup! We don’t want t’ ’ear your crappin piss!

Whistler    Sir yer want the lads t’ go home safe – and God knows what’s right or wrong any more – !

John (grabs Dea)    She could show you! Do it better than you! (Pushes Dea at the Prisoner.) Show them! (He picks up a beer bottle.) Rape her with this!

Dea    I picked the papers up because he said I –

John (pushes the beer bottle in Dea’s hand)    Rape her!

Dea    Why does he shout at me?

John    You came to kill us! Rape her for practice! (Jabs Dea’s hand at the Prisoner’s groin. The beer bottle drops. Rolls away.) Oh she’s lost her stiffy! (Triumphant gloating.) Like you! She’s come to kill and she’s modest! (Gets the beer bottle. Puts it in Dea’s hands.) Open your legs you dead bitch! Open your –! (He pulls the Prisoner’s legs apart. Tears her clothes.) Rape her and turn these wankers on! Rape her back here and make her tell us why she came to kill us! Open your mouth! (Walks away. Despair.) What’s the – where is the reason for this? – where is the reason?

The Soldiers stare. John is silent. Dea is bowed and weeps quietly. The beer bottle is in her hand.

John (quiet; weeping)    Don’t weep. It frightens soldiers when a woman –. Upsets them. Let the soldiers do their own weeping.

The Soldiers as one burst into mob violence.

Soldiers    Rape ’er! Rape ’er! Rape ’er! Do it! Do it! Do the bitch! Brotch! Brotch! Brotch Kre! Kre! Kre!

The Soldiers stamp and prance round Dea and the Prisoner. Brons steadies the chair. Dea loosely waves the beer bottle.

Abbot    Open ’er legs!

Clore    She’s stiff!

Brons    The dead do stiff good! Better ’n us on parade!

Potter crouches by the Prisoner and forces her legs apart.

Potter    He! He! He! Open ’em! Open ’em!

Dea    I tried to put the table on its –

Litov (forcing Dea’s hand)    The crutch! The crutch!

The Soldiers drag the Prisoner’s body round the floor. Rag doll. Assault it. Rape it with a beer bottle. John goes to Dea.

John (garbled; drowning; crying)    I told you to rape! You wouldn’t! Stupid stupid bitch! Bitch! Bitch! (He pulls open Dea’s clothes. Opens his trousers.) Stupid! Stupid! Stupid! Rape! Rape! You bitch! (He rapes Dea. Crying.) You came to murder us!

Soldiers (see John raping Dea)    Go it sir! Rape ’er! Botch! Botch! Botch! Bitch! Bitch! Bitch! Ker! Ker! Ker! Show us sir. Let’s hear it for sir! Three cheers for Johnnie Johnson!

Mass football supporter chant. Outside firing starts. The Soldiers cheer.

Dea    Johnson.

John (raping; weeping)    Murder. Murder. Murder.

Dea    Johnnie! Oh precious – !

John (weeping)    Fucking. Fucking. Fucking.

Dea    Precious –

Soldiers (cheer)    Firing! Fuckin’ fuckin’ fuckin’ fuckin’ firing up! Cheers – the lads timed it right!

Whistler    Wait! Wait! No! (Jumps on chair.) That ain’ our guns! Wait! It’s them! Their pop pop pop! Their guns! They’re here! Attack us!

Soldiers    Them! Said it’s –! Them! Pop pop pop!

Sergeant runs in.

Sergeant    Attack! Attack! Sir! Attack! Sir! Comin all sides!

Soldiers    Attack! Attack

Sergeant    Off the ’ill!

The Soldiers grab helmets and weapons.

John (weeping)    Fucking fucking fucking.

Dea (embracing him)    Oh wonderful precious boy!

John (weeping; orgasm)    Ah. Ah. Ah. Ah. Ah.

The Soldiers run out through the doorway.

John (dying orgasm; weeping.)    Fucking cunt.

Dea    My son!

Outside the firing increases. Brons, Litov and Smith run in.

Brons    Sir sir –

Smith    Sergeant’s dead –

Litov    Attack – attack – all sides –

Brons    No one in charge –

John stands bowed. Hands to his groin. Brons tugs at his hand and puts a rifle in it. Smith puts a helmet on his head. The Soldiers drag him towards the doorway. Dea tries to go to him.

Litov punches her away. They drag John through the doorway. He shouts in despair.

Dea    Johnson. The soldiers said.

Outside the military violence accelerates. Firing. Trucks. Detonations. Shouts. The Interpreter goes to the Prisoner. Calmly and methodically he takes off her suicide jacket. Puts it on. Goes to the boxes of explosives. Puts explosives in the jacket pouches and a haversack. Connects detonator. Leaves through the doorway. Dea is searching in the scattered papers.

Dea (finds a paper with his name on it)    Johnson. (Throws it away. Finds another paper with his name.) Johnson! There! Lieutenant!

Outside the bomb explodes. A searing roar. Sweeping blast. Dea does not notice it.

Dea (joy)    It can’t be denied! (Kisses a paper.) My son! Every precious thing given back to me. My son.

She goes through the doorway. Outside the blast dies to an ominous growl. Almost silent. A few isolated shots. Bits of falling debris. Dea comes back in. She carries John’s head.

Dea holds the head by the hair to show it to the Prisoner. The head twists slightly.

Dea    My son! This blessed day. This joyful day! Happiness! My son was waiting for me to find him! I gave birth to him again today! A mother with her son. Who can understand it? The world watches. (Looks at the head.) His forehead. Ash! (With her sleeve she brushes the ash.) Poor cracked lips. Find you a drink. (She puts the head on the fallen table. Finds the beer bottle. Opens it. Pours beer into the gaping mouth.) Drink. (She doesn’t notice the beer spilling on the ground.) You left some for your mother. Good boy. Thank you. (She drinks the last mouthful. She stands the beer bottle on the ground.) The dead outside, who can bury so many? We must leave this evil place. (Takes the head in her arms.) We’ll find a home where I can care for you. Together at last. In peace.

She goes out. The dead Prisoner sits bolt upright in the chair. Some of the chairs still stand in the half-circle. Others are scattered. Some on their side. Outside the sounds of war.





 

Part Three

One

Forest wilderness. A clearing. Scattered debris and rubble, oil cans, broken furniture, rags, bits of planks, bent rusty parts of a car, a ruined wicker chair, a lidded plywood crate for commercial deliveries. Back and a little to the right an abandoned caravan. It is tilted – the right end higher than the left. Its sides dirty white. Scrawled graffiti. A door to the left. In front of the door a set of moveable metal steps. To the right of the door a window. Behind the dirty glass a ragged piece of mottled-green curtain sagging to one side. The gap between the caravan floor and the ground boarded up with wood or dirty corrugated iron. A wheel bent on its axle. Flat worn tyre. Right of the caravan and a little down from it a table. Dark, once-polished wood. Four legs turned on a lathe. On the table John’s head. Before it a cracked dirty plate of stale food. By the plate a green corroded knife and fork.

Dea stands a little to the left. She has aged more through experience than by time. Grey hair. A dirty off-white shift that reaches halfway down her calves. Worn and cracked sensible brown shoes or half-boots. Even when she talks to the head she doesn’t look at it.

Dea    No birds. You hear the forest humming. (She looks at the crate. Goes to it. Moves it to another place.) Who lived in the caravan once? Why did they abandon all their things? (Gestures round.) No one will come here now. Nothing will ever happen again. We’re left in peace. Time will pass. Every day I’ll tell you how I searched for you. – Goodnight. I sleep so well here. (A few steps towards the caravan. Stops.) I wish you’d eat. I try to manage the cooking on what there is. You do like it here? I could make you a bed in the caravan. It’s cramped. Dark. You’re better in the open. (Looks round.) I searched so long. When I found you I knew I had to find the right place for you. When you search so long the place knows you’re searching for it. It waits for you. I’ll make you a proper house. That’s what a mother’s for. To give her child a house. A place in the world. A home with a roof. Build it! (She goes to the debris and rubble.)

As she talks she arranges the debris. Bits of furniture, planks, oil cans, rags, a split door with a brass knocker. She pushes and tugs the debris into the shell of a house.

All those years taught me how to build. There were dead in every road. The war put them there. Their mouths open in surprise. They couldn’t believe they were dead. Everyone was searching. I asked them if they’d seen you. They stared at me. Even the blind with matted hair and glass eyes. The footprints on their faces filled with tears. Their bones were signposts with nothing written on them. Don’t you like my cooking? One woman searched the streets. She molested the dead. Not to steal their clothes. She took the bits and pieces – arms and legs and fingers – left by the explosions. Some bits weren’t dead. You could see her tugging them and their body tugging them back. They sat up and shouted thief. Poor woman. She’d lost her son. She put the bits and pieces together to make him up. One son of bits of all the sons. She followed me for years. She knew I was searching for you. I tried to stay awake. One night she’d find you and take bits of you to make up her son. When I slept she ran on ahead. In the morning I found her where I should have been – and if she’d taken bits of you? Oh what if all the mothers came running for their sons – to take back the bits she’d stolen – what a scene there’d be! It’s not safe to molest the dead. She kept the bits and pieces in a box. One day she’d left it on the kerb. Gone into a crater to search. I stole it. I did her a kindness. Now she can search for her box. One day she’d have seen the bits and pieces weren’t her son. Could never never be what she was searching for. She’d have to see it! Oh the misery of the mad when they see there’s nothing left for them to find.

She looks round at the debris house. She lays a piece of carpet. Fetches the wicker chair. Stands it on the carpet.

I’ve put the kitchen there. Not too big. Dining room there. Bigger room for the good table and chairs. The doors on to the garden terrace. We’ll eat outdoors when the weather’s kind. The drawing room. Oh the bliss of choosing when you can have what you want! Look at the pictures on the walls! Curtains matching the covers. Houseproud, houseproud! The hallway to the upper –. This was your playroom. Look you chose the wallpaper. Remember I took you to the store. You pointed with your little finger. The salesman complimented you on your taste. Now it’s your study where you meet your friends. Shelves. Books. The stairs. Bannisters. The landing where you hid and jumped out on me. Surprise surprise Mummy! Oh the happiness of those days! The peace! That’s the big bedroom. Your bedroom’s here. Your bed against the wall. We had double bunks when you were little for your friends to stay the night. I served them cocoa in blue mugs. The bathroom handy for you. How you laughed under the shower! I put a carpet so your feet aren’t cold when you get up in the morning. Your mother gives you everything. Never to be broken or destroyed. A home to grow in and go out into the world. It broke my heart. That’s part of a mother’s happiness. Or shall we move your bed to the window? – In the morning you’ll see the light on the distant lake. Birds migrating. Or we could move it to – Get back! Quick! She’s there! The mad woman in the bushes! Come for bits for her son! Crouched! Draw the –! No no she’ll see you! Get down! I’ll do it! – (She draws the curtains.) Still searching for her –! Oh God oh God the horror of her face! Shh! (Listens.) Oh God … Is she …? (Flattens herself against the wall. Peeps through the side of the curtain.) Not there. Gone! How could she, so quick? It’s not possible. Did I imagine her? I do, I do. When you stop searching your mind goes on searching – even further – never stops. The windows – keep them shut! All the rooms! (She goes round the house shutting the windows.) Shut! – shut! – shut them! (Goes into the living room.) The living room – so many windows – you can’t hide – the light blinds my – she’s there! – come round the house! Shut the –! No no stay down! (Draws curtains.) Down on the floor. If she sees you she’ll never go. Take bits of you in the night! (Peers through the side of a curtain.) She didn’t see you. Gone. Not there. (She wanders in the house.) Who is she? I’ll never get away from her – (Panic.) Curtains! Flapping! She’s climbing into your bed! (Struggles to flatten the curtains.) Left the window open! Curtains are waving to her! Calling her in! (Screams through window.) Go away! Leave me alone! You’re mad! (Slams the window shut. Goes to the wicker chair. Sits.) The world’s against me. There’s no peace. Must I leave and start again? My legs forced me to walk. I begged them to stop. My body has no mercy on me. I dragged the world through the eye of a needle (Violent. Calls.) I’ll tell my son to kill you!

She goes to the crate. Puts it in the house. She goes to the table. She doesn’t look at the head. She takes a scrap of cloth from a drawer. She covers the head with it.

Goodnight. We’ll keep the doors locked. No one will hurt us. (Walks to the caravan. Stops for a moment.) If I could give her a son I would.

She goes into the caravan. Leaves the door open. Cliff comes on left. He wears his army fatigue jacket. It is ragged and dirty. Black civilian trousers. Army boots. An automatic rifle slung on his back. He goes noiselessly to the caravan door. Looks in and listens. Doesn’t enter. Turns to look at the space. He is puzzled – he had expected to find another person. Sees the plate on the table. Goes to it. Picks it up. Is going to eat. Stops. Sniffs it. His face blank. Picks up the fork. Looks at it. Puts it down. Eats with his fingers. Stops. Looks left. Goes a few steps with the plate in his hand. Stops. Starts to eat again – still looking left. Wipes the side of his finger across the empty plate. Licks his finger. Hesitates what to do with the plate. Goes back to the table. Wipes his hand across the plate. Licks his hand. Reaches to put the plate on the table. Notices the cloth. Lifts it. The head. Drops the plate. It breaks. Goes left. Looks back – half-gesture of reaching for his rifle. Goes out left.

Two

Dea sits in the broken wicker chair.

Dea (continuing a conversation)    Toot-toot – I sat in my room and listened to you playing with your toys somewhere in the house. In your bedroom or the hall where you can push your cars along the floor. Whoosh whoosh. You were a dear boy. You put your toys away at night. It was long ago. The walls remember. The house is full of your singing and laughing. I hear it now. When you played you weren’t thinking of me. My little loneliness didn’t matter. It taught me to bear what would come when you grew up and went out into the world. A mother’s happiness is bitter. That poor woman carries her loneliness with her. I pity her and I’m glad for her because she won’t come back to see our happiness. No one’s without sorrow but hers would be cruel.

Cliff has come on left. He stands and listens. Dea doesn’t know he is there.

Dea    Sometimes you were serious. Always questions. Why this, why that? Why why why? I said the fish doesn’t ask why the holes are in the net. You said they’re the windows he sees the world through and when they’re closed he dies. Children’s play teaches us to bear our sorrow with patience.

She stands. Cliff hurries into the caravan.

Dea    One day you’d been fishing. I went to fetch you. You were far away down a long road. You waved your hand to me. Flapping. I waved back. When I reached you you said you weren’t waving. You were doing what the fish did when you caught it. It didn’t have a hand to take the hook out of its mouth. It was an iron tongue.

Cliff (inside the caravan; screams)    There’s a cellar in the caravan!

Dea    Oh God what – !

Cliff comes out of the caravan. He is trembling and white with shock.

Cliff    There’s a cellar in the caravan!

Dea    Him! – She’s brought her bits and pieces to take my son away!

Cliff    Who builds a –

Dea (calls)    Authority! Authority! Tell him to go!

Cliff    – cellar in a caravan?

Dea    Go! Go! It’s an order! Authority!

Cliff    A cellar in a caravan! (They stare at each other.) I keep an inventory. (Slight pause.) I was here weeks ago. There were people here. You were talking.

Dea    There’s no one here!

Cliff    If I could talk to someone! Anyone! Please. I keep an inventory – the things I don’t understand. If I could tell someone – share the –

Dea    How did you get here?

Cliff    The army brought us. In front of the front line – way out. We were attacked. The whole company – my mates – destroyed. I deserted.

Dea    Go away!

Cliff    I can’t be a soldier any more. I’d go mad. I’ve lived out here ever since. I thought I could be sane on my own. I’m not. I’m afraid of things in my head. If I go mad I’ll turn into an animal. They’ll hunt me for my skin. My pelt. It’s all I have. Look – the war made it strong, pliable. I can still live in it. The scars don’t make me old yet. They’d rip it off and cut it into boots for the Sergeant Major. Nail it. He’d wear me when he does the executions. Who builds a cellar in a caravan? He stamps in the blood to make it splash. I’d be a pair of boots splashing in the victim’s blood! Look – It’s in my list. (He has taken from his pocket a small tight grubby bundle of notes. He tries to show it to her.) My inventory. (She ignores it.) It’s only my imagination now. (Some of the notes drop. He picks them up.) But don’t think they wouldn’t do it. They practise things on animals first. Then they do it to each other. I could be his gloves. That would be worse. Aaurrgh! These hands would be human spiders. (He scribbles a note as he talks.) Spiders’ hands. I write everything down. Next time I imagine it I can read it to prove it isn’t real. It keeps me sane. If I had someone to talk – ask – I’d be safe. I’d be sane.

Dea    Your mother told you I was here!

Cliff (bewildered)    I haven’t got a mother. (Looks round.) It’s always been like this … things broken … They found me when I was little.

Dea    Ah. (She turns away and walks a few steps to the house.) Some woman has no son.

Cliff    If I could talk to someone –

Dea (stops)    No – there’s no one!

Cliff    I heard you talking when I was here before –

Dea    There’s no one! – Before?

Cliff (conciliatory)    It doesn’t matter. People talk to themselves – it doesn’t mean they’re … (He puts his notes back in his pocket.) The enemy’s come back. Reconnoitring. I’ve seen them. In a truck – it came out of a cloud of dust – bounced. Are they hunting me because I wasn’t killed when they attacked us? Perhaps I didn’t see them – they weren’t there. Will I always be like this? Not knowing what I see? If we talked it would save me from turning into an animal (Through clenched teeth.) wallowing in my pain – agony – grovelling in my own filth and eating it. I dread it! – It makes me clench my teeth. I saw a soldier eating his belly – it hung out – he clutched it – groped inside for bits of guts and pushed them in his mouth with his finger to take away the pain – eating his pain to turn it into shit and lose it. (He takes out his wad of notes. Holds it in his clenched fist. Doesn’t open it.) It’s all written down. If we talked – and thought – here and made the place sane – it’d always be here – and if we went mad we could come back and it would make us sane again. A sane place to stop us turning into animals. Let me stay.

Dea    No no! You contaminate it! Pollute it! Go away! I’d kill you to protect my – the first night you were here – kill you to –! (Twists away. Goes to the house.) Why do I have to say such things? – (To Cliff.) Talk is what drives us mad! (Turns away. Whispers to herself. In tears.) He frightens me. (Turns to Cliff. Shouts.) Why’re you still here? He ordered you to go!

Cliff    Who ordered me?

Dea    My son!

Cliff    You said no one was here.

Dea (points)    My son the officer!

Cliff    That?

Dea    He ordered you!

Cliff (stares at Dea)    That? (Turns to look at the head.) That’s real? A –. (Shocked.) When I was here before I thought it was a toy. Kid’s party mask.

Dea    He’s my son.

Cliff    Your son … ? (Turns to look at the head. Turns back to Dea.) It’s a head.

Dea    Yes yes it’s a head and a mask – whatever you want! Go away! – She’s everywhere! Prowling! Waiting! Because I stole her box of bits and pieces! Her lies!

Cliff    Tell it to speak.

Dea    He told you to go!

Cliff    Tell it to tell me now. – If it tells me I’ll go.

Dea (to the head)    Don’t tell him! Comes here ordering you to speak! Don’t! Bite your tongue out before you speak when a common – deserter tramp – tells you to –! Your mother tells you when to speak! Obey that!

Cliff goes up left. He sits on the ground.

Cliff    It’s a head. There’s no body.

Dea    He tells me no body! I gave him his body!

She goes to the debris house. Walks through it and turns it into a body.

Look! – his legs. There. My son. You can see the scar on his knee when he learnt to walk? His little body didn’t bruise as quickly as ours. His weakness made him strong. That was my gift to him. And the world wants to hurt him. Harm him. Deny him. Look! – his arms. His stomach. I gave him his little tummy. See where our bodies were joined. I fed him even before he was born. I gave him his mouth to eat with. (She touches and strokes the debris and trash.) His head. (She holds an invisible head between her hands and stoops to kiss it.) Oh the first time I saw in his eyes he knew me – I could tell – I cried with happiness and taught him to cry in sorrow. Those are a mother’s wounds. My precious! I put my ear to your chest. Your heart went pit-a-pat-a-pat-pat applauding me. He grew inside me just as a tree grows on a mountain. Naturally. You walk on the mountain and say it’s not there. He grew in me in the dark – when he was born into the light – and I saw his limbs dancing as he was born – all that! – imagine! – and I took him in my hands – I knew how a blind woman sees the world but I had all his brightness – his limbs in the light! His body was damp from my body – I’d christened him in my blood. This mite was heavier in my arms than he was in my womb because he’d come into the world where madmen say –

Cliff (stands)    It’s a dump! It stinks! If there’s a body it’s underground!

Dea    You poor man. You fool. Which of us is sane enough to see what’s here? When I first saw his hands – tiny screwed up fists so intricate that would open one day and make clever things – with skills – he made me his mother – gave birth to me and when I saw his secret places – which should be in the dark – in the light – I knew one day – every day – they’d hold me in his love because I’d given him the joy of being in my body. My body was his first house. This house! He doesn’t see it!

Cliff goes into the body-house. He looks round for something to break. Gestures in frustration. Dea moans and hurries away from him.

Cliff    If I could make you see! If you lie to your own eyes, there’s no hope! – It can’t eat!

Dea    Ha! – I knew you’d prove yourself wrong! I came out one morning and it was gone. All of it!

Cliff    I ate it!

Dea    Liar!

Cliff    I broke the plate! Could I know it was broken if I was never – ?

Dea (goes to the body-house; points)    There’s his feet! He jumped down the stairs three at a time! I said you’ll break your –. The food was gone other mornings – not always – but –

Cliff    Rats!

Dea    His men from the regiment came in the night and fed him –

Cliff    You said no one came –

Dea    He had to eat it – they’d risked their life to come –

Cliff (going towards the head)    Can I pick up a – (Turns to Dea.) a body with one hand – (Turns back and goes to the head.) And – (Stops. Grimaces.) It stinks. Putrid. Filth – Touch that! Catch disease from – !

Dea    You can’t! He wouldn’t let you! He ordered you not to!

Cliff    Rotted –! (He seizes Dea. Jerks her towards the head. Twists to get behind her. Pushes her in front of him. She squeals. He forces her head down closer to the head.) Look at it! A head!

Dea    Let go of my –! I will not look!

Cliff (rams her head closer to the head)    The face is crawling! Animals – creatures – over the – !

Dea    Grinning! At your stupidity! (To the head.) Laugh my son! Jeer at him!

She writhes free. Goes to the body-house.

He can’t stop laughing! Mocking your stupidity!

