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PROLOGUE:

An image of a large wanted poster offering 100,000 dollars for the capture of John Wilkes Booth, assassin of President Lincoln, is projected. 

Lights go to black.  A tight light on John Wilkes Booth.  He’s disheveled, dirty, and in great pain, sitting at a table in a tobacco barn, writing in his diary.  

JOHN:
I struck boldly, and not as the papers say.  I walked with a firm step through a thousand of his friends, fought the colonel at his side.  I shouted, ‘Sic semper tyrannis’ before I fired…. In jumping from his box I broke my leg, yet pressed on…passed all his pickets, rode sixty miles with the bone of my leg tearing the flesh at every jump.  Hunted like a dog, wet, cold and starving, every man's hand against me.  And why?  For doing what Brutus was honored for.  For striking down a great tyrant.  I am in despair. My action was pure.  I hoped for no gain but struck for my country.   

LIEUTENANT DOHERTY:
(off) Booth!  Surrender your weapons and come out.

JOHN:
(yelling back) Draw your men up fifty paces from the door and I will come out and fight your whole command!

LIEUTENANT DOHERTY:
(off) We are not here to fight.  We are here to take you. 

JOHN:
(writes in his diary) I have given up all that makes life sweet and holy and brought misery upon my family but I do not repent the blow I struck. 

LIEUTENANT DOHERTY:
(off) Come out or we will burn down the barn.

JOHN:
I have too great a soul to die like a criminal. 

LIEUTENANT DOHERTY:
(off) Give up your arms and surrender. 

JOHN:
(yelling back) I shall keep my arms as I may need to use them on you gentlemen.  ( interior)  God’s will be done but let me die bravely.  (writes)  I bless the entire world.  I have never hated or wronged anyone. 
LIEUTENANT DOHERTY:
(off) If you don’t come out now, we’ll have a bonfire and a shooting match.

JOHN:
(yelling back)  Well, my brave boy, then you had best prepare a stretcher.  One more bloody stain on the old banner!  
(writes) “God, try and forgive me, and bless my mother.”

Fire crackles and shoots up framing the stage.  John stands, drops his crutch and lurches forward raising his gun.  A shot thunders and echoes.  Wilkes falls.

Act One.  Scene One. 

The Stage of The Winter Garden Theatre. Morning of November 25th, 1864

The sound of rain from outside the theatre.  A hint of thunder.  In the flies pigeons occasionally stir, cooing and fluttering their wings.

On stage there is minimal furniture.  A stage manager's table, a chair or two.  A costume or coat rack.  On the table a prompt script of Hamlet, a few rehearsal props from the play.  A banjo sits in an open case on the floor.  
EDWIN BOOTH, an actor in his early thirties, sits with his back to us, on the bare stage of the large theatre, rehearsing.  He is staring at a skull and struggles with the playing of the following text.