Cliff (pause)    I started to think all this was in my head. If it was made up of bits and pieces – not real – that wouldn’t be mad. It’d be something to pity. Respect. You can’t respect a head. I’m a loony. Lost. Wandering looking for myself. I’ll never be sane again. Perhaps I should end it. Kill myself. I can’t. It doesn’t matter if I’m mad. The world’s mad. That’s why I can’t kill myself. It’d be bad manners. Discourteous – (Short dry laugh.) – like getting out of bed and not looking back to see who you’d shared it with. (Little pause.) Give me some dust to kneel in. (He goes to Dea in the body-house.) Who are you? Why are you here? – Those legs? Belly? Woman woman woman. If you could see what it is – not bits of son – arms – legs – if you could see that what’s here – everything – (He kicks a piece of junk.) – saw it was all there is anywhere – and saw it – me – us – the way you see your son – then we wouldn’t need to kill each other any more – we’d be sane. Give me some dust! Woman woman woman. If you didn’t come here to see your son but to see this trash – then you’d see us. But you don’t. You won’t. You can’t. You came to lie. The world was always mad. Now it’s worse. If the world’s mad we’re all mad. Your son told me that. The night I came here. Your son’s head said all that. You could save me. But you don’t. You won’t. You turn me out. I can see it now. Everything ‘s clear. All of it. It’ll only be for seconds but I can see it. We’re destroying ourselves. To be sane or not to be sane, that is the question. And if not, then be mad and all that follows. Then it’s all over. We’re finished. Gone. Out. – I’m in the way. I’ll go.

He goes out left. Dea goes left and stares off after him. Turns back. Goes to the table. Picks up the cloth. Covers the head. Goes to the body-house. Sits on the crate.

Dea (stares left; stubborn petulance)    I shut my eyes when he tried to make me look at you. I didn’t see.

Three

Cliff comes in left. He goes straight to the table. He holds something in his right hand. He transfers it to his left hand. He gives an informal on-active-service salute.

Cliff    Sir sir they’re back. Rebuilding our depot. Permanent. Not just passing through. Stayed to make sure. That’s what held me up sir. Trucking in stores. Gear. Compound lit up all night. Fleet of bulldozers. They’re opening up the hill. Ripping the side out. You were right about the nippers sir. Right all along. Hill’s full of kiddies’ bones. Cemetery. No sir – just kiddies. They were there all the time in the ground. One night – went there. Climbed up the slope. Pit full of ’em. Skulls. Little bone-faces mixed up with other bits. Must go back centuries. Not just our war. I slipped down the slope. Landed in the clutter – yeah. Crawled out on my hands and knees. Why they digging them up sir? Trucking them out. Perhaps they want to get shot of them. Bones are bad luck for soldiers. Men don’t like it. Memorials – war graves – all that stuff belongs in the past. When the bulldozers uncovered the bones the earth kept slipping back – urgh! – as if the kids were pulling it back like their blanket to be left in peace. Brought a bit to show sir. (Holds out a small unidentified bone.) Didn’t nick it out the pit. Was in the road. Fell off a truck. – Yeah, right all along sir. Relief to be back with you sir.

Dea comes into the caravan door. Stands on the steps. Cliff turns to look at her.

Dea    What are you doing?

Cliff    They’re back.

Dea    Who?

Cliff    Weren’t just reconnoitring. ’S permanent.

Dea    Why should –? There’s nothing for them here.

Cliff    The war. They’re rebuilding the depot.

Dea    They won’t come out here – ?

Cliff    You’re a civvie in a war zone.

Dea    I can’t leave here. (Instant panic.) I told you – I searched for years – everywhere –

Cliff    Put up lights. Stores.

Dea    I can’t go back. There’s nothing to look for. Nothing to find. (Distracted.) I can see my legs walking. Already! – They’ve started to walk! I can hear them! I can’t go back to –! Why’re you here? Why didn’t you go away if they’ve – ?

Cliff    Had to report.

Dea    What’s that in your hand?

Cliff    It’s for sir.

Dea    Sir?

Cliff    He was right. Always is. He knew the kiddies were there.

Dea    Who d’you – ?

Cliff (to the head)    Tell us what to do sir.

Dea (pause)    That … –

Cliff (gives bone to Dea)    I brought it for him.

Dea    It’s not – you know it’s a … you told me. What’s happened? Oh God he’s one of the people I met on the roads. They thought they saw ghosts. Stood at the side of the road begging from ghosts!

Cliff    No need to panic. He’ll know what to do.

Dea (distracted)    Their hair was cruel. White. Even the young. Falling in their faces. The starving had spittle dripping from their eyes. I can’t go back. They’d attack me because I left! – What happened to make you …? You said you understood everything! Are you trying to help me? Telling me he’s my son to stop me suffering? It’s a head. I always saw it was – (Trying to explain.) But it had a shadow – it was the body of a man. Is that what you see?

Cliff    He’s got pips on his shoulders.

Dea    He’s not there –

Cliff    He is! (Panic.) He’ll tell us what to do! Everything! Or we’re lost! He’s in contact with army HQ –

Dea    Last time you were here you –

Cliff    He ordered me to go on reccy! He knew trouble was coming!

Dea    I thought the mad woman sent you here. It’s worse. – Look at me. Listen. I had a son. He left me to be a soldier. Then my husband left. He was jealous because I pined for my son. If he was killed – I’d have no one. I went to find him. Searched. Crowds were searching everywhere. So many had been lost. Ruined. I searched and I lost myself. I went mad. You do when everyone else is mad. I’ve told you my life. Confessed everything so you can trust me. You know me as well as I know myself. I hid in this cemetery with a caravan. I haven’t slept since. Every night I went through my life. The bedclothes twisted in my fingers. In the morning they were torn. My fingers were bleeding. I’d wasted my life looking for a dead son. Then you came. You were young. Full of life. Pulsing. Certain. Sure. You made me sane. You showed me what I was. Taught me. If you’ve forgotten that – lost it – I’ll teach you. I’ll make you sane. It’s in you, it’s your goodness. We won’t stay here. Even if the enemy hasn’t come back – we’ll leave. Go in the morning. Not to search – we’ve found each other. If you knew the joy you give me. The bliss! To be sane! Not to lie to yourself from the moment you’re awake so the whole day’s a lie. We’ll go. We’ll share our sanity. Our bliss!

Dea goes towards the caravan.

Cliff    Give it back.

Dea (looks at him)    You make me shudder at myself. – I’ll go in the morning. You can’t go back to your enemy. You’re afraid of their bulldozers. You can’t stay here. You’re afraid of the caravan. (She goes to the crate.) You don’t need it. (She throws the piece of bone into the crate. Goes back towards the caravan.) We’ll go and if it’s too late, we’ll find out. You’ll have a chance.

She goes into the caravan. Cliff goes to the crate.

Cliff (searching frantically)    Where? Where? (Empties the crate on the floor. A heap of bones and rags.) I saw her drop it – heard it – ! – Got it! Sir I’ve got your bone! (Goes to the table.) Permission to give sir the –. (Puts the bone on the table. Comes to attention.) Sir. – Will we be with our company again sir? Did my mates survive? – You sent them out here on a special op undercover to –? (Abrupt halt.) No sir not trying to second-guess HQ. Less I know the better. But we’ll be reinforced sir? HQ’ll get in touch. (Sudden jolt.) Yes sir. Sentry. Marauders in the trees.

He goes left. Stands as a patrol sentry. Looks off left.

The lads say the quiet out here deafens you … Say the real enemy’s behind you … (Patrols a few paces.) Her people dug the cellar … partisans. Their caravan. God knows what went on down there … no tell-tale blood on the walls … earth soaked it up … say the earth’s always thirsty for blood … She’s always searching … stays in touch with her contacts –. I can hear guns far off. Or water under the bridges. Bulldozer noise wouldn’t reach this far – (Stops.) Sorry sir didn’t hear what you – (Jolt.) Hold it! (Looks off left.) Nothing. Thought I saw a –. Yes sir I heard you sir. Just checking. Say again please sir. Kill her. (Looks left.) If we kept her. Questioned her in the morning and –. Yes sir. (Goes towards the caravan. Stops. Goes a few paces towards the head.) I meant use her as bait. Her comrades show up, we’ll nab the –. Sir. (Goes towards the caravan. Suddenly swerves a few paces aside. Angrily.) Why didn’t the men stop her? Let her get here. Land us in the –! (Curses under his breath. Goes to the caravan door. Stops.) Must be a tunnel in the cellar. They’d think of that. She’s gone by now. Could track her in the morning. Find where they –. Will do sir. (Treads on the steps.) Permission to take off my boots sir?

He eases his boots against his insteps. Drops them off. For a moment leans almost luxuriantly against the door jamb. Surveys the space.

When she’s dead she’ll fall into the cellar. Won’t need to dig her hole.

Cliff takes the rifle from his back. Goes into the caravan. Silence.

Dea (off, in the caravan)    What d’you want?

Cliff (off)    No light. Can’t see to –

Pause. A shot. Pause. Cliff comes to the doorway. He sits on the steps.

Done. All of it. (Brushes his sleeve.) She grabbed me. Nearly fell in the cellar on top of ’er.

Dea comes into the doorway behind him. Dangerously wounded. Bloody clothes. She lurches against his shoulder. He jumps away. Turns. Stares. She is flopped askew in the doorway.

Cliff (silence)    No sir. No need. She’s dead. (Dea raises an arm to feel for support.) Dying. (Plea.) Please sir. No! (Stamps.) Order order order. ’Ell! (Goes to door. Stoops over Dea.) Sorry. Order. The second shot. (Yells to make her hear.) An order!

He kicks at her. She crawls up the door jamb. He raises his rifle, bludgeons her. She falls out in front of the caravan. Cliff goes left. Peers off.

Nothing out in the trees to report sir. – No sir – not necessary. She’s dead. (Goes to the table. Pleads. Half stands to attention.) She’s dead. Order carried out. (Aggressively.) I know a dead corpse when I see one!

He turns to face Dea. She is still. He leaves the table. He finds his boots. He sits on the ground. He puts his boots on.

Cliff    All I’m told to do … Nails hammered into nails. Don’t try. Do it. (He takes the wad of notes from his pocket. Doesn’t try to read them. In silence half waves them for a moment.) Look at the box. Don’t look inside. Don’t knock on the lid.

Some of the notes fall to the ground. He doesn’t try to collect them.

Kids sailing their paper boats on a pond of blood.

Dea convulses once. Cliff puts the wad of notes on the ground. Slowly stands. He makes a nervous dismissive gesture to the side to tell the head it need not speak. He goes to Dea. Stoops and picks her up. Takes her to the caravan door. Throws her into the caravan. Starts to go. Turns back. Kicks away the steps.

Cliff    All over. Killed. (He picks up his notes.) Who digs a cellar in a caravan?

Dea (in the caravan)    Howls. Howls. Howls.

Silence. Nothing has moved. Cliff starts to rummage in his clothes.

Cliff    God she’s in my clothes. – No sir. We know that sound the noisy ones make when they don’t want to go. Hanging on. Pretending to be living. If I went in now, time I found her she’d be dead. Tread on her in the dark. No need to humiliate when it’s been done. Respect it. (Sudden shout.) I heard sir! The second shot! (Breathless snarl.) Even if it’s shooting at a dead target. (Goes to the caravan. Stops.) Sorry sir didn’t mean to – outburst – makes sir’s job harder. (Stands in the doorway.) Dark as a curtain on the sun. (Gestures as if brushing it aside. Goes into caravan. Slight pause. His white face appears in the caravan window.) Permission to leave sir now she’s dead.

He comes from the caravan. He closes the door behind him. He goes to the body-house. Sits in the wicker chair.

Cliff    Apologise I didn’t recognise you when I came here first off sir. No disrespect. Thought you were a kiddy’s mask they put on at their parties. Knew your eyes when I saw them though. That look. Know it anywhere … (Glances round.) Burn this junk.

The caravan door opens. Dea stands in the doorway. Her blood is smeared on her face.

Dea    Olly! Olly! My son – so beautiful – smooth limbs like a boy – pure pure pure – take off your – let me – no one can see – touch my nipples – hold your mummy-girl – oh! it’s hard – let me –

She goes towards Cliff. Sways. He stands paralysed. Rigid arms thrust forwards.

Dea    Olly! Olly! (Sudden stop.) Mustn’t call you Olly! Oliver! (Sudden scream.) You’re dead! (She makes stabbing gestures.) Oliver! Oliver! (She turns back. Stumbles towards the caravan stabbing the air.) Dead. Dead. Dead. I. (Tries to climb in the doorway. Falls. Clutches for support.) Help me! Drag me out of this hole!

Cliff doesn’t move. She heaves herself up as if he raised her.

Dea    Why did I kill you? (She stumbles to the body-house. Searches the rooms.) Living room? Was it here? Kitchen? In the dining –? The hall! Our stairs! (She falls on the stairs. Stabs the ground. Weeping.) Why did I kill you? (Gets to her feet.) Was it the –? (Sees the crate.) The toys! Look! The toys!

Tries to drag Cliff to the crate. He falls on his hands and knees.

Dea    Look a body! I stabbed him! Your father’s dead! Your father’s dead in your bed! (She stumbles through the rooms, destroying the house.) Destroy it! Pull it down! The house! The grave stinks of his rages! (She goes to the caravan. Supports herself on the wall.) I killed him – and then I must kill you! You could have killed him for me (Offers her empty hand.) Take this knife. Do it now. Before it’s too late for ever! The madhouse was worse than dying! Give her more death! Death’s nothing for the mad, a little thing they brush away with the back of their hand. Take the knife! Do it! Then I won’t be mad! You won’t be dead! And all the others won’t have to die. No – too late. – You said I was pure. You can’t take it back. Be grateful. I gave you this place, all its peace. (She takes Cliff’s hand.) Your hand’s warm. It’s not dead. (Almost formally.) I took you for my son. Olly – who ‘s called Oliver. You shot me. Killed me. I’m sorry I don’t know your name. I’ve been confused. You remind me of all the years of happiness we waste. The past is written in the flesh and blood we love. (Uses a cloth to staunch her wound.) The children play. They stretch out their arm to point. Bend their head to see along it. Their fingers touch the horizon. (She shows him. She stretches out her arm. Looks along it. The bloody cloth is in her hand.) I’ve splashed all the edges of the world with blood. You do it when you look along your gun.

Cliff    Yes sir the second shot. (Half raises rifle.) I will sir. Order her not to look at me sir. (He grips Dea’s head. Thrusts his face into hers. Hisses.) Help me! Shut your eyes. (Jerks the cloth from her hands. Presses it against her eyes.) Keep it there on your –. Hold it steady –. (He walks away.) The second shot.

He turns to aim. Dea is pressing the cloth against her wound.

Cliff    Help me! – Yes sir I’m trying to organise it – so there’s no more blood on the –! Yes sir the second shot!

He takes a carton of rounds from his pocket. Loads the rifle. The rounds spill. Scatter on the ground.

Load up – so if they come to save her –. The rounds don’t want to be fired! – Drop on the – load it – make sure we can stop her if she runs – (Scraping the rounds together with his foot.) The second shot.

Dea has gone into the caravan.

Cliff    Loaded. (He throws away the carton with the rest of the rounds. They scatter. Looks up.) Gone. (Goes to the caravan door. Peers in.) Not there. No sir she won’t have gone to the cellar. That’s where I shot her. She’s run off – (Goes left. Looking.) – while I was looking in the caravan. Follow her? Yes sir I know she’ll leave a track of blood marks! Follow it in the morning. Too dark now. She’s lying out there dead. Bring her in when it’s light.

Dea comes to the doorway. She hugs a net of tins to her chest. More tins are balanced on top. The net sags with the weight. Some tins fall and roll away.

Dea    Tins. Take th –. When they’re eaten scavenge. Scavenge. Keep going. Get away from this – tins –

Cliff    When it’s given an order can’t be taken back.

Dea (goes to crate; lowers the net of tins into it)    Carry them in the – easier –.

Cliff    I can’t. Can’t sir. (To Dea.) Tell sir you’re dying. He’ll take your word. (Exhausted.) Tell me to shoot you. Then it’s not an order. (Holds his head in his hands.) Then I can rest.

Dea    The tins. A little box of treasure for you to take on your journey.

Cliff    I think I jammed the rifle when I reloaded. Clumsy. (Holds the rifle horizontally in both hands. Speaks to it.) Look at you. A toy. Kill her. That’s what you’re made for. (Shakes it.) Kill her for me.

Dea    Don’t shoot me any more. Take the tins. The caravan people left their bones here. If you’re asked tell them I’m dead. The bones are mine.

Cliff pulls Dea aside out of earshot. Pushes her to her knees. Kneels beside her. Whispers in her ear.

Cliff    It must be done! Shh! I’ll make it easy for you. (Still whispering.) Oh God I’m shouting. Can’t keep my voice –

Dea    Why are you whispering?

Cliff    Shh! Shh! It’s easier like this! You don’t have to fall. Get hurt. Die on the ground as if it’s your bed. Yes sir the second shot! He’s watching! Struggle! (He shakes her.) Make him think you’re fighting to get my – you’ve got my weapon – can’t get my finger on the trigger –! (Calls.) Yes sir – you see her death jerking. Twisting in the grip I’ve got. Crush her! (To Dea.) Be angry! Ugly! Plead! Grovel! It helps! Beg for life so I can kill you! Stamp on you! All the dead I’ve killed’ll come to help me. Stamp on your –! Who’s Olly? Who’s Olly? Who’s Olly? – Yes sir – we have to ask! – HQ wants to – (Goes towards the head.) If we don’t ask now we’ll never know! (To Dea.) Who’s Olly’s father? (To the head.) You need to know sir! If he’s out there in the mornings when there’s a body hanging on every tree – (To himself.) Stop it! – Stop it! – Don’t think of that. Be a soldier. Don’t go mad.! Kill her and –! (To the head.) Who’s Olly’s father? Who’s Olly’s father! Olly! Olly! Help us! Help us! Help me!

Dea    It’s better to die than kill

Cliff    Too late! I’m a soldier! Damned! Lost! I’ll kill you to make it easier! Kill you to get some peace in my head! Then the others won’t seem so many! In my sleep they come out of everywhere. Make new countries to come from. Line up. Wait to be killed. I try to stay awake! Why did I come to this place? The world’s a scaffold put up on a grave. I always knew it. It’s in my list. On every page.

Dea    Let me help you. I can live a little longer for you. Breathe for you till then. All that time you won’t have killed me. My death won’t be on your hands – not yet. I know that little time. It lasts for ever. Full of peace. Till it has to end. Then you suffer. We carry death inside us. (Punches him.) There – listen to it crying to get out. Each time death comes out of us it drags half our life away. Let me live a little longer for you. I can live an hour. While it lasts you’ll be a child with all your life before you full of days and happiness.

Cliff crouches.

Dea    When I was searching for my son – for years – there were no strangers. No mad woman. I met no one. It was in my head.

She stands and goes to the body-house.

Dea    Once this was another place. The trees grew then. There were lakes. Trees guarded the lakes. Birds bred. Fed their young. Death peered at them. Scratched their eyes while they were alive. Their feathers trampled in mud. Animals shook. Shivered. But nothing shuddered. There was no happiness. It’s better now. Even this is better. I’ll live and heal you for this little while.

Cliff (huddled)    I have to kill you now. Not wait till I’m old. Feeble. My spit stinking of shit. Can’t see to do anything then. It’s an order. Do it now or I’ll never rest. The time’s run out.

Dea    Order? Who can give an order when I give you a life with no misery no trouble for an hour!

Cliff    When an order’s given it can’t be –

Dea    Whose order? Who ordered you to do anything!

Cliff (points behind him)    Him.

Dea (cranes forwards to see)    Who –?

Cliff (facing Dea; points over his shoulder)    Him.

Dea (looks, then points with her finger, arm straight out)    What is it?

Cliff    The order.

Dea goes towards the head. Stops. Peers.

Dea    What –? (Sways backwards. Weakness and pain.) Fetch it.

Cliff (hollow shudder)    Never.

Dea (walks closer; peers; vaguely waves her hands)    Four legs. (Half collapses on to the table – hooks herself up on her elbow.) A head with four legs.

She picks up the head. Screams once. Violent. Short.

Cliff (screams through clenched teeth; stuffs his clothes into his mouth to strangle it)    Aghiiieeeee –

Dea    An echo.

Cliff (stifled)    Me. Me.

Dea    My twins! (She smashes the head on the table.) I killed my twins! (She smashes the head on the ground.) A skull with brains in it! I killed my – (She stamps on the skull. It breaks in pieces. Stamps. Kicks the bits away.) My twins! My twins! (Kicks and stamps.) My twins! My twins!

Cliff (going to the table)    No – no – no – sir – don’t let her – save your – defend – save yourself – save us –

Dea (stamping)    An order! An order! (Gagging.) The – the – the – the –

Cliff (grabbing at pieces under Dea’s feet)    Sir – no – no – (He doesn’t notice his hands are stamped on.) – no sir – no – no –

Dea (kicks the pieces from his hands; walking away)    I killed my twins!

Cliff is scrabbling for pieces. Searches where Dea kicked them. Cradles pieces in his hands.

Cliff    Oh sir – sir – we’ll get your – sir it’ll be all – sir –

Dea (weak; exhausted; flat; self-menace)    Six thirty-five. On the mirror. Lipstick. I looked at it. It was burnt on my face. Old crows waiting at the minister’s. The minister. Hags. Harlots in silk. (Goes to the table. Howls in pain.) I killed my sons! You wanted me to do it! (Stamps on the pieces.) It was an order! An order! Everything is an order!

Cliff    Stop it! Don’t! Forbidden – crime – sir –

Dea stamps in silence. She gasps ‘Order’ once. Cliff runs for his gun.

Cliff (aims)    Woman! Woman! – halt! Sabotage!

He fires once. It smashes the caravan window. Dea hears the shot, the falling glass.

Dea    I didn’t know I did it while I did it. All these years I should have known. I couldn’t know till now. I’m always doing it. I’m doing it now. Breaking their heads with a shoe. That day I wouldn’t let their maid bathe them. I did it. I held their heads up in the water. Bathed their eyes. Little curls. Little crooked mouths laughing – water trickling. (She sees the blood on her hands. Quiet.) Blood on their foreheads. The fair hair.

Cliff (collecting pieces)    It’s all right sir. We’ve come through worse. Take more than this to knock us off our feet. We’re on top of it. (Searching on his knees. Sweeps pieces up with his handkerchief.) That’s a piece. (Another.) That. (Holds a piece in his mouth to free a hand. Picks the piece up. Drops it.) Sorry sir. Wish my hand wasn’t shaking. There’s no pleasure now in anything. Nothing to enjoy. No fun left.

Dea goes to Cliff. He cringes away protecting the pieces in his hands. She takes one of the pieces,

Dea    A piece of broken plate.

She tosses it away. Cliff scrambles after it. Finds it. Examines it.

Cliff    Piece of jaw. Left side. (He puts it with the other pieces.)

Dea (grating)    I didn’t know you could feel so much pain. (To Cliff.) If you can’t understand what I say listen to my breath. I’m dying. You weren’t mad when you came here. I made you mad. I told you the head was my son. It’s the worst thing I did. Take the tins and go.

Cliff has put the pieces into his pocket. Dea rips the pocket away. The flap hangs down. The pieces fall to the ground. Cliff bends to pick them up.

Dea    You’d have to pick everything. This place. The world. Your hand’s too small.

Cliff goes to pick up the tins. Sees his gun. Stares at it. Dea points to a tin on the ground.

Dea    A tin.

Cliff picks up his gun and then the tin.

Cliff    It doesn’t matter – I didn’t disobey the order. It’s still in my head.

Dea    Go quickly. If you get far enough you’ll forget it –

Cliff picks up the crate of tins. He goes out left while Dea talks.

Dea    I don’t want to die with the bones. So many. (Walks a few paces. Stumbles over. Walks a little way on all fours.) My blood will remind them they were alive. Blood can’t wash out tears here.

She topples over on her side. Off, a shot. She doesn’t hear it.

They can’t go on. I think they can’t. (The side of her feet slide in a few walking movements. Still.) People can’t. No more

Dead.
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One

Mountain

Mother and Son scrambling up a steep slope. They fight their way through dense undergrowth. Mother is some way ahead of Son.

Son    Where are you? I cant see you?

Mother (calling back)    Stay closer.

Son    Where’re we going? Why wont you tell me?

Mother    Keep up.

Son    I cant see you. Its steep. (Complaining to himself.) No light. No path. Trees. I could fall over the side and break my neck. (Calls.) Mother Im not going any further till you tell me where we’re going.

Mother    Trust me. (Closer.) I cant tell you. I have to show you.

Son    Why?

Mother    You’ll understand when you see it.

Son    What will I understand? How far is it?

Mother    If we hurry we’ll –. You keep stopping and starting –

Son    You’re lost.

Mother    No. Im just not sure how far we’ve managed to –

Son    We could die up here!

Mother    Don’t say that. No one will die.

Son    You came to me this morning. You had something to show me. You didn’t tell me about a mountain – this forest – we’ve been climbing all day – my clothes are torn – look Ive cut my –

Mother    We could be there now if you didn’t keep –

Son    Im going back.

Mother    You’d never find your way. Without me you’d –

Son    Im going –

Mother    I wont let you. You’d never forgive me if I did. You’d lose everything.

Son    Lose what? Why’s it so mysterious?

Mother (going)    We cant waste more time. Come with –

Son    No.

Mother (coming back)    You couldn’t understand if I told you. If I tell you before you see you’ll never understand. You’ld spend your life talking about it afterwards and you’d never understand. You have to see it first. Then you you’ll understand everything.

Son    You make it worse.

Mother    I shouldn’t have brought you here. Then you’d never know about it. Never regret it. But I have brought. We have to go on. I can show you and you’ll understand.

Son    Im going down.

Mother    Please. Ive managed it so badly. You know so little.

Son    I know this is crazy. I know that I –

Mother    You know nothing!

Son    I know you’re my mother and –

Mother    You know Im you mother? What’s that? D’you know what it means? If you turned back now I’d push you off this mountain so you wouldn’t spend the rest of your life knowing you’d turned back – knowing your mistake. That’s what a mother would do.

Son    … what’s the matter?…

Mother    Then I’d throw myself off after you and try to catch you before you fell to the bottom. Catch you before you were dead. You don’t understand that. You don’t live like that yet. You’re too young.

Son    Is it far?

Mother    Come on.

They scramble further.

Son (muttering to himself)    Its getting worse. The bushes are – Ouch! Damn! Why didn’t I make her go back. (Calls.) I cant leave you out here alone! You’re forcing me to risk both our lives! We are lost now. Come back with me – its too risky to –

Mother (ahead)    We’re there.

Son    There? Is this what –? Is this it?

Mother    Almost. This is our place. (Close.) You go first.

Son    Where?

Mother    Go on ahead of me now. You must see it alone.

Son    But you’ll –

Mother    Yes yes I’ll follow.

Son    Where do I – I cant see where I – ?

Mother    Only a little further.

Son    (further off) I cant see any –

Mother    Go where the bushes are thick. They grow together at the edge of the – to form a – push your way through. Are you all right?

Son (still further)    Its getting lighter It must come out on a clearing at the edge of the…

Mother    What d’you see? Tell me?

Silence.

Son (close. Whisper. Awe)    Its beautiful. A house. A mansion. So many windows. Turrets. Battlements. They’re called crenellations … Across a gully. A river. A torrent. A white house on the far side of a ravine.

Mother (nearer. Calling)    You’re being watched.

Son    Watched?

Mother (with him)    From the house.

Son    How can you tell? Its too far.

Mother    Standing behind a window.

Son    Who lives there? Whose is it?

Mother    Yours.

Son    No who owns it? Whose house is it?

Mother    Yours.

Son    Mine?

Mother    Go out in the clearing. Go to the edge of the cliff.

Son    Have I won it in a …?

Mother    Go to the edge. Show him you’re here

Son    – is all that mine? –

Mother    The edge. Make him see you.

Son    Yes – its sloping – the crumbly ground’s going to –

Mother    The edge. No one can hurt you.

Son (he falls)    Ahh! Mother mother! Aaahhh! Quick! Im hanging in the – the bush – quick Im clutching the bush – (Stunned horror.) Its coming out of the –

Mother    Show him! Show him! (Calls.) He wants me to catch the bush so it doesn’t throw him in the ravine!

Son    Mother – yes – hold the –

Mother (screaming)    Let go! Let go of my hand!

Son    The bush! You’re pulling it out of the – the bush is –

Mother (screaming and fighting)    Get off! Let go of my –! Pull me down in the –

Son screams as he falls into the ravine.

Mother (quiet)    He fell down in the ravine clutching the bush over his head. As if it was a corpse clutching a wreath at its funeral.

Son (falling)    Ah! Ah! (Rubble cascade.) Aaaaaagh! (Stops.) Ah. (Breathes heavily to gain control. Speaks to himself.) Its all right. You’re all right. All right man. Nothing’s –. (Calls.) Mother Im on a ledge? (To himself) A sill – sort of sill on the side of the – (Calls.) Mother can you see me? (To himself. Rapidly.) She’s gone for help – oh god get help out here! (Calls.) Mother! (To himself.) Keep still you bloody fool you’ll break the ledge and fall down to the river –

Later. Distant sea at the bottom of the ravine.

Son (flat. Exhausted from calling)    Mother. (Waits.) Mother. – She’s gonfor help? It takes her this long? It’s a long way. She wont try – she thinks you’re dead. She said someone was watching me from the window. They saw me fall. They’ll get help. The sea’s coming in. Hear it sharpening its knives down in the –. (Calls.) Mother I cant cling here. Fall down in the night. Cold’s made my hands numb. Go dead. (Pushing.) Im going to push myself along the edge. (To himself.) It’ll be all right. What if the ledge runs out? (Rubble cascade. Cold panic.) O god the bloody earth – the stones are against me – ledge giving way. Keep – go on – (Stops.) Its dark. What? There. Patch of darkness on the dark. Opening in the cliff. Must be. (He begins to breathe faster.) A cave.

Later. The sea is not heard.

Son    I could kiss the ground under my feet. Thought I was dead, (Calls.) Im in a cave. Tell the rescuers.The locals ’ll know where it is. – She didn’t hear me outside – she wont in here – (Stops.) You’re being watched. – Hello. (No answer.) I fell down the –. (Mirthless giggle.) Stupid to say that.

Father    I cant see your face.

Son    What?

Voice    You’re a shadow against the light. Turn to the opening of the cave. Yes I see you now. You’re my son. Can I touch your face? You flinch. Come with me. The tunnel’s low. You have to stoop. Hurry.

Two

Train

Kings Cross Terminal. Rush hour. Walking footsteps. Someone running. Scampering into a carriage as doors shut.

Son    Phew – I almost –

Woman    Oh!

Son    Sorry – missed the –. Are you all right?

Woman    Its nothing.

Son    Yes – Im sorry –

Woman    My fault. I was struggling with my case.

Son    Let me help you to –

Woman    Really I can manage.

Son    Let me. Please. (Lifts case.) Heavy. I’ll put it in the rack for you. Look on top of mine.

Woman    Sorry?

Son    Easy to get out when we arrive.

Woman    Thank you. (Looks at carriage.) Its full.

Son (low)    I hate crowded trains

Woman    There’s empty seats. By the woman in red. Two.

Son    Together. I’ll find one in another carriage.

Woman    There’s no need.

Son    I gave you a hand with your luggage. I don’t want you to think.

Woman    We should get them before anyone else does.

Son    Well –

Woman    I cant turn you out of a public carriage because you helped me with my case.

They go to the seats.

Son    Please take the window. – Thought Id missed it. London traffic. Are you going the whole way?

Woman    Yes. Are you?

Son (whisper)    I wish she wasn’t wearing red.

Woman (whisper)    She’ll hear.

Son    I hate red. Especially when its that awful.

Woman    Shut your eyes.

Son    Cant keep them shut five hours. Wearing red when you’re as fat as a –

Woman (interrupting)    Are you travelling up on a visit?

Son    Moving up. Permanently if things go well. You?

Woman    Don’t know yet.

Son    Im out of a job. Made redundant.

Woman    Oh dear.

Son    Yes. Sack was a shock. Sudden. Out on the streets this day and age. You realise how little you are and how big the city is. The rat race is bigger than you. Rats running round and round. Rats on a roundabout. Even the cars are on it. Did you know that’s why they build the tall blocks. Rat runs in the clouds. That’s how it is – Im not complaining. Am I stopping you doing anything? Did you want to read your magazine.

Woman    I sleep on trains.

Son    Red’s not a colour. Its suicide note. Her friends should tell her. When you wear that red you wouldn’t have any friends. The refreshment trolley’ll be round soon.

Three

Mansion

Son    This is the house I saw? Everything’s huge. Empty. You live here alone?

Father    Since she left.

Son    Down in the cave you said I was your son.

Father    Yes.

Son    Why? How could I be your son?

Father    Who else would she bring here? She comes here every year on the day she left me. I never go out to her. She knew I was watching from this window. She wore white so I had to see her. A little shape on the far side of the ravine. No bigger than a tear on a fly’s face – a local saying. Today she wasn’t alone. She brought you. I was horrified. I knew who you were. I couldnt shout. You wouldn’t hear. I was going out to warn you. Wave my arms –

Son    Warn me?

Father    She was too quick. As soon as you were on the cliff she pushed you in the ravine.

Son    Warn me you –. (Stops. Realises.) You said she pushed me in the ravine.

Father    I saw my son for the first time on the day he was killed. I sat here and mourned for you all day. She sat there on the cliff waiting for me to come out and rave at her. And then it came to me – perhaps your body was on the rocks. The tide hadn’t washed you away. I could go own and see you again. The tunnel goes down from the cellars. Runs under the inlet. I didn’t know you were on the ledge. You’re wet. The sea drips through the roof. I made you hurry. You kept stumbling. Shock. Hurry hurry. I wanted to show her you weren’t dead. She hadn’t killed you. We were too late. She’d gone. I’ll get you some dry things to –

Son    No no! – wait!

Father    You were lucky. If the ledge was –

Son    Wait! Why would she –? She said this house was mine –

Father    It will be. I’ll give you everything. Then it wont be empty and cold like this. It used to be full of people. Parties. Visitors. Noise. Children running up and down the stairs. You could hear the laughter from the gardens. You’ll bring it all back. You’re young. It’ll come to you.

Son    You said she tried to kill me.

Father    That’s why she brought you here.

Son    You ask me to believe that? She’s my mother!

Father    Did she tell you I was your father?

Son    What’s that to do with – why should she want to kill me if –

Father    She didn’t tell you. What else hasn’t she told you?

Son    I have a father – its not –

Father    Have you met him?

Son    No. He left her when…

Father    When he knew she was having a child? Abandoned her? Ran off to sea? Another woman? You’re confused. This house is real. Did she tell you about the house?

Son    Yes – when we were on the –

Father    When she tried to kill you? She ran out of this house eighteen years ago. Your age. There are things – some things – if you decide to do them you have to do it all – all – anything you leave undone shuts you in the past. Locks the door. Buries you in the keyhole. When she left this house she took it with her. You. You are the house. You were conceived in it. To get out of this house she has to kill you. Till then you keep her here. Lock her in. The emptiness in this house is her emptiness. She’s full of emptiness. Living with that emptiness in you is unbearable. I can tell you the story of your life. Everyone lives in the emptiness. People are fossils buried in eternity. You see them standing at the bus stop. If you knew how to look you’d see the emptiness. Its not tolerable. Do anything to get out of it! You must commit a violence against the world. Break the human laws that bind you to a place that’s inhuman. The world’s a mistake. Did anyone ask the universe if it wanted to be created? When you live in this house you have to ask these questions. She cant leave the house till you’re dead. But she has to do it herself. Break the human laws She must kill her son.

Son    She didnt try to kill me. It was an accident. She said the house was mine. I was stupid. Greedy. I wanted to see it. Went to the edge. Fell. Grabbed the bush. She lent over to – my god in all that danger she lent over to grab my hand – you went dizzy just to look down at – and I could’ve pulled her down with me. We’d’ve gone to the bottom clutching each other. Dead. The ledge wouldn’t have held two of us. I almost killed her.

Father    You can believe that for a few days. You wont manage any longer. You must get into dry – and eat. In the morning I’ll show you the house. I keep this part to live in. The mice live in the rest. The furniture – the collections – paintings. The view from the roof is important. In the afternoon we’ll start the tour of the grounds. It’s all neglected. You’ll put it right. Our Orangey is a Georgian masterpiece.

Son    If my mother tried to kill me – she didn’t – but if she did d’you think I’ld live in the house where she – ?

Father (violent)    She tried to kill you! She needs you dead to be at peace! (Recovers.) No not like that. Im with my son today. Today must be different. Let it be a good day. Just today. Tomorrow will be ordinary. Practical. Foolish. You’ll find out about the money. The paintings are priceless. Lists and inventories. Common vulgar things. Today’s almost over and we havent been happy or at peace in it. We’ll pay for that. Tomorrow we’ll be much older because we wasted today. Time always makes you pay. You’re wet and cold but you’re too shocked to shiver. If I fetch you some of my dry things will you – ?

Son    How could she want to kill me? She’s my mother.

Father    Im your father.

Son    … Im the son…

Four

Train

Son    I could tell he had it in for me from the way he was cleaning his glasses. He held them in one hand. Breathed on the lens. Rubbed them on a tissue between his finger and thumb. Didn’t look me in the eyes. Smiled. Even his rat’s whiskers were smiling. I thought I know you’re going to sack me. Why don’t you do it? The suspense must be killing you. Am I talking too much?

Woman    No.

Son    I am. I always do. You said you wanted to sleep.

Woman    Not fun losing your job.

Son    Could be the best thing to happen Im not going to scour the adds. Cook up a CV. Fill in applications. Sit in waiting rooms. Its happened once. Not again. Im going to start up my own business. Take charge of my life. Ive got my severance money and Ive saved. You can get small business grants. Cant be too hard to work out the forms. There’s opportunities up there for someone like me. Stay with the parents till its sorted out. Anyway it’ll give me time to look round. Come to terms with the situation. If I go under its my fault.

Woman    Have you got a partner? For the business?

Son    No. Solo. When Im secure I’ll hire staff. No future freelancing in my line anymore. That’s gone.

Woman    What business is it?

Son    Guess.

Woman    Something creative.

Son    Oh?

Woman    Artistic.

Son    Why d’you say so?

Woman (low)    The red dress. You didn’t just dislike it. It irritates you. Most men wouldn’t bother to notice.

Son    That’s clever. Its not the colour, its what it means. People who wear the wrong clothes have no inner life. They’re hiding from themselves. Dress up in disguise so they never have to meet themselves. They all do it now. Over-dress. Watch people in the street. Crowds in disguise. If they bumped into their self they wouldn’t know their own name, wouldn’t know who to apologise to. Im glad you’re not wearing red.

Woman    Im going to try to sleep.

Son    Don’t you want to know the answer first?

Woman    What?

Son    You asked me what I do? – What d’you do? What’s your job?

Woman    I havent got one. Ive finished university. Im scouring adds, Writing applications. Buying boring magazines to read in waiting rooms.

Son    Ah. Im sorry. Trains make me philosophise. It’s the rhythm. And rushing into space. Unnatural. You’re never sure where you‘ll end up. Crash. Are the people in this carriage the sort you’d choose to die with? We could all end up in a morgue lying naked on slabs next to each other. We wouldn’t know less about each other than we know now. All we know is one of us wears the wrong clothes and has no inner life. All you know of anyone is the image floating on water. A face from a magazine wobbling on the water while it slowly washes the image away. What did you study at university? Are you there? (No answer.) Glad you’re asleep. I can talk to you properly. D’you fancy me? I fancy you something rotten.

Five

Mansion

Son    I don’t want –

Father    You must. Eat – you’re in a state of shock. You stay here tonight. Surely you cant think of –

Son    Let me be quiet. Please! Im trying to understand how you and my mother in this house –. I cant imagine it.

Father    She’s changed.

Son    How d’you know? You said you havent spoken to her for years.

Father    I can see she’s changed in you. You’re a – you’re the sort of son a man would want. She couldn’t have brought you up to be what you are if she hadn’t changed. She was staff.

Son    Staff? – a servant?

Father    A cleaning woman. The housekeeper hired her. There used to be a housekeeper here, servants, kitchens staff, gardeners. One morning I was at my desk trying to concentrate. I heard a noise. A sort of crying. Moaning. Scraping. It – vexed me. I saw my hand writing ‘metal sucking a stone’ – it had nothing to do with what I was working at. Then it was silent. I thought it had stopped. It started again. I got up. Went to the door. Opened it a crack.If I’d closed it. Shut it. My life would have been different. Things wouldnt have happened. You wouldn’t be here almost dead. Ive had no happiness since I opened the door. Terrible gratifications. Satisfactions. Desires. Pleasures in the crannies of the body – the soul. But I was never happy again.

Son    What did you see?

Father    Not now. Perhaps tomorrow I –

Son    What was the sound?

Father    She knelt on the floor. Hunched. Scrubbing with a brush. In those days the floors were scrubbed by hand. The bucket made the noise. Scrapped on the tiles when she pushed it in front of her. I watched through the crack. Spying in my own house. The brush was a common piece of wood. Worn. Soaked. Smoothed like skin by the –. The thick hairs. Coarse bristles. Her fingers gripping the wood. Sometimes both hands which was monstrous. She splashed the water from the bucket. Slopped it. Swilled it on the tiles. The suds – soap suds – swimming on the edge of the water where she drove it over the floor – crawling forward lurching on her knees – heaving with her arms – pushing the bucket. Later I went to the ravine. Often. I looked down at the water in the bottom. In the shadow. Still. A black bed. I told myself throw yourself down and be at peace. Rid of her. I married her.

Son    Why?

Father    The housekeeper left. She blamed herself for hiring her. My friends were scandalised. Then horrified. They left. Everyone left. They thought it was unnatural to be here. The isolation. The river. There was a disorder in the house. They never came back. We were alone. She cleaned the floors no one walked on. She said it was all she could do. She was good at it. She liked her bucket. All this was normal. Not strange. It was the rest. You see how big the windows are in this house. Whatever room I was in I saw the day going. The dark drawing across the windows like curtains. At night I went to her. She was waiting. When she heard me at the door she pulled back the covers for me to go in. She kept my mind on it all the day. I heard the bucket scraping. Sometimes she seemed to disappear. I couldnt find her. There was no sound but it was even louder in my head. Sharp. Shouting at me. I thought she’d gone. I was frantic. I searched the rooms. Thank god I was free. There’d be no more of it. I opened a door. The library. The ballroom. The bucket was in the middle of the floor where she’d put it. Or on the stairs. Even at my desk. I went to her. She could commit hari-kari on my body – not hers – rip my stomach open even when she was in another room. You can understand this today because she’s pushed you from the cliff. If I told you tomorrow you wouldn’t understand. Not for a long time. You would in the end. Everyone does in the end. It’s the sex.

Son    I don’t understand.

Father    If I was telling you a story I could end it by a trick. Throw her bucket in the ravine. Watch it ‘bobbing on the tide till it reached the ponderous sea and floated calmly away and whatever was in it howled and shrieked till the sea swallowed it.’ It isn’t a story. There are women like that. Even the light on their hair lures you. Night after night. Endless. Drawing me– pulling me through her body. Towing me in her flesh. There was so much sex in her the emptiness of the house was sex. One night as we made this sex I heard the river howling in the ravine – a torrent rushing ripping the cliffs down in the water – taking the ground and the house down shaking and tottering – a storm. But it wasn’t. It was my breath. She brought you here today to kill you while I watched.

Son    No.

Father    To break the human law. Break all of it. Nothing not done. – She left. I went through the rooms. I thought it was her usual foreplay with the house. There was no wet. No damp on the tiles. It was dark and the bed was empty. I sat beside it. The sex was like a puppet inside me. Filling me. Bigger than me. Pushing at my skin. Twisting my bones. I thought I would burst. I whimpered yes go but first – if we do it once more – once – the puppet inside me grew bigger – jabbered its head – once so that everything is taken from the last sex in the – it’ll be over – free – gone. Lust desire must come to an end – and the puppet saw her in the big window – walking up the hill away from the house – nailed to the glass – alive flapping its wings – a case in her hands. I ran out on the drive. I shouted yes yes go go come back away keep from don’t go stay come back go keep out of my stay stay away don’t leave stay go go go go go stay stay. I stood on the drive and shouted. I think the stones on the drawbridge are still shaking from my shouts. She had a case in her hand but she didn’t know she was carrying you inside her. Let me touch you.

Son    No.

Father    There can be a storm – you see the tumult of clouds – they’re pieces of paper searching to see what’s written on them – but the clouds are too few for you to write all that you have to write – the wooden puppet inside me waited eighteen years – the person nailed to the wood can die – the wood cant –. But her time is gone. She couldn’t kill you. You were inside her then. If I touch you perhaps the puppet will die and the house will come to life again. I could stoop down to touch you – I wouldnt mind that – then you wouldn’t have to see my face and I could put my hand into the past.

Son    Im shaking … he says my mother tried to kill me … the house is mine … I fell down the cliff … I cant stop shaking … he says Im the mask torn off the face of the cliff…

Father    You see me an image of a common idiom. I saw her hand through the crack in the door. Raw. Clutching the wooden handle. She had me in the palm of her hand.

Six

Train

Son (gentle)    Excuse me … May I?

Woman (waking)    What?

Son    Was it all right to wake you? The refreshment trolley’s here. May I get you something?

Woman    Yes. Oh. Please. Some coffee.

Son    Two coffees please.

Trolley Attendant    Two coffees.

Woman    You must let me pay for the–

Son    Wont hear of it.

Woman    Please.

Son    You put up with my chatter.

Trolley Attendant    Milk sugar madam?

Woman    Milk.

Son    Two milks no sugar. D’you want anything to eat?

Woman    No thanks. I wish you’d let me pay

Son    No sugar – that’s what keeps your figure slim.

Woman    What’s the time? That’s all? – I hoped Id slept through it.

Son    I shouldn’t have woken you.

Woman    The coffee’s good.

Trolley Attendant    Anything else sir?

Son    No thanks.

Woman    What’s on your paper? What are you scribbling?

Son    Putting down ideas. I keep changing my mind. Make plans then see they’re rubbish. I hope the best way of organising whatever it is will come to me as it does when I draw things. They pop up in my head with all the details. But planning things – abstractions – organising what goes on out there –. Am I making sense? If I don’t have a structure on paper – how I intend to go about things – before I arrive home – then in the morning I’ll get up and there’ll be all the other things I have to do – go to places where I grew up to see how they’ve changed – call the people I used to knock about with – the time’ll go and I’ll have nothing to show for it. I go to my favourite places to draw them so when they’re ruined – everything’s ruined these days – they’re still mine as they used to be. I have the truth on paper. You notice Im morbid on trains. Before the crash you have to have all your great thoughts before its too late. No one else will hear them but you’ve told them to yourself. You havent lived in vain. Had all the trouble for nothing.

Woman    You draw. I said you were artistic. I wish I could draw. It must be fascinating.

Son    In a way. Only Im not very good at it.

Woman    Oh Im sure that’s –

Son    No its true. When I was a kid I was going to be Rembrandt-Turner-Picasso-El Greco-Goya. A real artist. Not a Damien Hirst. I hate all the Saachi-artystuff. Manet would do. Only Im not. So I went into graphic design. I could live by doing some of what I was able to do but never have to face I couldn’t do what I wanted to do more than anything else in the world. Its like the you-know-what dress. Picasso would have loved it because it was ugly – wrong – human. I got ratty. Always listen to your teeth when they grate – they’re telling you something. Picasso was an artist and that made him a businessman. Their Damien is a businessman trying to be an artist. All the difference. Art then money. You have to have them in the right order if you want to be brushed by genius. You can worship Manet or Monet but not money. I don’t suppose that’s original.

Woman    Its unfair. Damien Hirst is obsessed with death. He’s the eyes of the times. The zeitgeist. Its just that he thinks money is the cure for death.

Son    That’s clever. But money is the cure for death, that’s the zeitgeist – and Jesus had a good bank manager. The perfect piece of art now is a toilet covered in diamonds. And it must be in use. You need the chain and the soiled paper. You’ve finished your coffee. Give me the cup.

Woman    Thanks.

Son    I bet you were good at university.

Woman    I was.

Son    You got a good degree.

Woman    Yes.

Son    In what?

Woman    Business studies.

Son    Practical. Nice.

Woman    What’s practical anymore? When I started university my future was set-up. Our family business. It was like a neglected child. The elders stopped it growing. You can be cruel to things as well as people. You meant that when you said about drawing places in time. I was supposed to take over and put it right. Breathe life into it. I was too late. There’s no business. It crashed in the depression. On the first day actually.

Son    How to manage a business – you must give me tips. Finance. So Im not screwed. I’ll do the screwing.

Woman    I had a dream just before you –

Son    Im sorry I didn’t mean to –

Woman    No it had already stopped.

Son    When you slept I stared at you close up without being rude.

Woman    Its rude to tell me.

Son    Im allowed to be rude. Im an artist sort of. You don’t know anyone till you’ve see them asleep. Then you see what sort of child they were.

Woman    I dreamt about you.

Son    Oh. Did – did anything happen?

Woman    No. Someone tried to kill you.

Son    Oh lor.

Woman    Pushed you off a cliff.

Son    Why?

Woman    Then you were crawling through a tunnel. Seawater dripping through the roof. You came out in a house. A huge mansion with a drawbridge. There was a man there. Crazy. Raving about something. I cant remember. Then you were eating. Sitting at a table in front of a big window. Huge panes. Georgian. You turned your head and stopped eating. You’d see something outside the window.

Son    What?

Woman    I don’t know. It drifted off.

Son    I never dream.

Woman    Why’re you tearing your paper?

Son    Because its nonsense. (Gives her the paper.) Keep the bits for confetti. I make plans and I don’t know what Im doing. What if Im coming up here to run away from the mess Ive made of life? Tomorrow I’ll get up in the morning and drift. See the places where I grew up. Call old mates. Its excuses isn’t it? Can I be serious? Deadly serious.

Woman    I thought you were.

Son    No I mean deadly. Have you got anywhere to stay? Have you booked into a hotel or something?

Woman    I’ll do that when I get to the –

Son    That’s not practical. Im staying with my parents. Come and stay with them – no no please its not a try on. I promise. My parents wouldn’t allow us – they go to chapel. It wouldn’t cost you anything.

Woman    That’s kind of you but I –

Son    No please. Listen. I know this is –. I bumped into you when the doors were closing. Jumped in and – I saw your hands clutching your case. Almost fell on top of you. You let me put your case in the rack. If the doors had closed we’d never have met. We’re both looking for work. Im a half-artist. I don’t know how to run a business. I couldn’t make a bread roll roll. To be a bit more honest – I wasnt sacked because I was redundant. Im sorry if I gave that impression. I was just sacked. I didn’t fit in the cage. I want to be my own boss. Be myself. Not climb another mountain and find it’s the same trash heap. And you have a degree in business studies. Business studies! – it’s a halo! A pair of wings!

Woman    You said you never dreamed.

Son    Listen –

Woman (whisper)    You’re annoying the woman.

Son    What?

Woman (whisper)    Red dress.

Son (low)    Sometimes cities are good. Out of millions of people they throw two together. Its more than fate. Its statistics. Two people right for each other and it works. If they say no they’re thrown back on the heap. The crowd in disguise. They end up like a grain of sand boasting it owns the ocean. If you stay with my parents tonight – in the morning we’ll talk– a business breakfast– plan – calculate – speculate. I came up here – that was the best part of my intentions anyway – because half the people here are out of work. They’ll start up businesses. They need me. I can hear the wings beating! Publicity. Logos. Leaflets. Branding. Their own image. I can do that. Im good at it.

Woman    Sorry I think you should find another seat. There must be some in another carriage.

Son    No. I wont shut up. What’s society – anyone – doing for people like us? Chucking us out before we’ve started. We pay for their failures. For our parents’ mistakes. Politicians’ madness. Bankers’ treason – that’s what it was, treason against ordinary people. Now the city’s given us a chance. If you’re young you’re supposed to be cynical. Cant we let reality be good for once? There are days when you have to see things clearly. Is not ordinary but what’s ordinary ever done for us? (Silence.) Yes? (Groans.) Please please please. This could change our lives. In forty years we could be taking this journey again to celebrate what we did now when we’re young and yes you’re beautiful. Your business knowledge, practicality, my craziness – and Im a realist too, you wont make me a Picasso but I know what I can do with a brush and a pencil – and a camera –

Woman (half laugh)    I did dream about you – but not of you.

Son    Don’t wake up. Do that in the morning if we have to. You hesitate … All the smart bosses ’ll be queuing up to hire you. Perhaps we wont be partners. You’re not committed. You could walk away. But we’ll always know each other. Always remember this – wont we? And if you ever saw me begging in the street you’d stop your Porsche and give me a crust

Woman    Don’t say that. It frightens me. You’re boasting of being second rate again. Second rate doesnt deserve crusts. – If I came to you tonight we have to make something work. Not abandon our decisions when we’ve hardly had time to make them. We’re not excuses running round on two legs. – I don’t know your name. Dont tell me yet. Our names are in the past – lets just be our new selves. For now. You get excited. I get deadly serious. If I have to I’d learn to draw.

Son    You’ll come?

Red Woman    Young man kindly keep your noise down. Some of us want to sleep.

Son    Oh madam what a beautiful dress. Red! – it suits you perfectly!

Red Woman (flattered)    Oh do you think so?

Son    You’re a walking celebration.

Seven

Mansion

Father    Come and eat. Ive cooked.

Son    I cant.

Father    Sit by the window. Eat and your appetite will come back.

Son    If my mother thinks Im dead – what is she doing now – ?

Father    She’d forgotten you. For the first time since you were born she wasnt thinking about you. Then an idea will come into her head. She hasn’t seen your body. You could be alive. She’ll panic. It’ll torment her. She’ll tear herself to pieces.

Son    She tried to save me – she reached out to –

Father    You didn’t scream. She did.

Son    You heard her – ?

Father    No. Too far. I saw. Her mouth opened. Wide. Gaped. She danced. Stamping. Howling. Lifting her skirts. Hitting the air. She danced with herself as if she was a crowd. How else d’you celebrate when you’ve murdered your son? The cliff was shaking. She could have fallen. stopped. She was afraid. That’s when she panicked. She realised you might be alive. Life can be cruel. You could be clinging a few feet below her. Perhaps she heard you – or her screams jumping about on the rocks below. She crept to the edge. Looked down. You’re not there. The relief. I saw all this. I saw her dab the sweat from her face. She crouched – crouched – on the edge. Looking down. Still. She wasn’t at peace. It was deeper. She stared at the silence. That’s why she killed you. So that she could crouch on the edge of the cliff and stare at the silence. People would say hate. Revenge. It wasn’t. It was the end of everything. There was no past. Nothing had ever happened. There was no future. No now. Nothing. It was the end of then. She could be sitting anywhere. On the tiles of a house or by a road. Where she always was. Where the world is crouched in the grass on the top of the cliff. I watched across the ravine. She began to scratch her clothes as if she thought they were her skin. One thing disturbed the emptiness. It came in her head. You were alive. When she thought that she began to mourn more deeply than any other woman has ever mourned. She crept down the cliff where you fell. She’s on the bottom searching on the rocks. If she found your body she’d bend over it. People would say the last kiss. Farewell. No. She cleaned the tiles but they were never clean. She’s checking to see if you’re breathing. If you are she’d put her arms round you. Not a hug or embrace – to crush your neck. Time is very long. It lies to the clocks and eternity hasnt started yet. Eat.

Son    She’s outside.

Father    Your mother?

Son    Staring at the house.

Father    She cant see you. You’re safe. The light’s reflected back on the glass.

Son    I must go out to her.

Father    No!

Son    Get off! Let go!

Father    She’s come to see if you’re dead !

Scuffle. The chair is knocked over. Son throws the plate at Father. It shatters on the tiles.

Son    – Don’t touch me.

Father (flat)    She comes and you throw the food in my face. Im your father –

Son    Dont. – Im going out to –

Father (rage)    Im your father! Obey me when I tell you!

Son (shaken)    … Fetch her in. You say you’re my father? Did she try to kill me? This house is mine when you‘re dead. The three of us have to be in this room together. Now. Or I’ll never know who I am. Fetch her.

Father    No.

Son    I’ll do it.

Father    All the doors are locked.

Son    I’ll break the window.

Father    If you go out you wont come back. You’ll lose everything. Ah – this was decided eighteen years ago. Your the mechanic who looks after the past. That’s why you’re here. Keys. (Throws.) Pick them up.

Son scrapes the keys from the floor.

Eight

Drive

Key turns in lock. Heavy door opens. A wooden sigh.

Son (calls)    Mother.

Mother bursts into a long raving garbled babbling Banshee howling.

Son (panicked)    Im not dead! (Going to her.) Feel my – hold me – !

Mother – choking verbal convulsions.

Son    Im not dead.

Mother screams.

Son    Im not dead.

Mother (choking sobs)    You fell.

Son    A ledge!

Mother    He’s not dead.

Son    He’s told me about –

Mother (muttering ramble)    He’s not dead he’s not dead he’s not dead –

Son    – his obsessions – fantasies. Im so happy you – kiss me –

Mother    Not just – a moment to – (Formally, to calm herself.) ‘Im glad you’re not dead.’ – You‘ve spoken to –? He lies. I was a prisoner. He sent everyone away. All of them. Emptied – (Mutter.) he’s not dead – the house. Locked the doors. Forced me to wash the floors. All day. Woke me in the night – wash the floors! Stood by me while I did it. Slithered and stamped in the water. (Mutter.) He’s not dead he’s not dead he’s not dead – Clean it! Clean it! Kicked the bucket. Made me crawl for it. Kicked it round the room. On my knees. My hands. Stared at my hands. Always my hands.

Son    Come into the house – tell him what you –

Mother    No – I cant! Not in there. I cant! Its their charnel house. Come with me to the other side of the river –

Son    Did you try to kill me? He says you –

Mother    Kill you? Its not true. How could it be? You slipped. On the cliff. I saw your heel split the ground and the brown earth vomit into the – you clung to the branch – a withered bush– I went down – your head was under my face – the branches – white – withered – wrapped round your limbs – holding you like a skeleton while I gave you my breast. You slipped. Fell in the ravine. That gorge. That abyss.

A dull thud.

Son    What – ?

Mother    He’s shut the door.

Son    Ive got the key. Why did you leave him! I must know that!

Mother    His obsession! Got worse! Stood closer! His temper – rage. He kicked the –. Something would happen. Then I realised! Any day he could do it!

Son    What?

Mother    Cut off my hands.

Son    What?

Mother    Get rid of me and keep my hands.

Son    Mother we must go to him. Face him with the – tell him all you’ve just – (Calls.) Father! – mother’s told me you –

Silence.

Its gone. The house has gone. There’s no house. – Mother the – (Stops.) Mother! She’s gone. There’s nothing here. All gone. Where am I?

Nine

Northern terminal – taxi

Trains cars footsteps.

Woman    Can you manage. Let me take my case.

Son    I’ll do it. Taxis are down there.

Taxi engine.

Woman    I don’t know how you’ll pass me off to your parents.

Son    Not passing you off. I’ll introduce my business partner. This is crazy it must be real. I know where I am at last. Ive got the next forty years in my diary. The world’s on our side for once. . We’re an advert for the human race.

Taxi Driver (Northumberland accent)    Which side sir?

Son    Left.

Later. Engine.

Son    This street gets longer every time I come down it. (The taxi turns a corner.) There by the tree. Oh look miaow. Notice pinned to it. Someone’s lost their cat.

Taxi stops.

Taxi Driver    Hand with the cases sir?

Son    Its fine. How much do I –

Woman    I’m settling this.

Son    No you’re family guest.

Woman    You take the cases. (To Driver.) How much is it?

Driver    Twenty pounds miss.

Footsteps on drive.

Woman (approaching)    There’s no light.

Son    Put the taxi on expenses. Our first liability.

Three knocks on the door.

Woman    Did you tell them what time you’d –

Son    They don’t know Im coming. Give them a surprise. Always complain I don’t come often enough.

Taxi drives off.

Woman    Try again.

Son    Mustnt sound impatient.

Woman    They’re out.

Son    Not this time of night. Not the sort.

Woman    Havent you got a key?

Son    Key?

Woman    Family home. You must have a key.

Son    Didnt take it with me down to … (Mutter.) Come on, come on.

Woman    Let me try,

Three knocks. Silence.

Woman    I’ll call you in the morning. Im going back to town.

Son    You cant. Your case. No taxis out here this time of night.

Woman    I told the taxi to wait round the corner.

Son    Oh. You don’t trust me. Means bad luck. Everything has to be yes on a night like this or it doesn’t work.

Woman    If I hadn’t made him wait I’d –

Son (knocking three times)    Come on – what the hell are you –

Silence.

Son    We’ll both go to a hotel. Don’t worry – separate rooms. You know I fancy you but it’d be stupid to spoil it for the sake of a quick –

Woman    Ive just remembered my dream in the train. A plate and knife and fork on a table. On each side of the plate a severed hand. Cut off at the wrist.

Son    I never dream.

Three knocks. The snarl of tearing bricks and wood. A roar. Son and Woman scream. Once, short.

Taxi. Engine ticking over. Roar of falling house.

Taxi Driver    What the –? Bloody ’ell the – (He jumps from the taxi.) The ’ouse is fallin! ’Ouses don’t do such things!

He runs to the house.

Hey yous didn’t pay me! Me waitin time! Me money! Me money!

The house falls in ruins.
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One

Bright southern light

War Zone. Deserted piece of land scored by vehicle tracks. The ruined city is unseen. A small heap of a water bottle, small-rounds ammunition case and a piece of red-and-blue check rag. Dropped a little away from it an army fatigue jacket.

A Woman comes on. She wears a long dirty white smock and a black shawl. She carries a baby bundled in a blue cloth. She passes the heap. Stops – looks round. Suddenly puts down her baby and swiftly goes back to the heap. Picks up the water bottle. Shakes it. The sound of water. Looks round. Darts a look at the jacket. Picks up the jacket and the cloth. Takes them and goes back to her baby. Searches the jacket pockets. Nothing of value. Shakes the jacket. Feels the lining. Hears a noise. Picks up the water bottle, the piece of rag and the jacket and puts them back where they were. Goes back to her baby on the ground. Stands by it. Stares in the direction of the sound.

Harry comes on from the back. He wears army fatigues, except for the jacket, and webbing. A helmet with a camouflage net. In one hand he carries a rifle. In the other a baby bundled in a piece of the blue-and-red check rag. He aims the rifle at the Woman.

Harry    Up! Hands up! (Gestures with the rifle. The woman puts one hand up. With the other she clutches the baby. He checks the heap with a quick glance.) On your jack? Understand? On your own? Where from? (The woman gestures vaguely to the unseen ruins.) Don’t give me that. We search all that when we came through. (Jerks rifle to point at her baby.) What you got?

Woman (picks up her baby)    Water for baby.

Harry (stares at her baby. Spits on the ground)    Jees. – No water. Your lot. Blew up the –. How you get here?

Woman    Water for baby.

Harry    No water. You tore up the pipes.

Woman (points to water bottle)    Water for baby.

Harry    Empty.

Woman    See the light shining through the –

Harry (gestures with rifle)    Put it down. Put it on the ground. (Woman puts her baby on the ground.) Up! (Woman puts both hands up in the air.)

Woman    Water for baby.

Harry    Should’ve thought of that before you brought kids in a war. You started it. (He goes halfway towards the baby and stares at it.) Should drop you per orders. Would if you didn’t have a kid round your neck … (Goes back. Picks up water bottle. Shakes it.) Not enough for two. My mates dead. Or leave half their-selves here when they go back. Be wheeled round in wheelchairs like toddlers for the rest of their lives. Might as well be wheeled round on a hearse. Watch this. You suffer for a change. Suffer. (Picks up the water bottle. Unscrews the cap. Shakes the bottle.) Hear that? Sounds like its laughing.

Woman    Water for baby.

Harry    Watch. (Picks up his baby.) Wake up. Din-dins times. Drink. Show her what you can do. (He jabs the water bottle at his baby.) Open your –

Woman    No! Splashing the –. Careful careful. Its running on the –

Harry    Drink. Show her. Be a good little –. (Pretends to drink.) Glug-glug. ’S lovely. Open your – it cant open its lips.

Woman    Wet your finger. Wet your finger –. O God I’ve got to show him how to steal water from my baby.

Harry    Its lips are cracked. Yellow crust sticking them together –

Woman    Wet your finger. Dab its lips.

Harry (tries to make his baby drink)    Drink. Try.

Woman (wandering) Water for baby. Water for baby. Water for baby.

Harry    Stay there! If you – shoot you and your kid –

He crouches on the ground with his baby. Wets his finger.

Woman    Water for baby. (She goes to pick up her baby.)

Harry    Leave it! Hands up! (Excitedly.) Its trying! Its trying! (Gleefully.) Its little tongue’s coming out through the – (Chuckling.) poking through the yellow – (Admonishing baby.) don’t eat it – (Removing bits of crust from the baby’s mouth. Flicks them aside.) I can feel its body tightening up with the – (Accidentally splashes water.) – struggling to –

Woman    O God wasting it! Wasting it! Spilling it on the – ! – Water for my baby.

Harry (shouts at the woman)    Stop it! Stop it! You’re scaring it! Howling like the dogs in the ruins. – God its sicking something up – (Wipes his baby’s mouth with a corner of the cloth.) It wants to take it –. Open your eyes. If I dab its eyes? – put water on its eyes – it’ll open them and see its water and know how to drink –

Woman goes to crouch by the man.

Woman    Come with me. The two of us will find water. We had lakes in the hills. They blew them up when you came. Its holy water. People said hermits walked on it. They cant dry up, cant be bombed. There’s still some in the hills. Rocks. Puddles. Pools of water –

Harry    Told you to keep your hands –

Woman    It wont drink. Wants to share it with my baby. Say so if it could. Right to share. If it drinks it now it’d go to hell. It knows that even that age. Doesn’t have to be taught.

Harry    Pathetic! (Short laugh.) Anything to –

Woman    If you gave me water for my baby, yours would drink. Laugh at me! You’re afraid to try.

Harry    Not enough for two.

Woman    Afraid. Ashamed to look.

Harry stands. Holding his baby he walks to her baby. With his boot he carefully lifts the covering from its face. Looks. He doesn’t stoop.

Harry    Its dead.

Woman    Yes.

Harry (trying to make her understand)    No, dead – Its grey. The grey you get when it happens. That’s dead for days.

Woman    Three. The soldiers saw it was dead. They thought I was dead with it. Still holding it. They let me go.

Harry    Dead. She’s mad. Why d’you want water for a dead – ?

Woman    To wash it.

Harry    Wash it? You’d take water from a living kid to wash a corpse –? Why?

Woman    The dead are washed.

Harry    Not when it means –

Woman    The dead are washed in our country.

Harry    Not when it means the living will –

Woman    The living are here to wash the dead. It says so in the books.

Harry    This place is full of the dead. Ruins stuffed with ’em. Its their country now! Who’ll wash them?

Woman    I don’t know. (Picks up her baby.) What was it born for? What did it have? It never knew its own name. Its grubby. Dirty from the –. Will it be like that for the rest of ever? With dirt on its –. It smells of bombs – shells – enemies. Let me wash the war away. Its going to its rest in peace. It’d be ashamed of its mother if I let it go there carrying the smell of war. Always reminding it its dead. They wouldn’t let it in. Let me wash it so it can sleep in peace.

Harry    The dead are dead. Lesson one in war. The bits and pieces cut up. Blasted. Turned inside out. Nothing could make that live again. They’d need a new world. We’re fighting for it but there isn’t one.

Woman    Wash it. The last thing I do for it. Show it I loved it. Wrapped it warm when it was dead. Rocked it. What else can I –? (Harry laughs. She goes to her baby and snatches it up. Shouts. Fiercely.) I would clean its teeth if I could! (He laughs louder.) Wouldn’t be ashamed. I loved it so much it made me crazy! You came here to kill us. Laugh! Laugh at your war!

Harry (snarl)    You should have thought of that before you started it. Its dead! Wash that off? It’ll rot! Muck. Filth. Dirt. A piece of vermin. Learn the world you’re living in!

Woman    It will be washed. (Scoops up dirt.) With this. (Washing the baby.) Wash it in the earth. (She wipes the dirt on her baby’s face. To baby.) Love you. Think of you. Love. love.

Harry stands unmoving and watching.

Woman (to her baby)    Not pretend its water. Its all I have. All I can do.

Harry stares at the woman as she washes her baby in dirt.

Harry    Ive seen worse happen.

He turns away. Goes back to his baby. Sits. A little silence.

Woman    Why did you pick your baby up?

Harry    Not mine. It was lying in the –. It could cry then. Heard it.

Woman    Not even your own country. Why?

Harry (picks up the water bottle. Shakes it)    Water. Hear that? The bottle’s having a laugh. Drink. (Laughing.) Drink. Like this. (He takes a gulp of water.) Brrrrr! Lovely.

Woman    Why?

Harry (to his baby)    Open your eyes. (Spills water in his hand. Smears the water over his baby’s eyes.) Feel it. Water. Dont sleep, little kid. They tell the wounded not to sleep. If they do it lasts for ever. You wont die. You’re tough. Take you back to my unit. They’ll pass you on. Red Cross. Put you in a home. Better life than here. You’ll wash every day. (The woman starts to rise.) Stay! Your mates out there. You’re not going. (He rests his rifle across his knees pointing it at the woman.) Your kid saved your life. Cant now its dead. No reason to keep you alive.

Woman    There’s no one out there. Just us here. In this place.

Pause. Harry is silent. Holds the water bottle close to his baby’s head.

Harry    Your mother didn’t cling to you when I –. None of that stuff. No grip of the dead. Wind could’ve blown you out of her arms. Tap in the rubble. Flat. (Trying to understand.) It stuck straight up. House there once. Lead pipe with a brass tap. Dripping tick tick. Like a bomb. Or a dying squaddie clicking his tongue. She was trying to get to the tap. For you.

Woman    Where? We’ll go. If its still –

Harry    Dragging herself to the tap. Still a way to go. Get there before it stops. She stared at it. When she couldn’t crawl any closer she died staring at it. She still had one eye open. That’s war – the dead with one eye open. You think they’re staring at you. This bottle in her hand. I went to take it. (Quietly.) She was dead. When I took it her hand moved. Not to stop me. Push me to the tap. Her hand didnt move. Seemed to. Slid down the bottle when I took it from –. I didn’t walk to the tap. Crawled. Ground tremor could stop the water. Break a pipe under the –. The drip was slower. You notice all that in war. Like looking down the sights on a gun even in your sleep. Reached the tap. Held the bottle under it. In the silence heard the drops. Half full – all I got. Puddle under the tap. Crack in the earth swallowed the rest. The waters of life. I was standing in a puddle. Turned back to your mother. That eye still open. I stuck your finger out to shut it. Didn’t work. Poke. Scratched the eyeball. Like writing your name on it. We’re full of hate love anger greed life. Then its gone. All of it. Sudden. There’s nothing.

Woman    Where’s the tap? Tell me.

Harry    No more water. (Slight pause.) Im sat here waiting for a child to drink so I can move on and save my neck. (Slight pause.) I’ll look. Go back. Once. See if there’s –. Then you can wash it. There wont be any. (Stands. To Woman.) Wait here.

Harry starts to go. Stops. Looks back. Comes back.

Harry    One thing. When there’s no new water this child drinks. No washing. Understand? Eternity’s not a washday. I’ll come straight back. No point in searching any further. Look after them.

Woman    Yes.

Harry comes down to the heap. Stoops to pick up the water bottle. Goes out. The woman stands. Takes a few steps to stare after Harry. Turns. Picks up his baby. Takes it to her baby. Swaps them. She puts her dead baby’s wrappings round Harry’s living baby. She puts the living baby’s wrappings round her dead baby. She puts her dead baby in the living baby’s place. She takes a few steps in the direction Harry took. Looks. Comes back. Picks up the fatigue jacket. Searches the pockets again. Nothing. Pummels the lining. Hears Harry returning. Drops his jacket. Goes to the living baby in her dead baby’s wrappings. Stands by it. Harry comes in. Doesn’t look at the woman.

Harry    As I said.

He unscrews the cap of the water bottle. Picks up the dead baby. Puts the water bottle to its mouth.

Harry    Drink. Time we’re off. (Trying awkwardly to make it drink.) Open up sunshine.

Woman    Careful.

Harry    Doesn’t seem to want to –

Woman    Careful!

Harry (tries harder)    Open your – please – drinky-drinky – it moved its –

Woman (the water splashes)    Careful!

Harry    It moved its – what the bloody heck is – (Explaining.) – it sneezed –

Woman    Let me. Let me. Don’t waste it. Its running down the –

Harry    The bloody –

Woman (going to Harry)    Let me. Waste! Waste! All the – its clothes are wringing –

Harry    I told you not to – get your hands off – put your hands up – up! –

Woman    No! You’re wasting it. Look. Soaked. (She takes the baby from Harry.) Like this. Careful. Must drink slowly – you give it a fit –

Harry turns away. Suddenly covers his eyes with his forearm.

The woman pours water. Scrubs the baby with the wet wrappings. Washes it.

Woman    There. There. (She dries the baby.) Good baby. This is a good day for us. The dead will bless you.

Harry (eyes covered)    When you took the baby your hand slid like the dead hand of the mother when I took the bottle from her.

Woman    Take it. (She gives Harry the dead baby. He uncovers his eyes.) Let it sleep now. Needs sleep after its drink. (Harry takes back the baby.) You’ll harm it if you disturb it. Let it rest. Be happy. You’ve got what you wanted.

The woman goes to the living baby in the dead baby’s wrappings. Picks it up.

Harry    I’ll bury your baby for you.

Woman    No. This isn’t the place for us. (Leaving.) Remember: let it sleep. (Calls as she goes.) Water for baby. Water for baby.

The woman goes out. Harry picks up his fatigue jacket. Wraps the dead baby in it.

Harry    Take you back to my unit. They’ll set you up in a good home. You’ll have a good life. Grow big and strong so you can look after yourself. (Awkwardly tries to nurse the dead baby.) I promise.

Two

A triangle-shaped room in a city house. Dull brown uninteresting wallpaper. A door at the back leads to an unseen short hallway and an outside door. A 1930s wooden dining table. Two matching wooden chairs of the same period as the table but they do not match it or each other. Against the wall left a couch covered with worn dark-blue plush. Above it on the wall a restraining suit on a coat hanger. Silence. The outside door is heard opening. A shopping trolley is pushed into the room. Canvas tartan sides. Green handle. Two wheels. At the back two metal prong supports. The outside door is heard closing. After a moment Ruth comes in. She closes the door behind her. Wheels the trolley to the table. Starts to unload her shopping. After a while she takes out her purse. Black, scuffed artificial leather. Checks her shopping list. A ring at the front door.

Ruth (calls)    Moment. (To herself.) Forgot your key again.

For a few moments she checks her shopping list. Puts it back in the purse. Snaps it shut. Goes to the door. Wheels the trolley out of sight into the hallway. The front door is heard opening. Sigi bursts into the room. He wears a light blue suit. It has a subdued white dog-tooth fleck pattern. Soft comfortable material. Not gaudy or flashy. Under the jacket a bright lightning-dazzle pattern T-shirt. He glances at the shopping on the table. Turns to face the door. The woman comes in.

Ruth    Who are you? You cant come barging in without a –. What d’you want?

Sigi    Live with me. Includes sleeping. Listen. You have to say yes. Now. Straight away. It wont work if you don’t. If you hesitate a second it wont work. I cant say it again. Just once. This is the age of the instant.

Ruth    Please leave.

Sigi (agony)    Don’t waste it. It only works while you’re surprised. Stunned. We’ll go to Wales. I know my way around. Bin there on a day trip. Come! If you think about it you’ll say no. Trust me. My passion will never die. I’ll marry you if you like – If you’re against concubinage. I got that word from a magazine. The Poultry Keepers Gazette. Im an intellectual.

Ruth    I’ll call the police.

Sigi    Time’s slipping away. Think of my feelings – Im sensitive! D’you think its easy to enter a strange room and ask a woman to share your life? Your bed? You’ll love Wales. Sheep love it They’ve got grass everywhere. Five seconds. If you don’t say yes you’ll regret it and I’ll blame myself for giving you years of misery instead of a lifetime of bliss. Ive asked – I cant go out, come back and ask again. It’d be absurd. It wouldn’t work. We’re a pair already. Bound together for ever.

Ruth    My husband will be back in a –

Sigi    I know what time he comes and goes. Ive watched. I moved in upstairs to be near you. Took the flat. Bribed the agent. I walk up and down at night. I wanted you to hear my footsteps. It’s the sound of my heart.

Ruth    We were going to complain.

Sigi    Life’s like that. No appreciation.

Sigi follows Ruth round the table.

Ruth    I almost went up and knocked on your door –

Sigi    Why didn’t you? Ecstasy! Bliss! To have you standing on my doorstep in a state of arousal. At night. Ive watched you for months. Im not a stalker. Every night I said to myself another day gone. Time’s short. We’re wasting our lives. I had to wait for the right moment. It’s a mystery! I thought now! Say it!

Ruth (moving to the door)    Please let me get to the –

Sigi (blocking her way)    Why’re you so sad?

Ruth    What d’you want?

Sigi    You. I told you. I never lie to you. No matter how long our passion lasts I’ll never lie. In the years ahead when we’re old we’ll look back at this and laugh. You’ll say thank God you said yes. (Looks at his wristwatch.) The ten seconds are up. (Takes off his wristwatch. Throws it on the floor. Jumps on it.) Ole! Ive stopped time for you. Miracles happen if you want them hard enough. If you’re reckless. It helps if you’ve lived a clean life. (Jumps on the wristwatch again. Looks at the pieces.) I got it collecting gift tokens on Weetabix boxes. (Shrugs.) Never mind – I expect they sell Weetabix in Wales.

Sigi moves towards Ruth. She backs behind the table.

Sigi    Can I borrow a –? (Opens the table drawer. Takes out a knife. Brandishes it.) Dont worry I cant commit suicide – Ive just bought a new suit. (Throws the knife at her feet.) Its yours. Your weapon. (Shows his empty hands.) Nothing. I had a long life line. I cut it in two when I was young. Seven. With a safety knife. Perhaps Ive been doomed. Don’t waste a moment.

Ruth    My husband will be –

Sigi    O don’t worry about him. Leave him a note. Tell him its all over. Then he wont follow us and be a nuisance. If you want to be polite you could add a PS: tell him he’s not your type. We all make mistakes. Come upstairs. Hide in my flat. In the morning when he goes to the police to report you missing we can come down and pack your things and then off to Wales. Six months ago I saw you in the street. Destiny’s footprints were on your face. The sadness. No one else saw the sadness. How can they pass and not see? How can the traffic pass? I thought cheer her up. Offer yourself. You didn’t see me. You went on. I didnt turn round to look. I heard your feet. It was like the sound of nails hammered in concrete. I got that out of a magazine. The Practical Handyman. They carry a section of personal advice every issue. Agony Uncle. I took out a subscription – well we must do something to save the world. Go through that door with me. Now! You’ll never think of this house again. It’ll vanish. It never was. You’ll find the world! You’ll find yourself! You’ll find me! – You will come?

Ruth picks up the knife and gives it to him.

Ruth    I don’t like mess. Everything has its proper place.

Sigi (wonderment)    Wonderful! Brilliant! Your proper place is with me. You see why we have to live together!

Ruth (gives Sigi the knife)    Put it back in the drawer.

Sigi (wipes the knife on his sleeve. Puts it in the drawer)    Im beginning to think we wont. Cant. It’d be such a pity. This was meant to be a fun day. You could turn it into a tragedy. (He shuts the drawer.) Don’t worry. I wont commit suicide – the agent will give me a rebate on the flat. I told him I liked his tie. He was flattered. It was an offence to civilization. I was lying for your sake. I’ll go to Scotland. I wont look at faces in the street. I’ll be quiet. Then one day I’ll be very angry. Let all out. I’ll shout. So loud it’ll crack the sky. Then it’ll be over. And one day you’ll be dead and I wont know.

Ruth    I tried to kill myself.

Sigi    Ah.

Ruth    Only once.

Ruth goes out. The outside door is heard closing. Sigi examines the food on the table. Cuts himself a slice of bread. Butters it. Examines the jars of jam. Chooses. Spreads jam on the bread. Eats. The outer doors is heard opening. Harry comes in. A light brown suit. It is a bit scruffy but he is neat and civvie-clean.

Harry    Who are you? Where’s my wife?

Sigi    She went out. Abruptly. Our affair was brief. She’ll return.

Harry    Did she invite you to eat our bread?

Sigi    Ive had a bit of a shock. Jam calms me down. I like strawberry. I prefer plum.

Harry    What are you doing here?

Sigi (gestures with the bread and jam)    I was running away with your wife. Well walking actually. Never lose your decorum. I got that out of a book on etiquette. It had a foreword by a duchess.

Harry    You were planning to – ?

Sigi    O no I never plan anything. I never think at all if I can help it. (Points at him knowingly.) Thinking’s half your trouble. And being over forty. Act on the spur of the moment. Never look back. Take the plunge! Inspiration! We’re the fast generation!

Harry    Who sent you? Show me your identity.

Sigi    Don’t carry documents. Im a free spirit. I went on a demonstration once.

Harry    You’ve been listening to tittle-tattle. There’s nothing wrong with me.

Sigi    No man’s entitled to say that.

Harry    Its gossip. They twist everything round here.

Sigi (offering the slice of bread and jam)    Don’t get upset. Try strawberry jam. Its very calming. I’d recommend plum as a sedative but there isn’t any. I’ll pay for the jam. I haven’t any money at the moment. I had to pay for the coach trip to Pontypool. Thank God it was only a single. You couldn’t lend me a few …? I’d give you an IOU. Ive got an honest face. They could put it on a bank note. Never mind. (Goes towards the door.) You have to watch out for pips in strawberry jam. (Stops. He remembers the bread in his hand.) Ah – don’t want to be accused of larceny of jam.

Sigi goes back to the table and puts the bread on it. Turns to go. Harry has shut the door. He bars the way.

Sigi    You’re barring my way.

Harry    That was my intention. St Julien’s sent you.

Sigi    St Julien? No – saints never speak to me. They’re afraid of being out-shone.

Harry    St Julien’s. The hospital.

Sigi    Ah – Ive come to a madhouse.

Harry    You’re out of your depth.

Sigi (sighs)    I might as well make myself comfortable. (Lies on the couch. Licks his fingers.) Not bad for strawberry jam. At least it tries.

Harry    Get off my couch.

Sigi    Why is your wife sad?

Harry    She isnt.

Sigi    She tried to kill herself.

Harry    But she didn’t.

Sigi    Why not?

Harry    She had second thoughts.

Sigi    In that case thinking was probably right. (Nods to the restraining suit hanging on the wall above his head.) What on earth’s that?

Harry    You wouldn’t understand.

Sigi    I would. Im good at clothing. Im a trend-setter. Everyone says.

Harry    You’re afraid of it.

Sigi    I wouldn’t be seen dead in it.

Harry flips the restrainer against Sigi. Sigi jumps up and backs off.

Sigi    Ugh! Why did you do that?

Harry    Because I dislike you. I stole it from the hospital when I was discharged. They put you in it to restrain you. When you’re difficult. I was in it so often I was living in it. If I looked out of the window they put me in it. Its where I learnt to think. In this. It taught me who they were. Who I was. What it was. They thought it put me in prison. It set me free. I gritted my teeth. They thought I was angry. No I was thinking. It’s the only way you can think now. Twenty million years of human history and you grit your teeth. I cant be lied to anymore. I see through lies. Fakes. When you told me you were after my wife why didn’t I break your neck? I didn’t even hit you. I saw through you. You’re small. Afraid of everything. (Restrainer.) You’re afraid of this. You’ll never go to the edge.

Sigi    What made you mad?

Harry    Im not mad. Im –

Sigi    She’ll tell me if you –

Harry    She cant. She doesn’t know. I haven’t told her. The army said it was stress in the war. Post-traumatic. Ha! – post traumatic Marmite! I don’t know why she tried to hang herself. Ive never asked her. She doesn’t know why. Some questions aren’t worth asking. There’s no answers. I learned that in this thing. It’s my university.

Sigi    This is a bad place. I’m taking her out of it. She wants to come. She couldnt. She ran out in the street because of what you’ve done to her! You’re a madman who wants her like a dog wants its bowl. Look at this room! The wallpaper creaks. Its like a coffin.

Harry    I’ll show what you don’t know. (Harry gestures Sigi to the table.) Holes. See. (Touches the holes in the table top.) Not bullet holes. She hanged herself on this table. Tied the rope on the –. (Points up.) Fiddled. Awkward. Put her head in the noose. Rope too short. Table in the way. Stopped her. Tried to kick it over. Stamped. Stamped. Stamped. Heels made the holes. Table rocked like a cradle. It wouldnt turn over and let her hang. (Looks at the food.) Tin of meat. Biscuits. Soup. Bread. Jam. Smears of jam. You smeared it. Lick it. Lick it off the table. There’s no charge. Why would a woman try to hang herself on a table? Where we eat? You’ll never understand that. If you did you’d be very wise.

Sigi    Really? Would I?

Harry    If you were in the jacket – five minutes – you’d understand everything. Be educated. You cant go in – you’re afraid of it. Frightened. Put it on.

Sigi (plucks at his T-shirt)    You put this on! You’re afraid to do it!

Harry    Ive got more taste.

Sigi (sticks his arm in the restrainer’s sleeve)    Nothing! Here’s nothing in it! Not even sawdust.

Harry    One sleeve? You get nothing out of that. I spent years in it. Im still in it even when I haven’t got it on. Now you know why she’d never go away with you.

Sigi (holds the restrainer)    O Jees. Is this the moment? If I –. Is this why I came here? (Shouts at Harry.) Is this why I came here? (Quiet. Struggles with the restrainer.) I cant get – get in the – its pushing me off! Help me! Quick! If I miss the moment! Help me! (Throws the restrainer aside) I don’t want it! Blast it! Get rid of the –! Is that why I came here?

Harry    Get down. Get down! I’ll help you!

Harry pushes Sigi to the ground. Fastens him in the restrainer. Tugs the buckles and bindings tight.

Harry    Keep still. Help me to –

Harry fastens the leg straps. Moves with professional urgent calm.

Sigi (puzzled whimper)    Nothing. Nothing’s happening.

Harry    Wait. Give it time. Let it happen. You’re on a long journey. (Stands at the table. Stares at Sigi.) I took the journey into war. You cant get back. Dead squaddies in the streets … dogs chewing them … vermin like bits of animated shit scampering over their … why is it like that? … we marched … a street corner where the squaddies were stacked dead … I stopped to … that’s where it started … I picked baby up … put it under my arm … walked through the ruins…

Sigi (confused)    Nothing’s happening.

Harry    … ‘Water for my baby’ … she stood up in a ditch … carrying a … ‘water for my baby’ … ‘water for my baby’ … I had water … a little bottle of … ‘water for my baby’ … it was dead … her baby … dead … she wanted water to wash it … it was another world … I could’ve offered my helmet for a basin to wash the dirt away … take water from the living for the dead? … its not to be … I said I’ll look for water … in the ruins … took the bottle … left her with the babies … told her to watch them … I went to search…

Sigi    O dear.

Harry half sits and half crouches on a chair.

Harry    I didn’t search … there was no point … there was no point in anything anymore … there was no water … the war had drunk it … I did nothing … that wasn’t wrong … I sat there and worked what I’d tell her … over and over in my head … a lie … my throat’s been parched ever since –

Sigi (half giggle)    O lor’.

Harry    Came back – my baby wouldn’t drink – was it being punished because I’d lied – I spilt the water on the – the woman did it for me – when she took the bottle her hand moved like the hand of the dead woman when I took it from her … there’s no end to it … I couldnt look

Sigi    Dear-oh-dearie-lor’.

Harry    I fell asleep. In the morning the baby in my lap was dead. But I did one good thing. It almost made war decent. My baby died with the taste of water in its mouth.

Sigi    You stupid old fart! You poor brainless heap of crap!

Harry    It had the taste of water.

Sigi    Dear oh dear oh lor’! I hate you pathetic old piss-pants farts! You put me in this thing to make me listen to you lying to yourself! You did one good thing? Liar! Liar!

Harry    I did! (Suddenly.) It died with the taste of water in its mouth –

Sigi    It didn’t! It didn’t!

Harry    You’ve never been to war –

Sigi    It wasn’t your baby it was hers!

Harry    No – hers was dead – she –

Sigi    She swapped them! You decrepit old fart! You brainless old tart! You stupid –

Harry    – hers was dead –

Sigi    – stupid stupid piss-brained old lunatic muck head! I hate you! She swapped the babies when you left them with her –

Harry    No. No. I heard it gurgle – hiccupped when I tried to make it –

Sigi    She swapped them! Anyone would! Anyone with a bit of street savvy! Any street wise –

Harry    Not true!

Sigi    You know nothing. Get me out of this thing! Dear oh dear o lor’. If war cant each you what’s what nothing can! Get me out of this!

Sigi twists and wriggles on the floor.

Harry    No – she had enough feeling to wash the dead! she’d never cheat me like a – like an enemy when I’d –

Sigi    You as good as told her to swap them! Get me out of it –

Harry    Say that again – I’ll –

Harry yanks up the mask-hood on the restrainer. It completely covers Sigi’s face and head. Harry zips the gag shut. Sigi is silent.

Harry    – Ill bury you in it! Knows nothing! Ignorant little tosser!

The outside door is heard opening. Harry startled. Frozen. Stares at the room door. Suddenly picks up Sigi. Drags and carries him to the couch. Drops him out of sight behind it. Harry lurches against the couch. His face is buried in the side. He loses consciousness.

Harry (unconscious mantra)    Water for baby. Water for baby.

The door opens. Ruth comes in. She doesn’t see Harry. She wheels the shopping trolley to the table. Takes a rope from it. Climbs on the table. Reaches up to fasten the rope overhead. Difficult. Awkward. Sobs in despair. Tries again. Fixed. Tugs rope to be certain. Puts her head in the noose. Jerks. Sways. Spins. The table props up her feet. She tries to kick it away. Stamp. Stamp. Stamp. The thin sound of a baby’s wail floats through the room.

Ruth    What –? baby – crying – where is the – its me – Im crying because I – quick – Im going to die –

Sigi rises from behind the couch. The wailing comes through his mask-hood. He totters towards the table. Falls. Squirms on the floor.

Ruth (stamping)    Let me – let me –

Sigi staggers to his feet. Totters and sways to the table. His wail changes to groans. Gasps.

Ruth    Who’s making the –? Who’s in the room. Its me making the –! – let me! – (Her feet are sliding, dancing.)

Sigi reaches the table. Climbs onto it. Crawls up Ruth. She sees him.

Ruth    A ghost! – Im dead! Its me! My body!

Sigi    Hrgh! Hrgh!

Sigi sways. Half-falls off the table. Crawls up her again. Writhing to free his hands. Bounces against Ruth. Trying to make her understand.

Ruth    Im dead!

Sigi struggles. Tugs the mask-hood from his head.

Sigi (tries to pull the rope free)    No! No! No!

Ruth    Im dead! Im dead! (She slides from the table. Sigi staggers after her.) My body’s chasing me!

Ruth (runs from Sigi. Screams. Points)    My dead body! Come to take me! (Pleads.) Let me be at peace. (Broken.) My body’s come to take me!

Sigi staggers towards her.

Sigi    No. No. No.

Ruth runs away from him.

Ruth (to Sigi)    Sorry sorry had to kill you. Didnt want to hurt you. Couldnt live in this –. Peace. Peace.

Sigi    You’re not dead!

Ruth falls into the couch. Collapses on Harry.

Harry    What’s –? What – ?

Ruth    Im dead! (Screams pointing at Sigi staggering towards her.) My body’s come to take me to my grave! (Tries to crawl under the couch.)

Harry    No no you’re not dead! Im holding you!

Ruth (pointing at Sigi)    My body.

Harry goes to Sigi. Loosens the buckles and straps.

Harry (to Ruth)    The suit. Hospital.

Sigi goes to Ruth. Seizes her. Drags her to the door.

Ruth    Don’t! Let me – !

Sigi    Enough! Stop it! We’re going! Take you away! Find peace!

Sigi forces Ruth out through the door. Harry alone. He stares at the table. Outside the sounds of a struggle. The front door bangs. Silence. Sigi comes in.

Sigi (breathless)    Report you to the authorities. Put away. For life. You’re not safe. You let her hang. Watched a peep show.

Ruth comes in.

Sigi    I told you to wait upstairs.

Ruth    Cant get in.

Sigi gives her keys. She goes out. Sigi is about to shout at Harry.

Harry    The woman. She swapped the babies. When I went for water. When she left I sat there for days. Must have. You lose track. Her dead kid in my lap. Didn’t want to bury it there. Get it somewhere decent. I walked and walked. Heard a howling. Animal or human. Went towards it. The woman rose up behind a wall. Climbed on top of it. Held the baby over her head. Thought she was going to dance as if it was a stage. It was a pack of hounds They jumped up on her. Ripping her clothes. After the baby. Snarling. Howling. Matted with blood. In the ruins they learn babies are best to eat. Soft. Even the bones. Chewy. Good eating. She lifted the baby higher. Threw it at them. It turned over and over in the air. A great bark! The whole pack. Loose bricks fell from the wall. They ran off with it. Pulled it apart. Wounding each other to get the best bits. Dragging intestines. Licking brains from the skull. The woman didnt see me. Ran past me like a shadow. The baby called. Once. Turning in the air. I heard it in the asylum all the time. I hear it when I speak. In my voice. I knew all this. I lied – as any fake old fart would. If the world stopped turning now I wouldn’t lift my arm to give it a push.

Sigi    You couldnt have heard it. Not in all the howling. Not be sure.

Harry    It was my child alive.

Sigi    I don’t think she swapped them

Ruth comes into the room.

Ruth    Of course she swapped them. Anyone would. Everyone. Your keys. (Reaches the keys to Sigi. He twists in the restrainer.) Let me. (She begins to free his arms.)

Sigi    You must come with me.

Ruth    I cant.

Sigi    You’re dead here.

Ruth    Keep still.

Sigi    I’ll give you life.

Ruth    You have already. I shant do this again.

Sigi    Ah. (He has stepped out of the retainer.) You should have said yes when I first asked. It would have been good. Now it’ld be ordinary. Grubby. We’d end up hating each other.

Ruth (gives him the slice of bread and jam)    Take this.

Sigi    Do for the journey. Wont go to Scotland. Go to the Outer Hebrides. Try my hand at crofting. Ive read it all up. Make a bomb. (Looks at the slice.) Trod on. (He puts it back on the table. Goes to the door. Stops.) Bye. (After a second.) Im trod on.

Sigi goes out.

Harry (looks at floor)    The mess.

Harry kneels. Picks up scattered food. Reaches it up piece by piece to put it on the table. Ruth sits in a dining chair.

Harry    Waste. Do for the birds. (Still on his knees. Collects the food.) Why the table? You could have done it in the park. The stairs.

Ruth    Its a place.

Harry (still on his knees. He goes on picking up food and reaching it up to the table)    Its gone wrong. We dont understand ourselves. Dogs do. If we don’t understand soon we’ll tear ourselves to bits

Ruth    Someone does something. Says something. We don’t understand. Don’t know its a lie. So it spreads everywhere. Then there’s chaos.

On his knees Harry reaches up a piece of food to put it on the table.
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One

A first floor room in a suburban Edwardian house converted into flats. It is clean but sparse and has a sense of neglect. The walls uniform dark dull grey with a slight green tone. Left, a double window. Plain curtains, the same colour as the walls but lighter. They reach down halfway between the bottom of the window and the ground. In the back wall right a wooden door. It leads to a short passage and an unseen outer door. It has two panels. The wood is stained brown lighter than the walls. The stain is chipped and towards the bottom scratched and scuffed. A brass Chinese dragon door handle. In the right wall an open doorway to the kitchen and other rooms. All the furniture is wood. A medium-size middle-class solid dark table worn by use. Two chairs, one bent-wood utility, the other more formal with a padded leather seat and back fastened with brass studs, the leather worn and torn in one or two places. A medium-size carpet with an Edwardian gentlemen’s club design. Threadbare patches at the doorways, below the window and under the table.

Night. Curtains open. Street lighting outside. Norman is in his mid-teens. He sits in the utility chair at the table. He sorts through a medium-size plastic-wood crate of out-of-date toys. He assesses them dispassionately. He drops the damaged toys in a bin liner. The rest he stacks neatly on the floor by the table. A few toys about which he is undecided are on the table. After a while he stops. Stares abstractly into space. Comes to with a little start. Inspects and selects more toys. Suddenly he gets up and goes straight to the window. He holds a tin puppet. He looks down into the street. Cranes left to look along the street. Nothing. He turns back to the room. Stares across at the toys. Goes back to them thoughtfully. Hesitates what to do with the tin puppet. The outside door is heard opening and shutting. He puts the tin puppet on the table. Sorts toys. Slight pause.

Father comes in. Late forties or early fifties. Lean. Stubble. Work jeans and shirt. Loose comfortable work jacket. He carries a small carton. He puts it on the table. Doesn’t look at Norman. Takes off his jacket. Hangs it on the back of his padded chair. Goes through to the kitchen. Silence.

Norman (sorting. Calls)    All right? (Stops for a moment. Silence. He examines a toy. Calls.) Kettle’s hot. (Silence. Sorts.) My stuff. Played with that. Antiques now.

Father comes back. He carries a mug of tea. He sits at the table. Opens the carton. Heated take-away food. Eats with his hands.

Norman    Working late? (Father eats.) Out with the mates?

Silence. Suddenly Father grimaces. Stands. Goes out to the kitchen.

Norman (toys)    Take them up somewhere. Right place. Not round here. Fetch a few quid.

Father comes back unscrewing the cap on a plastic bottle of tomato ketchup. Shakes it on the food.

Norman    Been with your mates? (Toy car.) Used to carry this round for hours. (Drops it in bin liner.) Clutter. Chuck ’em out. Rid of it. Don’t know why I didn’t do it ages ago. (No response.) Been walking? On your own? That wont help. (Looks at Father. No response. Examines toys.) If you’d come in straight from work I’d’ve got something. Eat together.

There are some toys on the table. Father calmly brushes them off.

Norman    Don’t do that? Oi! What’s that for? (Picking up the toys.) I can get something for these. Look the head’s come off! (Stares at Father.) What you do that for? Just because tomorrow. – Look its broke. Been walking. This time of night. Come in. Rotten mood. I thought I’d stay up. In case. Thanks a lot.

Father stands. Goes towards the kitchen. Stops. Comes back. Raps on the table.

Norman    What? The toys? You think I got the toys out to –

Father goes out to the kitchen.

Norman (calls)    God the ideas that go on in your head. I was waiting up so I needed something to do. The toys! – God you’d have to walk miles to work that one out! You’ve been building up to this for weeks. Always the same. Every year. Every time.

Norman is going to put toys back on the table. Changes his mind. Stacks them on the floor. Father comes back. He carries a carton of milk. Sits at table. Pours milk into the tea. Eats.

Norman    Why didn’t you tell your mates? They know anyway. Everyone does. Could’ve told them what tomorrow is. Look its broke. They’d’ve taken you out for a drink. Take your mind off it. Be a help. You’d rather brood. (Father raps table.) No. (Father raps table. Gestures to bin liner and crate.) No. They can stay there. This is my house too. If it wasn’t the toys you’d find something else. Every year. Even when I was a kid. When it came round I had to play quietly in case you –. ‘Don’t bang about with the toys.’ When Mother was here she said I mustn’t even –

Father brushes his hand across the empty table in the same gesture he used to brush off the toys. Short silence.

Norman    You think I’d bring out the toys to stir up the past? Bad enough without me adding to it.

Father gets up and goes out to the kitchen.

Norman (examines toys. Takes one from the good pile and throws it in the bin liner. To himself)    Forgot the milk. Sit here. Past midnight. Sorting old toys. My father forgets to put milk in his tea because he’s a victim of the past. Tormented. Punishment – tea no milk. (Slight pause.) People go round carrying a spade to bury themselves.

Father comes back with a spoon. Doesn’t look at Norman. Sits. Stirs his tea. Drinks.

Norman (apologetically)    Sorry I said mother. Shouldnt’ve said. – (Grunts.) Yeh. Sorry I stayed up. Sorry I tried to help. (Throws toy in the bin liner. Fiddles with the tin puppet.) Sort it out yourself. Your problem. Tired of being blamed for what I haven’t done. Anyone would think I – (Stops abruptly.) Oh.

Slight pause. Norman gets up. Puts the tin puppet back on the table. Goes to the window. Looks out. A little silence.

Norman (very sad)    You’ve been round there.

Father rattles the mini-puppet on the table.

Norman    Round there … (Going to table.) – and my toys! (Suddenly angry. Snatches the tin puppet. Throws it at bin liner. Misses.) Its got nothing to do with it! Toys! Toys! Toys! – anything! – to make me feel guilty! Its you! You did it! I don’t even know what Im supposed to be guilty of! If it was up to you I wouldn’t –! You don’t tell me. Nothing! It must’ve been in the papers. Where are they? Torn! You tore them up! Thrown away! (Father stirs his tea. Norman becomes quiet.) Its not just tomorrow. Its every day. The whole year. When I was a kid I thought my toys were crying because of that. They didn’t want to be in the house. Used to ask them what it was. Really. When I was a kid. Didn’t expect an answer. Ask them for the sake of askin someone. – Why cant you tell me?

Father stands. Takes the cup out to the kitchen.

Norman    Will it be like this next year?

Father comes from the kitchen. He looks at Norman for the first time. Stares. Goes to the table. Knocks on it.

Norman    That’s a lie. (Father knocks.) You’re lying. Im not listening. Its a lie. (Father knocks.) … Yes – I can guess that! (Father knocks.) The taxi? Your taxi? – I know that already. So? Then? (Father knocks.) No you’re lying again. You always lie.

Father sits down in a gesture of weary despair.

Norman    I know you’re lying. I know a lot. (Slight pause.) Mother told me. (Father stares at Norman.) Before she left.

Father stands. Rigid. Eye catches sight of food. Snatches a crust. Stares at it. Moves rapidly. Goes towards kitchen door. Turns. Goes towards street door. Turns back. Stops still. Abruptly goes to table. Sits sideways from Norman. Hunched over his arms on the table. Stares down at them. He has forgotten Norman. Silence.

Norman    Im here. (Pause.) She had to tell me. Or I wouldnt know why she was leaving us. She couldn’t leave and not –. Listen – Im here! She couldn’t leave me and not –

Suddenly Father looks at Norman. Norman stops in shock. Short silence. Father hammers chaotically on the table.

Norman    No! She had to tell me! She couldn’t leave – just go – you think its wrong to tell that to a six year old kid? – she had a right to tell me – so her son would understand why she left –

Father hammers out angry regular isolated beats.

Norman    – your taxi – the other woman – all the – she didn’t understand it! – she didn’t know herself – she was telling me so I could tell her – a kid! – what it meant – so she could understand! She had to tell me! What else could she do? She wasn’t just leaving you. She left me. Disappeared. Because of what she couldn’t understand in this house. (Father stops hammering.) If she’d gone to the moon she couldn’t get far enough away. She couldn’t live here. (Flat.) She left me to live with it. A kid. She said she knew she shouldn’t but she couldn’t do anything else. She told me so that I’d forgive her. I knew there was something she couldnt tell me because she didn’t know what it was.

Silence. Father has withdrawn into himself.

Norman    People shouldn’t do things like that to a kid. You could make it right –now – before tomorrow –. (Imitates Father’s rap on the table.) You could tell me. In your way. (Father pulls the cup towards him.) No you don’t need any milk. (Quiet.) Why did you go back there tonight? It doesn’t help. (Picks up a toy. Does nothing with it.) If Mother hadn’t told me I wouldn’t know anything. I dont know how you lost your voice. All I know you could’ve been born dumb. I want to go away. You could look after yourself. You communicate with your work mates. Get on with them. Write notes. Tell them things. In here in this house – you don’t write for me. You’d have to say too much. I have to work it out. Bang bang bang. You could’ve learnt a sign language. Something. You don’t trust me. You don’t trust yourself. I don’t know if you even speak to yourself anymore. Perhaps there’s just silence in your head. Can you remember your voice? The sound you made? Sometimes the table creaks and I think its you. I start to answer. Start a conversation with a piece of wood. (Taps table.) Least it says the truth. One night I woke up. Nightmare. Heard my heart beating. Banging. I thought it was you saying something. Talking to me. Im haunted by sounds no one else notices. I ought to go away. While I can. When Im here on my own I dont feel lonely. When you come in I feel it – Im alone. Im sitting here on my own now. When you come in tomorrow I may be gone. D’you know I keep a case packed under my bed? The essentials. I ought to go. Mother did.

Father shudders. He taps on the table quietly a few times. Then he turns his chair a little towards Norman. Lifts his head so that Norman can read his face. It is blank. Taps on the table.

Norman    No – that’s what I know already. (Father goes on tapping.) It’s when you drove a taxi. You pretended to work late nights. Mother told me. You told her taxis earn more at night. You were with another woman. (He grips Father’s hands to stop him tapping.) No not then – that night when you left the woman’s place – (He knocks on the table with Father’s hand. Lets the hand go. Father taps – spasmodically, awkwardly.) – when you left her place. She came down to the street. Yes? She followed you? That what you mean? Rowing. Yes I know. Mother told me. The woman was rowing you in the street. What about? (Father tries to twist away.) What about? You don’t row in the street about nothing. You could talk then! What was it about? It wasn’t about your tip! Mother couldn’t tell me. She didn’t know. You tell me. (Silence. Father’s hands twitch on his face as if trying to tap on it.) Bed. Its time. (Nods at toys.) Sort them in the morning.

Norman starts to move the crate and bin liner. Father watches him for a moment. Twists awkwardly in his chair to reach into the pocket of his jacket hanging on the back. Takes out a dead pigeon. Its soiled with mud. For a second he holds the dead pigeon in his hand. Stares at it. Throws it on the table. Doesn’t look to see Norman’s reaction. Glances round as if to find something to wipe his hand on. Wipes it on his shirt. Norman stares at the bird.

Norman    Dead. Pidgeon. Dead for days. Why did you –? (Father raises his hand to knock the table. Leaves it for a moment in the air. Lets it sink.) It was in the road. Run over where you ran the woman down. Same spot. (Father jerks to stare at Norman.) Exact – was it? Spot you killed her. It would be. That’s what happens. Life. Same out there as it is in here. That why you brought it? Tell me that? (Silence. Looks at bin liner.) Rubbish in that one. Crap. Wouldnt get anything for ‘em. The rest’ll fetch something. Specialist line in antiques. Toys. Like old records. Vynol. Collectors pay for that.

Norman picks up the pigeon. Takes it to the window. Opens the window. Throws the pigeon out.

Norman    Enjoy the trip. Your last.

Norman closes the window. Starts to go towards the kitchen. Stops. Leans his back against the wall.

Norman    No one ever leans against the wall in their own house. Do that in strangers’ houses. – Rowing in the street. Wasn’t one of the rows you had with mother. Everything and nothing. Dont go to another woman for the row you can have with your wife. – Funny – dead carrier-pigeon comes with the message. You want to tell me something or you wouldn’t have picked it up. Wouldn’t have brought it. If I flap its wings will it croak? (Father stares at his arms on the table.) What was the row about? I can see it. She ran out of the house. Down the steps. Hair all over the place. Know there’s steps. Used to pass them on my way to school. You were already in your taxi? Must’ve been. That’s why she ran. Did she try to open the door? Tug it. (Father knocks.) No that’s your old lies again. If she was so het up she ran down the stairs she must’ve opened the – (Father knocks. Harsh sing-song.) Lie – lie – lie! Go on! (Father knocks.) Of course you can remember! She yanked at the door! I can tell that and I wasn’t there! (Father knocks.) Don’t lie! (Norman hammers his fist on the wall.) Listen! – the house knows you’re lying! (Hammers the wall.) Tell him!

Silence.

Norman (exhausted)    Its – its – the craziness of the past that –. (Tries again.) She pulled open the door and –. (Goes to the table. Sits.) Why’re you agitated? It was twenty years ago. In the past. No one else will hear now. Its just me and the walls. No need for an upset. She opened the taxi door and shouted. No one else heard then. Traffic? People? City? Dont hear the shouting in their own streets. You’re the only one who knows. (Norman knocks on the table.) She shouted– and you started to – (Father knocks Norman’s hand away.) You see! Agitated! Upset! She got in! That’s why you couldn’t drive off. In your cab. Cant drive home with her in the – mother would know –.You got out. Open her door. Pull her out. Suppose she stumbled on the street. Is that it? No – it is! It is! – you got back in the cab – to drive off – she’s come round the front – stood there.– blocking your –. What was she shouting? What was the row? (Father hammers on the table.) Did she try to – yes I know it was long ago but you remember! Did she try to drag you back in the house? She left the street door open when she ran down the –. (Father begins to rap a slow regular denial beat with both fists clench together. Jeering.) Go on! Bang bang bang! You looked at your watch. See – I know! You had to – my mother‘s waiting – if she thought what you’d been up to you’d have to give up your nights out on the –

Father hammers in agitation.

Norman    You’re trapped. She’s stood there. In front of your cab. What’s she shouting? You got out –. (Father hammers rapidly.) You must have. She’s stood in your way so you cant drive your – you must’ve got out. (Rapid hammering.) Oh you backed! – reversed – then tried to swerve and drive on and she ran in front again so you couldn’t go – you got out of your cab again – again – you did – had to – you pushed her – that did it – made it physical – you’d touched – made it easier to kill the woman – what did you say? – threaten – beg – tell me what happened! I know this far, got this – tell me and its over! – you cant leave it like – bits – hanging in the air. (Defeated.) Useless. Useless … (Angry.) Is that when you lost your voice? Tell me! What did you say– your last words? – everyone else says their last words when they’re dying – that’s normal! – you said yours and go on living – Oh what a father Ive had! – he said his last words to the woman he was killing – what did you say? – shouted as you got back in your cab – jerked the car forward – struck– hit her legs – warning–. Ugh! She didn’t move. Stood in the front – so you –. Is that wrong? I got it wrong? No its not wrong – if its wrong you’d tell me – make an excuse to – in your cab – look at her through the windscreen. Is that when you said your last words? Whispered. God dont tell me you shouted at the woman when you kill her – not human to shout when you – whispered – hissed – your last – she saw your lips moving – she wouldn’t get out of the way – stood there – still – stood there and you said your last – what did you say? – tell me your last words – (Taps with one finger on the table.) – whisper – whisper – tell me your last words – they’re stuck in your throat – choking – tell me so your voice’ll come back – (Father starts to knock. Norman grips his hands to stop him. Struggle.) – no say it the proper way! – now! – when you knock I feel you’re hitting me – say it! – Im waiting out on the street by your cab! – see me now! – say it! – I want to hear my father’s last words in the proper way –

Father stamps on the ground.

Norman    That’s a lie! Your feet are lying! (He lets go of Father’s hands. Father hammers on the table.) Lying! Lying! Your hands are lying! All of you’s a lie! – Everything Ive just said is true. All that Mother told me – I worked out the rest. (Slight pause.) What happened next? When you got out of the cab and looked down at what you’d done. She told me the ‘before’ but not the after bit. I was six. She lied to me then ran away to hide her lie. You shouldn’t lie to kids. Lie about Father Christmas. Not about what matters. Kids know. I didn’t tell her I knew she was lying. I was too ashamed to tell her. Too ashamed to shame her. (Turns. Stares at toys. Flat.) This gets nowhere. Late. Past bedtime…. You go walking there. Come back in a state. You’ll pay for that tomorrow. She’s dead but she can make you suffer. In the dark. When the time comes. You’ll know it exact because you looked at your watch. You rev and run her over. She couldn’t row. No voice after that. You cant stop the silence. I suppose she died to find her voice. In this house you learn to think like that. Have those thoughts. – Why did you lose your voice? You’re not dead. No excuse. You ran her down? Her fault – stood in your way. You dont lose your voice for that. An accident. Taxi drivers live with accidents – pile ups – skids – crashes – jay walkers – suicides – you lose your voice for that the whole city’ld be silent. If that’s why you lost it it’d come back. Normal. No one lives in permanent shock. (Slight pause.) You were dumb – sealed up – before I was born.

Father stands. Norman doesn’t notice.

Norman    I don’t know the colour of your cab. Was it black? Normal. Green. Must’ve been some colour.

Father swings the table away from Norman. Norman stays seated in shock. Father stares at him a moment. Then he hammers violently on the table.

Norman    What?

Father: a burst of violent hammering.

Norman    What? I dont understand! (Father stops.) … What are you trying to – ?

Father hammers again. Stops.

Norman    I was there? – There? – when you killed the – ?

Father hammers on the table. Stops. Silence.

Norman (bemused shock)    I was there when you killed the –

Father snatches up his jacket. Gets into it at lightning speed. Stands rigid hugging himself. Still. Norman stares at him in silence.

Norman    He’ll be saying I did it next.

Father runs lurching out through the door.

Norman (calls)    Why are you scared of me?

Norman goes out through the door.

Norman (off)    I wasn’t even born.

The room is empty.

Two

Same. The table, toys, crate and bin liner are as they were.

Norman comes from the kitchen. He carries a case. He hesitates. Uncertain. Glances round the room. Turns to go to the door. Outside the sound of it being opened and shut. Norman goes back into the kitchen

Father comes in through the door. His left arm is in a sling. The empty sleeve of his jacket hangs from his shoulder. He stops in the middle of the room. He is lost.

After a few moments Norman comes from the kitchen.

Norman    Heard you come in. (He notices the sling.) What’s happened? What’ve you done?

Father takes no notice of him. Goes to the table. Sits. Takes a packet from his pocket. Puts it on the table. Stares at it.

Norman    What’s happened? (Goes to the table. Picks up the packet. Reads the label.) Pain killers. You’ve been to the A and E. Jees. You haven’t been fighting? You slipped? – (Shock.) You didn’t fall off the scaffold? (Father becomes aware of Norman. He makes a slight ducking movement with his head.) But you fell? You had a fall at work? (No response.) Is it just your arm? You’re all right? Nothing else?

Father turns wearily away from Norman. He fidgets out of his jacket. Drops it on the floor. Norman picks it up. Holds it.

Norman    Is it broken? (No response. Tablets. Reads label.) Every four hours. When did you take them? Is it broken? (Father makes a brusque minimal gesture.) A fracture? (Father half-gestures to his head.) Hair fracture. – (Slight sigh.) How long is this going to take? You cant work with your arm in a –

Father turns abruptly and stares Norman full in the face. Norman turns away. Hangs the jacket on the back of the other chair.

Norman (flat)    You’re scared. Dodgy enough working on scaffolding your age. Job for younger blokes. You cant shout out if something’s going wrong. Up there. Put your mates in danger. (Slight shrug.) If you’re going to start having accidents – (Stops abruptly. Shrugs. Low.) Boss couldnt get insurance cover for you – cost too much. Your mates wouldn’t like it anyway, you causing accidents. You shouldn’t have gone in today. Mood you were in. If you hadn’t run off Id’ve told you. (Father half-taps the table once or twice.) Dont blame me. I wasn’t there. Tired being blamed for what everyone else does. I didn’t start the row. You came in. Rotten mood. You had the row. You weren’t rowing to get to the bottom of anything. Rowing to take your mind off it. Its your hobby. This – your duffed-up arm – its all part of it. A side-show. That’s your life. (Examines the tablets.) Pink. – If it wasn’t your arm you’d find something else. You due yet? When did you take these? (No response.) Arent I going to be told? (He sits. Methodically as if adding up a bill.) The scaffolding – that it? You up on top? You slipped? – no. (Thinks. Twiddles his fingers.) Something dropped on you? No – wouldnt explain a fracture on your –. You dropped something? Its not that? – still wouldn’t explain –. You dropped something – ’fraid it’d fall on someone passing underneath the –? That still don’t say. Warning signs: ‘pedestrians dont walk under the – use the other footpath’ – anyway there’s safety nets so nothing can fall on any – (Picks up packet. Thinks. Tries again.) You dropped something. (Tosses packet on table.) It fell. Something heavy. Metal wrench. Caught in the safety net. Hanging there. Anyone – pedestrian – your mates – was to pass under it – drop on their head – metal wrench – heavy duty – solid death – always happens because it shouldn’t. You panic – reach down – get it before it – cant shout warning – (He slides his hand towards the packet) reach before it –

Father gets up. Draws curtains. Stands facing them. Head bowed.

Norman    – ugly metal brute – before – someone’s – (He picks up the packet and gently drops it.) dead … You reach down – stretch – slip – hit the scaffolding. Crack. Didn’t tell the mates what happened, say what it was. Caused an accident – ’fraid of the sack. Stick it out till its knock-off time. Make a dash to A and E. (Checks label.) When you due? (No response.) The wrench still hanging in the safety net. (Silence.) … I want to know why Im here. I want to know why I stay. Why I don’t go away. Why I listen to you and talk for you. Why? What’s the point of going on? What’s the point of this place? What’s the point of anything. If it wasn’t your arm it’d be something worse … (No response.) Sometimes I get so angry. I shake. Fists clenched. (No response.) I was lied to when I was six. It didn’t matter then because I knew everything. Kids do. Now it matters. I dont know. You’ve always lied to me. Every time you hit the table or knock a cup or slam the door it’s a lie. When I speak for you I tell your lies. Tell your lies to myself – lie to myself on your behalf. Now Ive begun to tell my own lies. I cant go on much more … Why did you say I was there? What sort of thing to say is that? What did you row about?

Father turns away from the windows. Goes to the table. Reaches for the packet. Norman picks it up.

Norman    What was the row about?

Father indicates his fractured arm. He is shaking. Gestures pleadingly.

Norman    What was the row about? What did the woman say?

Father taps on the table.

Norman    It’s a lie! It’s a lie! You can still try all that! It’s a lie!

Father shakes. Lifts his left arm with his right arm. Trembles.

Norman    What did she say?

Father goes to the kitchen.

Norman (calls)    You rowed! Rowed! Rowed! Rowed! Rowed! What about?

Father comes from the kitchen. He carries a cup of water. He holds it out to Norman. Quivering. The cup shakes.

Norman    What did the woman say?

Norman snatches the cup from Father. Father goes to the window. Faces the drawn curtains. Stretches his arms wide as if he is embracing the vista or holding onto something.

Norman    She was there. Stood in front of the taxi. You sat in the cab. She shouted. We got that far. What did she shout? You sat there cringing – cringing –

Father turns. Stiff with rage. Marches to the table. Slams his fist on the table twice.

Norman    What?

Father again slams his fist on the table twice.

Norman    I don’t understand. What – ?

Father steps back in fear. He goes to the wall. Cowers sideways against it.

Norman    What does it mean? I don’t –

Father gestures at the table as if he is erasing the sound of the double blows. Norman hits his fist in his palm twice.

Norman    You did this!

Norman goes to Father. He hits his fist in his palm twice again.

Norman    This! What does –?

Father turns to Norman. Tries to grab his hands. Hold them. Norman pushes him off.

Norman    What? What?

Father goes to the table. Sprawls across it. Desperately wipes his arm across it trying to erase the sound of the knocks.

Norman    What does – ? … There were two. Two. With you.

Father collapses in the chair.

Norman    There were two people. I knew. Yesterday. I knew it. Where did the other one come from to be in the –? – tell me – please – (He goes to Father.) Tell me! Dont stop. Two. You owe me the – (Stoops pleadingly.) Please. Please. Help me father. (Father touches the air almost gently as if he were trying to knock on it.) Two. Who is the other? Your woman’s in the cab. (Father rocks his chair slightly.) She got out. Your woman got out of your cab. Went to the front of the – (Father touches the air. Surprise.) No? – not there – she’s not there? Where –? (Father stretches out his arm very straight.) She went back in the house. Back in the house? What did you –? Why did you stay? (Father raps on Norman’s body.) No – no – I don’t want to know what you –! Why didn’t you drive? (Norman walks away. Father sprawls on the table.) You got out and stood on the pavement – why didnt you drive – drive away and nothing‘ll happen – drive – drive – get in the car and – (Father holds up his fractured arm stiff in the air.) – you stood there on the pavement and wasted my life while you wait – for what? (He turns to look at Father.) She came out of the house – with the other –? – came down the steps – she’s carrying –. (Father picks up the cup.) She’s carrying a – no! I don’t want to be told! (Father holds out the cup to Norman.) She’s carrying a baby. (Father groans.) A baby. She put it in the cab. You took it out and gave it to – pushed it – tried to push it – pushed it – make her take the – take it back – pushed – why didn’t you drive away? – you – stood there on the pavement and used my life to – (Father vomits air. Stuffs the cold food in his mouth to stop it. Chokes. Spits. Writhes.) Why didn’t you drive away! – drive drive drive! – I don’t want to have to know! – you got back in the cab – and she’s there! – stood in front of the – through the windscreen – holding the baby up for you to – (Father tugs the sling from his fractured arm. Yelps in pain. Stuffs the sling in his mouth.) – you jerked the car at the – hit the woman – hit her legs – the baby’s thrown on the top of the – hits the windscreen and you – yank – to open the door – yank – to get out – cant – stuck – (Father tears the sling into strips.) – put the windscreen wipers on to wipe it off – throw it in the – you drove back – revved – to get away from – swerve – the baby caught – caught on the wipers – dragged back and forward on the – the woman reaches to get it – (Father gags his mouth with the strips. Winds them round his face. Howls.) – you get out – toss the kid down in the road – go to kick it – and what? (Father howls.) – what? – that it? – tell me what – (Half-imitates Father’s howl.) – the cab – you get back in – and she’s there! – clinging to the front of your – again! – crawling up the – I don’t want to be told! – to hear! – you drove over her – jerked and drove over – (Father binds strips over his eyes.) – her – and drove off down the – drive down the street – drive and you see – (Father howls.) – see – don’t tell what you see – see – the driving mirror – in the – (Shouting at Father’s head.) – see – see – see – (Norman rips strips from Father’s hands. Presses them on his face. Overs his head.) – blind! – let me be blind! – the baby in the road – not hear! – blind for a little while! – the woman reaching for the – stretching for – (Father stumbles to the bin liner and crate. Takes out toys. Pushes them at Norman. The tin man. Howls. Gifts. They fall. Scream. Fracture.) – baby in the – mercy mercy mercy – get out – walk back – mercy mercy mercy – engine running – (Father pulls strips from Norman.) – pick the baby up – drop it on the woman – try to tug the shawl closer round the baby’s – comfort – cant – no time to do the – years to do the – take years to do the – (Father binds strips round his face. Over his mouth and eyes. Mummifies his head.) – go back to the cab – run – feet on the – get in – see in the road the – driving mirror – smash the driving mirror – bits – jagged glass – kid’s shit smeared on the windscreen – (Norman goes to the crate. Stares into it as if he could find something. Doesn’t touch.) – drive back – know it – I know it – now – revs back to the – know it – gets there – delib’– (Stops. Can’t say the word.) – delib’ – delib’ – revs over the woman – child – skid – car rocks – cradle – crush them together – kid back inside her body – delib’ – delib’ –

Norman hits the table as he tries to say the word. Father is unconscious. Norman sits. Stares before him. Quiet. Table toys cup medicine packet crate bin liner. Silence.

Norman    Deliberately. (Silence. He doesn’t look at Father.) It was your son. You said your last words to him. Then you lost your voice. How do I know all this? They live in the past. They want you to go back there and sort out their lives for them. You cant. I wasn’t there. How did I know it? It seeps out of the silence. – Tomorrow he wont know any of this. Wasn’t even an hallucination. He took an over-dose of tablets. Passed out. And it didn’t happen.

Norman goes to the curtains. Lifts a corner. Looks out.

Norman    The worst thing that can happen is not knowing it happened. Then it didn’t happen – so its always happening. (Lets the curtain fall.) I heard my father’s voice.

He goes into the kitchen. Comes back with his case.

Norman    Look in in a few days when you’re out. Pick up the rest of my things. Last time I speak to you. You dont hear. Keep the toys. You should get something for them. – Is it possible? They didnt tell me I had a brother.

Norman goes out. The outside door shuts. The sound enters Father’s brain. He stirs. Sits up. Touches the strips on his face but hardly feels them. Vaguely looks round. Doesn’t see the mess. Knocks on the table to summon Norman. Gets up. Goes into the kitchen. Slight pause. Off, two knocks.
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A city towards the year 2077



 

 

One

The room where the family lives. At the back a plain wall. In the middle of it a door that leads to the street.

A window to the left of the door. The kitchen is off to the right.

A wooden table and four wooden chairs. Three chairs are set at the table. The fourth chair stands against the wall. On the table three low-sided pink bowls and three plastic spoons.

Father comes in from the kitchen. He sits at the table.

Mother (off)    Its ready.

Mother comes in from the kitchen. She brings a plain unmarked carton containing a cornflakes mixture. She pours them into the pink bowls.

Father    Not again.

Mother    Im sorry. Its all there is in the shops. And I had to queue. Over an hour.

Father    It cant go on much longer. Something has to happen. Everything’s grinding to a stop.

Mother    The government ’ll do something.

Father    They’re the cause of it. (Eats.) Years ago if I’d’ve thought something like this could happen … Never occurred to us. We got on with our lives. Thought it’d always be the same. Must’ve been walking in our sleep. (Food.) Cattle fodder. If it gets any worse they’ll –

Mother    Sh.

Girl comes in. She looks at the table and stops.

Mother    Didn’t you hear me call dear?

Girl doesn’t respond. She takes the fourth chair from the wall and sets it at the table. She goes back to the kitchen.

Father (half rising to remove the fourth chair)    Its got to stop.

Mother    Don’t upset her.

Father    You ask her a question. She cant even give a civil answer.

Mother    There’s enough trouble outside. Let’s have some peace in our own house. How can she understand anything that age? She’ll grow out of it. She’s not a bad girl. If you make a fuss she’ll be stubborn and it’ll end up worse.

Father    You’ve been saying that since it started. She’s my own daughter and Im not comfortable in the same room with her. I don’t know where to look when Im talking to her. If she wont do –

Mother    Sh.

Girl comes from the kitchen. She carries a bowl. It is like the others but is dark mauve. She sets it on the table before the fourth chair. She pours cornflakes into it.

Girl (apology)    I didn’t hear you call. I was making my bed.

Father    That should’ve been made first thing this morning. Not left till this late.

Girl sits in her own chair and eats.

Mother (to Girl)    Im sorry its always the same. I stood in the queue more than an hour. When I came back the streets were empty. Everyone hurries to get indoors. As if they were running away from their own shadows.

Father    She’s better off indoors. (To Girl.) You ask my permission before you go out. There’s no need to go out now the schools have been shut down. If you had proper friends you could’ve had them round. here. Play your CDs. Listen to your music.

Girl    Dont let him upset you. He’s being rude. You’re better than ‘proper.’ You’re the best friend I’ll ever have. Anyway I don’t like music anymore. I talk to you – that’s what I like best.

Mother    You should listen to your father. If you had your friends in they’d be company. I dont know why you’ve stopped asking them. I used to like to hear them in the house. It was like the old days when I grew up. Our house was always full of laughter. The games we played! We dressed up in my mother’s things. Wobbling about in her high heels. Her shoes were too big for us. Its lonely for you on your own all day.

Girl    Dont listen to them. I cant be lonely when Ive got you. Dressing up in her mother’s shoes! Grown ups are so stupid. They’re jealous because Im happy. They cant hear our lovely talks. We can say anything we like and they cant hear. Listen. (Shouts.) Help! – You see. They cant hear you because they don’t understand. We’re in our own world. They’re not in it. – Are you comfortable there? – Wait.

Girl goes out to the kitchen.

Father (gestures to mauve bowl. Puts his spoon down.)    I cant eat with that thing there.

Mother    I wont have her upset.

Father    Then tell her. Make her see sense.

Girl comes back with a cushion. She takes it to the fourth chair.

Girl    Get up a moment. (To Father.) You ought to get him a nice padded chair. Then he’d be comfortable after all the travelling he has to do. (She puts the cushion on the fourth chair.) That’s better.

Girl sits. The three eat in silence.

Father (suddenly)    Im damned if I’ll put up with it! (Stops eating. Rises.) No! –

Mother    Please!

Father (throws the cushion from the chair)    There’s no one there!

Girl    You pushed him over!

Father    There’s no one! No one!

Girl    He fell on the floor! He could’ve broken his leg! (Stands over the chair.) Please get up. Please – you pushed him on the floor on purpose! – please, please. (She puts the cushion back on the chair. Waits a moment. Then goes to her place. Leans her elbows on the table and covers her head with her arms. Cries.) Im so ashamed of him! He did it on purpose. Why wont he leave us alone? Why why why? He doesn’t do him any harm. If he drives him away I’ll never forgive him…

Short pause.

Father    There’s no one there.

Mother (comforting Girl)    Its all right – he doesn’t want to make you cry. He worries for us. (To Father.) What’s it matter if she needs a friend to –

Father    Needs? I need a lot of things! I dont pretend Ive got them! I need a sensible daughter! I need some money! If I spend what I havent got Im locked up! Put away! Prison or the looney bin! (He goes to sit in the fourth chair.) Look! –

Girl    No! No! Stop him!

Father (steps away from the chair. Pauses. Still not eating. To Girl)    You should help your father. I dont know what to do. If it was some stupid toy hurting you I could take it away. How can I get rid of someone who isn’t there?

Girl (crying)    He doesnt understand!

Father    Why doesn’t he eat? He’s there – there’s his food. Why doesn’t he touch it? Isnt he hungry?

Girl    Of course he’s hungry!

Father    Then why doesn’t he –

Mother    What’s the point of all these questions?

Girl    Because you’re always watching him! He knows you don’t want him to have any of our food. He’s ashamed to eat while you’re staring!

Father    Then why put it on the table where we have to eat –

Girl    He eats it at night. When you’re not watching.

Father    Got an answer to everything.

Girl    He tried to eat it once when you were here. It made him sick. You hurt his feelings. If you knew how kind he was you’d be ashamed.

Father    He cant eat? – nor can I! He puts me off my food. – (Trying to be reasonable.) He eats at night when no one’s around? Alright – keep it for his supper. Why does it have to be put on the table when we’re trying to eat?

Girl    Because he’s family.

Father    Oh God! – now he’s family!

Girl    You should treat him properly. Im the only one who makes him welcome. Would you treat another guest as if he – ?

Father    He’s not a guest! You said he’s family.

Mother    Bicker bicker bicker! (To Girl.) Eat your meal! If you cry like a baby you’ll be treated like one. (She puts food on a spoon and puts it in Girl’s mouth.) Eat it.

Father (watches Girl being fed)    If there’s something I haven’t done? Tell me. Or anything you want?

Girl    I don’t want anything! Ive got what I want! Why cant he understand?

Father    I cant get rid of him. But I wont feed him! (Reaching for the mauve bowl.) He’s not stealing our food – your mother had to queue since dawn for –

Girl stands.

Mother    Stop it! – There’s two parents in this house. He’s doing no harm there. I dont mind him. He’s not a nuisance. Doesn’t make a noise. If it makes her –

Father    Is it there? Can you see it? D’you think its there? Tell her its there!

Mother    It doesn’t matter what I think. If it makes her happy at a time like this we should be grateful. Would you rather she –

A blast of wind. It comes quickly, rattles the windows, lasts a few seconds and then dies away.

Mother    The second one today.

Father    Thank god it didn’t come while you were out on the street. It would’ve knocked you over. At least we’re safe in our own house – for the moment.

Father goes to the window and looks out.

Girl    Its dangerous outside. I wont let them send you away. I couldnt live without you. I gave up all my friends for you. When I tried to tell them about you they laughed. They said I was silly. So I sent them away. They’re jealous. They havent got a friend they can trust like you. They’re always quarrelling. We never quarrel. You’re always happy and quiet. Even my father cant upset you. When he pushed you on the floor you didn’t complain. If they try to send you away I’ll go with you. We’d have lovely times together and find all sorts of things to do. When Im with you Im awake but its nice and comfy and warm like being asleep.

Mother    What can you see?

Father    Nothing.

Girl    My mother pretends. She doesn’t think you’re here. She wants me to think she does but she doesn’t. If she did she’d be happy like we are. Not all tense and crinkly inside. My dad’s afraid of you.

Mother    Give me a hand in the kitchen.

Mother takes out the pink bowls and the carton. Girl picks up the mauve bowl and follows her. Father turns from the window. He takes a few steps towards the chair but stops. He goes out to the kitchen.

Two

Father comes in. He brings a board, hammer and nails. He starts to nail the board over the window.

Mother comes in with the three pink bowls and the carton.

Mother    What are you doing?

Father    Boarding it up. I was out on the streets. The wind’s breaking people’s windows.

Mother    But surely we don’t –

Father    The whole street’s doing it.

Mother    … It feels as if we’re destroying our own house ourselves … Were people told to do it or did they just – ?

Father    What does it matter? Its got to be made safe. If the wind gets in – no electricity – no heating – we’ll freeze to death.

Mother (shakes her head)    It’s a sorry day. (Pours cornflakes into the three bowls.) Come and eat. Finish that later.

Father    Not leaving a job half done.

Girl comes in. She brings the mauve bowl. She stops and looks at Father.

Mother (to Girl)    The street’s boarding up its windows.

Father    It’ll be all right. I’ll look after us. Keep us safe.

Girl puts the mauve bowl on the table. An awkward pause.

Mother (quiet)    Sit down and eat.

Girl sits. She and the Mother eat. Father comes down to the table. He puts the hammer on the table top. Eats a mouthful standing up.

Father    I told you not to put that on the table again.

Mother    I said she could for a bit longer. Till its not necessary.

Father    Necessary? What chance have I got if you …? (Chewing.) How long you keeping this up? What d’you intend to do with your life. No one’ll settle down with you if they have to live with a spook in the house. You couldn’t have kids of your own. They’d be terrified.

Mother (window, but doesn’t point to it)    You made a draught.

Father picks up the hammer. Goes back to the window. Hammers in nails. The board slips.

Father    Blast.

Girl    Shall I hold the nails dad? (He ignores her.)

Mother    When she tries to help you just ignore her and then say she –

Father    You listen to me. There’s real trouble out there. Not this fancy stuff. No one knows what’s going on – what’ll happen. If the wind gets any worse everything’ll grind to a halt. Be blown away. (Comes to the table. Takes a spoonful of cornflakes. Eats standing up.) We’re a family. The three of us have got to keep our heads. Help each other. Not play games with an empty chair.

Girl    Its not my fault you cant see him. If you tried a bit – if you were patient and talked to him – you could.

Father    Every time I see that thing on the table – honestly I despair. What’s got into my daughter? Even if you stopped it now, it’d be too late. How could I trust you after this? Its not the bowl on the table – its what’s in your head.

He goes to the door. Goes through it and looks at the window from outside. Comes back. Closes the door.

No one on the street. Empty. Ghost town. (Goes to window. Hammers.) When I went out this morning I tried to speak to people. They wouldn’t stop. Ran away.

Suddenly he lifts the hammer as sign for silence. They all listen.

Mother    What is – ?

Father    Sh. Sh. I thought I heard – sh! … (Pause. Lowers hammer.) Perhaps it was someone shouting in the next street. You hear a sound and all sorts of ideas come into your head. Last night I thought I heard wolves. Wolves howling on our streets! It was some lads – got drunk. Can you blame them in all this stress! (Hammers.) If I could afford it I’d – (Hits his thumb.) Damn! (Drops the hammer and sucks his thumb.) Damn! Damn and blast! (Shakes his hand.)

Girl    I’ll get the TCP. (Starts to go.)

Father    Blast! If you did what you’re told I could concentrate and not hit my –

Mother    Its not her fault if you –

Father    It is her fault! It is! It is her fault we’re on edge! I cant knock a nail in without wondering if her – her zombie’s – watching me! It is her fault!

Girl    I’ll get the TCP.

Father (picks up the hammer and points to the mauve bowl on the table)    Take that with you! Get rid of it! And don’t bring it back!

Girl    Mum said –

Father    I said! Get rid of it! Now!

Girl    No!

Father    No? She says no to her father! (To Mother.) See what you’ve done?

Girl    If you don’t put TCP on it it’ll get all swollen.

Father    Get rid of it!

Father hammers at window. Girl hesitates. Then turns to go slowly towards the kitchen. Father glances at her. Then suddenly he goes to the table. Smashes the bowl with the hammer.

Mother    … Good. Broken plate. Food I queued for wasted.

Father    No – I didn’t break anything – I put things right – in order. Why didn’t your friend stop me? His bowl? He didnt even have to stop me. Just say thanks for the meal when people are starving and I’d’ve given him a second helping. Its not what’s broken on the table – its what’s broken in your head! (He brushes a piece of broken bowl from table with the hammer.) Now its settled. Time we had some order. (Mother starts to clear up the pieces.) Leave it! Let her clear it up. Its her mess.

Mother (to Girl)    Do what he says.

Girl    No! He broke it. Let him do it! If you shout at us like that – break his things – of course you cant see him – (Crying.) you’ll never see him! (Angry.) If you were as gentle and kind and good as he is – he doesn’t shout and break things –

Father    Good? – if you knew what the word means – what it costs you to be good – what you spend your life struggling to try to do to get right … (Quiet.) Clear it up. Your mother’s not touching it.

Girl starts to clear up the mess. Father sits. Eats and watches the Girl.

Father (quiet)    You’ll buy your mother a new bowl. She’s not paying for it. Come out of your pocket money. (Mother reaches Girl a cloth.) Leave it. Let her manage. I should’ve done this ages ago. (To Girl.) You try it again and the same thing’ll happen. (To Mother.) She’s got a long life ahead of her. Time she started learning.

Father examines his thumb. Winces. Girl goes towards the kitchen with the bits of broken bowl. Stops.

Girl (crying)    If he comes and there’s nothing for him to eat he’ll think I don’t want him. He’ll go away. I’ll lose him for ever

Father    Your father’s hand’s bleeding. Fetch the TCP.

Girl goes out crying. Mother starts to go to her.

Father    Leave her. Let her learn to cry for what she should be crying for. (Looks at his thumb.) I’ll lose the nail. Is there anymore to eat? Im hungry.

Mother    Its on the floor.

Father (reaching for the carton)    There’s some in the –

Mother    If you eat it now we’ll go hungry tomorrow. All of us.

Father sighs. Stands and goes towards the door.

Mother    Did you hear something? (Father opens the door. Frightened.) What is it? What can you see?

Father (looking down the street)    A dog and a lamppost. What’s left of civilization.

Mother takes the bowl into the kitchen. Father pauses a moment in the doorway. He goes out. Shuts the door behind him. Girl comes in from the kitchen. She carries a tin bowl of cornflakes. She stops when she sees the room is empty. Goes to the door. Opens it a little. Peers out. Shuts it. Turns back to the table.

Girl (calls)    Where are you? I’ve brought your food.

She shuts the door. Turns back to the room.

Girl    Did you go away because he wants to starve you? I wont let him. Please come back. I know how you feel. They dont want me here. If they did they’d be able to see you. They want me to go. Vanish. Even mother – she thinks she wants me but she doesn’t – not in the way I want you. Dad’d turn me out if he wasnt afraid he’d get into trouble. Come back we’ll go away together. I don’t care what’s out there. I’d rather be there with you than stay here with them. We’ll find somewhere safe. (She is holding out the tin bowl. Pauses.) Where d’you go when you’re not here? D’you go to other girls? When you’re not here. Tell me. I wont be jealous … Its lonely when you’re not here.

Father comes in. Girl tries to hide the tin bowl from him but he doesn’t notice it.

Father (calls to kitchen)    We’re in trouble!

Mother comes from the kitchen.

Mother    Trouble? What is it?

Father    We’ve got to chop the furniture up.

Mother    Chop the –? Why?

Father    The whole street’s doing it ?

Mother    Why?

Father    Burn it. Firewood. There’s no electricity – there wont be anymore.

Mother    Good heavens! But burn the –

Father    If you don’t you lose it. There’s looters on the streets. Marching in gangs. They’re taking all the furniture they can find!

Mother    But burn the – !

Father    Help me! If we don’t we’ll lose all of it! (Gives the tin bowl to Girl.) Take it! (To Mother.) If its chopped up we can hide it!

Mother    Hide it? Where?

Father    Somewhere where the looters cant –

Mother    Where?

Father    I don’t know! We’ll find somewhere!

Mother    But our furniture !

Father    If the looters come – we try to stop them – what’ll they do to us?

Mother    Everything’s going mad!

Father    All the neighbours –

Mother    It’s a rumour! They don’t know what they’re doing! –

Father    We have to! Then they cant rob us! That’s how we have to live from now on – on the floor!

Mother    O God!

Father takes out the table. Mother picks up a chair. Goes towards the door. Stops.

Father (off)    Bring the chairs.

Mother    … I cant.

Father comes back.

Father    Help me! Please!

Mother    I looked after it for years.

Father (quieter)    We’ll do it together. It’ll be easier for us.

Mother    Is it all going to end now?

Father    Not yet. We’ve got each other.

Father and Mother take two chairs to the kitchen. Girl goes to the fourth chair. She sits on it. She holds the tin bowl. Father comes from the kitchen.

Father    I want it.

Girl    Its his.

Father    What’s in the bowl?

Girl (twines her legs round the chair legs)    His food.

Father    Your mother’s chopping the chairs up. They all have to go. Is he the only one who keeps his chair?

Girl    He wouldn’t understand if you took it. He says you’re silly doing these things. He’s cleverer than us. He knows everything.

Father    Im not dragging you off the chair. Be blamed for knocking you down. If you’re sat there when I come back I’ll chop the chair under you while you’re sat on it – then you can see how you can cope with that.

Father takes the third chair to the kitchen.

Girl    Why’ve you gone away? Is it a test to see if Im still your best friend? I am. I promise. I feed you. Why dont you come? You’re all I have. Please. Tell me what to do –

The blast – it blows the door wide open and enters the room.

Girl (frightened)    Mum! (The wind dies away.) … I thought the wind was you. I get silly ideas. If you’d come I’d be all right. (She puts the bowl on the chair, goes to the door. Listens.) Are you out there? You afraid to come in while he’s here? (She opens the door a little. Stands and looks out at the street.) I wont let him hurt you.

Girl hears a sound from the kitchen. She goes out into the street. Father comes from the kitchen. He carries a hatchet. He sees the open door.

Father    Damn. (Under his breath.) Done a runner. (Goes towards the kitchen. Stops.) How do I tell her mother? Be a row. Be my fault. (Sucks his thumb.) Hurts. (Shakes his hand.) Blood tastes of nails and hammers. (Turns back to the chair. Stares at the food. Hooks a finger in it. Licks it from his finger. Slowly moves it around in his mouth. Suddenly drops the hatchet, grabs the bowl and eats all the food. Licks the bowl.) Waste food on a zombie when the world’s starving. (Goes to the door. Stands in the doorway with his back to the room. Calls.) Hello! Can you hear me?

No One comes in from the left. He wears an ordinary white jump suit with ordinary fastenings. It is slightly luminous. White plimsolls. He smiles serenely. He looks at Father’s back.

Father (calls)    Are you there?

No answer. Father goes out. No One sits in the chair. Mother comes in.

Mother    You took the –

She does not see No One, she sees the hatchet on the floor. She picks it up and goes back to the kitchen. No One smiles. Girl comes in through the door.

Girl    You’re there. On your chair. I was looking for you in the street and you were waiting for me here. Why did you go away? Were you punishing me to see if I really thought you were real? I’d made you up? I couldn’t make up anyone as good as you. Nothing upsets you. Frightens you. You’re always calm and quiet. You’re good. I can tell from your smile. Grownups are like silly children. Always fighting because they’re frightened. When I grow up I’ll be good like you. I get silly upsets. They think Im sick. Can I touch you? Will you let me? Just your arm. – No its not allowed. I’d spoil your sleeve. My hand’s dirty. That’s the dust and dirt outside. Grimy everywhere. The wind’s blown all the leaves down. Broken the branches. Heaps of leaves in the gutters. Damp. Smelly. Horrible. Not the bright colours they have when its autumn. Now everything’s grey and wrinkled and old.

Father comes in.

Father    I thought you’d run off. Didn’t I tell you not to go out? Gave me a fright. I was so anxious Im sweating. Why must you always do something wrong?

Girl    He’s here.

Father    I thought you’d agreed to stop all that.

Girl    Look – he’s eaten his meal.

Father goes to the window. Checks the board.

Father    It’ll hold. Made a good job.

Girl    You cant take his chair now.

Girl picks up the tin bowl. Goes to the kitchen. Father goes to the chair. He doesn’t see No One. He is is going to pick up the chair. Doesn’t. Follows the Girl out. No One stands. He goes to the open doorway and stares out. Turns back to the room and goes out left. The room is empty except for the fourth chair.

Three

Girl comes in wrapped in a blanket. She brings the tin bowl. She sits on the fourth chair. Mother comes in with the three pink bowls and the carton. She puts them on the floor. Goes to the window. Tries to see through the edge of the boarding.

Mother    I wish your father would come. Never late for his meals. (Gives up.) Are you still cold?

Girl    Yes.

Mother    It gets inside you. (Goes back to the bowls.) We needn’t wait. Come and eat.

Mother sits on the ground. Girl gets up. She brings the tin bowl. She picks up the carton.

Mother    No.

Girl    You said I could.

Mother    Not anymore. Your father’s right. We have to be sensible. Eat.

Girl    Im not hungry.

Mother    Then eat for my sake. I cant afford to let you get ill. There are no doctors now. Sent to look after people even worse off than we are. I don’t know. The radio tells you nothing. No papers. No TV. People don’t know what to think. They believe the first thing comes into their heads. The worse it is the more they believe it. Please eat.

Girl    I’d be sick. Like taking food out of his mouth.

Mother    You’re still a child – Im responsible for you so do what I –

Girl    Im responsible for him. Something bad’s going to happen. That’s why he comes here – to help us when it does. He’s our only friend and you want to send him away.

Mother    Dont be silly! I want things to be like they were before. Like they’re supposed to be.

The door opens. Father comes in. He is draped in a blanket. He closes the door and leans with his back against it. He is shaken. He beckons to Mother.

Mother    What is it?

Mother follows Father to the kitchen.

Girl    Is it happening already? Dad was shaking. Why? Tell me. They’ll come back and lie about you so I’ll send you away. Im not old enough to make anyone listen to me. Im a girl so no one pays any attention. If you don’t help me what can I do – ?

Girl sits on the chair and cowers under her blanket. Father comes back. He goes to his bowl. Sits on the ground. Eats. Girl stares at him.

Girl (calls)    Mum – what’s happened? (To Father.) What did you see outside? – Dad? Im frightened.

Mother comes in.

Mother    He warned you. You wouldn’t listen. You knew best. Now its happened. (To Father.) What do we do?

Father    Carry on as if it wasn’t happening. There’s nothing else we can do.

Girl    What have I done?

Mother    The neighbours have gone.

Girl    Gone?

Mother    All of them.

Father    Left.

Mother    Your father says all the houses are empty.

Girl    Why?

Mother    As if we were an infection. I feel ashamed. Driving our neighbours – people Ive lived with all these –

Father    Its more than shame. We’re in danger.

Girl    Where’ve they gone?

Father    To get away from us.

Mother    The whole street? What about further on – have they – ?

Father    Didn’t look. Walking up and down my own street in no man’s land. Too scared to go to the corner.

Girl    Why?

Father    It was eerie. (To Girl.) Because of you.

Girl    But I havent done anything to –

Father    You ran down the street. Shouting. Knocking on people’s doors. Asking strangers – have you seen my friend who isn’t there? They didn’t think just you were mad – they blamed it on this house. Its tainted because he’s here.

Girl    He comes to talk to me – we don’t talk about them. I havent done anything wrong.

Father    You don’t have to do anything wrong! If you carry on with stupid stupid – get your head full of rubbish that’s – then when anything goes wrong you’re blamed for it. If the street was on fire – vanished down a hole – if the world blew up – you’d be blamed. You’ve brought this down on our heads. You’ve marked your family.

Girl    I didn’t want to do –

Father    You didn’t want? I said, I said – you wouldn’t listen. Your age you know everything before you’ve hardly been in the world long enough to know your own name!

Girl    You’re lying – making it up to blame him!

Father    The street’s empty!

Girl    That doesn’t mean its because of him. Perhaps – perhaps they were told to leave because the wind’s going to get – you’re blaming me because you’re afraid – !

Father    If they were told to leave why weren’t we?

Mother    They would have told us.

Girl    Perhaps they came and we didn’t hear –

Father    Open the door.

Girl    No. – Mum he’s going to send me away – !

Father    Open the door.

Mother    I cant help you anymore.

Father (to Mother)    I didn’t want you to see this. (To Girl.) Open it.

Girl goes to the door. She opens it a fraction. Stands there.

Father    Open it. (She opens it further.) Wider. (She opens it further. Peers through the crack.) Wider.

The Girl goes limp – the door falls open. The outside of the door is painted with a huge ugly dripping red X. Girl steps back into the room. Mother stares in shock.

Father    They’ve marked our house. We’re lepers. The cold. Broken windows. Doors blown in. Roofs collapsing. Furniture burnt. Starvation. Looters. Wreckers. A ghost town! They have to blame someone so they’re blaming us! (Eats. To Mother.) Shut it. She’s seen it.

Mother (shuts the door. To Girl)    You dragged us down to this … What can we do?

Father    Eat. Dig our heels in and eat while we still can.

Mother    We must do something.

Father    What? Tell them it isn’t us? They’ve gone. There’s no one to tell.

Girl    We could run away where they’re –

Father    We’re not going out there.

Girl    I’ll ask my friend what we should –

Father    Stop it! Stop it! Ask your father not him! Don’t tell me what to do! You’ve caused enough trouble! You sit there on the chair you’ve stolen from your family and tell me Ive got to do what your friend tells me to do! Its unbelievable!

Girl    I didnt tell you what to –

Father (bangs hand on floor)    Eat!

Mother    … I could hang a blanket over it.

Father    The wind would like that! It’d blow it off! Send it up on the roof and flap like a flag so the whole world knows its us! Eat. We’ll sit here and be a family – finally – now its too late. I don’t know what’ll happen. If its my last few – the last little while Ive got left in my own house I’ll sit here and behave as if Im still in control of my life.

Mother sits. Eats.

Father (to Girl)    You’ll learn – if you still get the chance – not to play games with reality. It doesn’t like it. It hits back hard.

Mother    I could walk to the end of the street and see if –

Father    I tried – I turned back. You’d never make it! I didn’t want to know even if I could’ve got to the end to find out. Eat while there’s still food.

Mother and Father eat. Girl reaches for the carton.

Father (low rhythmic menace)    You dare. You dare. You dare.

Girl    I must! He’s our only chance.

Father    You still say – !

Girl    He chose us to be saved. If I don’t feed him he cant come. He’s all we’ve got! He’ll look after us – take us away with him where its safe –

Father    She’s mad!

Girl    Yes – if you like – if I have to be – if he had to make me mad so I could see him. I see him! I see him! I do! Let me help you. Im not wicked. Not a bad girl. He’ll save us if you let me give him the – everything’s good – good good – its going to be good – better than everything was before –

Father takes the carton. Gives it to Mother. Girl wanders into the room.

Girl    … Please come … they don’t deserve to be helped but help them for my sake … I’ll give you mine – eat my – (Picks up the tin bowl) – share it – share half of mine –

Father    No!

Girl (pours half her food into the tin bowl)    – you could have all of it – gladly gladly give you – but we’ll share it – better between us – because families share all they –

Father (stands)    No! You! – eat what you’re given! (He empties the tin bowl back into Girl’s bowl.) Sit there and eat it while I stand over you! Eat and be sorry for the trouble you cause!

Girl    I must feed him or he cant help us! It’ll be terrible –! Mum tell him! (Pours half her food back into the tin bowl.) Half – only half – he wont ask for more than –

Mother    Waste! (Tearful.) Spilling our food! We’ll starve! The empty shops! I cant get out with the mark on the door –

Girl    He’ll starve if I don’t –

Father    Nothing cant starve !

Girl    He does! That’s why he comes to eat – every day! Before it was nights! Now he comes in the day – day after day because he needs us to feed him –

Father    He doesn’t come!

Girl    He does every day and eats what I –

Father    I eat it! Its me! – Am I as crazy as you? Waste my food on a zombie!

Girl    O dear he stole your food – that’s why you went away – he stole it –

Mother    I cant look at my family fighting each other like animals.

Girl (tries to grab the tin bowl)    You stole – stole –

Father (snatching the tin bowl)    Yes! – and what your father does is right! I ate it! Like this! – and I dribbled with satisfaction when I did it!

No One comes in left. He is haggard dirty starving in filthy rags and bare foot. He stands against the wall holding onto it with twisted hands. Girl sees him. Father goes to his place. Sits on the floor. Lifts spoon.

Father    Watch me!

No One (to Girl)    You lied! You lied! You said come! I’ll feed you! Look at me! Im so thin you cant see me?

Girl    No! – its horrible! –

No One    You promised – I came –

Girl    I fed you – I gave you my –

No One    I crawled round the world. Scrapped the flesh off my knees. Look! – round the world bits of my skin on the stones. Birds came and ate it. I starved.

Girl    I was here with your food! I waited!

No One    Liar! I howled – you said it’s the wind! (Delirious.) The wind was the pain in my belly. Empty. So empty – hollow – the ground crawled in my belly – my belly’s full of hungry earth. Cruel. Cruel. Look my arms – thin – my bones shivering like the wind on the river – my rags ripped where I ate them. Look my hands crooked because they’re clutching at nothing. (Tottering towards Girl.) I hate you. Hate you. Hate you. Feed me or I’ll die in your house and you’ll never be rid of me. You’ll see me wherever you look. I’ll make the house hungry. Let me eat. One mouthful and I’ll crawl away and chew it in the street – die with the crumbs in my mouth –

Girl    I gave you food – he stole it –

Father has risen. He is pointing at No One.

Father    He’s there! I see him!

Girl    Yes you see him! He’s here! – (To No One.) He’ll feed you –

Father    Feed him –

Girl    Quick before he –

Father    My food –

No One    One mouthful –

Girl    I said it would be good – he’s come to be fed – its a party for all the starving!

Father    Give him my food? He drove the people away from the streets! Cursed our house! Our door! Stole my food!

No One    Some crumbs to put in my stomach – push them down with my fingers –

Mother has half risen. She clutches at Father’s legs.

Mother    There’s no one there! Its nothing!

Father (waving spoon at No One)    This is the father’s weapon! I eat with it! My food!

Father goes to put food in his mouth. Girl knocks the spoon. Sends it flying. Empties the bowl on the ground.

Girl    He cant eat? – then no one shall eat! (Stamps on the food.) No one!

No One (falling to the ground)    My food.

Mother (to Father)    There’s no one there! (To Girl.) No one!

No One (grovelling on the ground)    My food – (Snatching up food. Cramming it into his mouth.) on the – why did she – my life on the ground –

Girl (trying to scrape up food)    There’s still – I had to do – he would have eaten it – all your – scrape it off the ground – this big plate – for us! (Tries to force food into No One’s mouth.) Eat it – lick my fingers –

No One    Dirt. Dirt.

Mother (drags Father away)    There’s no one!

Father    No one? (Bewildered. Turns back to look.) But I saw it. Saw something –

Mother    Imagined it! Worry – fear – so you thought you saw –

Father    No – there was no one! But I saw it! Am I mad? She’s made me mad. Where are we? What is this – what place is this where – whose house is this –? (To Mother.) I must take care of my wife. Not here! Where is she? (Drops his blanket as he goes to the door.) In the street! I must find her!

Mother    Don’t! Don’t go! Stay here! – its dangerous in the –

Father goes out through the door. Mother goes to the doorway.

Mother (calls)    Don’t go!

Father (off)    I must find my house!

Mother    Stay here!

Mother goes out. Girl is scraping at the ground. No One is on his feet.

No One    Nothing left. She trod it in the ground. Nothing!

Girl (offering her hands)    Yes! Eat! Eat it!

No One    Dirt. Dirt.

Girl (scraping)    Some on my shoes –

Girl scrapes for food. Scoops it into the bowl. No One drifts away.

No One    Dirt. Dirt.

No One goes out left.

Girl (stands. Offers)    Look – there’s still this on the –. (She looks round the room. Sees the open door. Holds out the bowl.) Eat.

She seems to be thrusting the bowl to others. It sinks and the dirt runs out. She picks up Mother’s blanket. Goes to the chair. Sits. Mother comes back. They look at each other in silence.

Girl    Where’s father?

Mother    The street.

Girl    I’ll go to him

Mother    No. You’d frighten him.

Girl    He saw him. If he’d listened to me –

Mother    He didn’t see him. There was no one to see. Learn not to be arrogant.

Girl (stands)    O yes the food was gone! He came to eat every night.–

Mother    Your father ate it.

Girl    I’ll never give him up. I cant live without him.

Mother    Your father’s running in the street. I must go to him. I’ll bring him back when he’s quieter. He’ll be humiliated if he has to come back on his own. Creep into his own house like a thief. I’ll make him welcome. Don’t mentioned what’s happened. If you must see things, see them but don’t bother him with them. He’s not as strong as you. Be quiet for his sake.

Girl wraps Mother in her blanket. She goes out through the open door. Girl goes to the spilt food. Crouches. Makes a gesture to clean it up with the cloth. Can’t – it’s useless. Someone/No One comes in through the door. He is clean and fit. He wears ordinary street clothes. He stands just inside the room.

Someone    People ran from this house.

Girl (looks up)    People?

Someone    Two. Has something happened?

Girl    I thought you –. You’re like someone I knew.

Someone    Oh.

Girl    You havent seen me before?

Someone    No. – Something spilt?

Girl    Accident.

Someone    Are you all right?

Girl    Can I touch you?

Someone (puzzled)    Touch me?

Girl (touches his arm. Silence)    We have to feed the hungry don’t we.

Someone    Yes.

Girl    And shelter the poor.

Someone    Yes.

Girl    And bring the lost home.

Someone    Something’s happened here. The streets are empty. Shall we see?

Girl    Yes.

Someone and Girl go out through the door. The tin bowl is on the chair.


End Note: The Young Actors

I switched on the radio at daybreak. I heard that the UK had voted to leave the European Union. The celebrating crowds reminded me of 1930s Germans cheering Hitler. This time the extremity of the consequences will not be so immediately obvious. They will be gradual but they will come and the gradualness will make them more disastrous and lasting. The young voted to stay in the EU, the old voted to leave. The division that divides the young from the old is the tolling-knell of a community. We have replaced democracy with the market. We have no civilized present and now we will have no future. We are defenceless. We can no longer win wars because there are no battlefields and front-lines, instead there is the terrorism on our streets. The media talk only of Brexit’s effects on trade and profits. They say nothing of Brexit’s effects on community and culture. They promise us a future but they are writing our obituary.

In the thirties Neville Chamberlain returned from his meeting with Hitler. When he stepped from his rickety and rather sad-looking plane he tried to smile: his jowls managed a grimace. He waved a piece of paper and announced ‘Peace in our time’ and months later the most destructive war in history broke out. When Theresa May and Donald Trump met officially for the first time they left the meeting together. On her face, the simpering self-satisfied smirk of a little girl who had just met her (political) seducer: they were holding hands. Such innocence is ignorance. There are times when history itself is ashamed.

The old complain they cannot communicate with the young because they do not live in human reality. They are imprisoned in the virtual reality of iPods, tablets and other gadgets. They have lost their spontaneity. Their pop festivals are sclerotic fabrications picked up from films, TV and the music industries. They escape from their boredom in the stupor or frenzy of drugs. They have no understanding of politics or interest in them. They are not citizens but market consumers.

Dea is about some of these problems, about our wasteful and self-destructive society. Recently when I directed Dea I was apprehensive of what young actors would make of it. I was shocked even in the first audition. They made the play theirs. They were a new generation of actors, dynamic, powerful, informed, spontaneous, disciplined and creative in themselves and in the relations they made with each other. They found joy even in being serious. My shock was less surprise than wonder. For years I had not found such ebullience and precision in English theatre. Uncannily it exactly reflected the gap between the young and old in the EU referendum. These young actors put up with working in the patronizing bulk-produced left overs of our stages only because they must earn a living.

The young are not the problem. They turn away from society because it envies their spontaneity and is afraid of their creativity. Society has founded institutions to de-socialize the young. Theatre is now one of them, an entertainment money-market. Yet drama is the basis of civilization. It is the only collective means we have to unravel the intricate complexities of personal and social justice and if we knew ourselves better we would recognize these complexities and the need to resolve them in every hour of our lives. The problem is as old as history. Every generation must resolve it by creating its own drama. These young actors passionately need their own drama and have the skills, power and intelligence to create it. Our future depends on that. They are given no chance. Most of the critics patronized them for their performances in Dea. I remember one critic who insulted them with all the gleeful malice of the untalented taking revenge on the talented for their own lack of talent. It was a symptom of our failed culture and collapsing world. In fact the young actors in Dea should be respected. They were not just good – they were awesome.
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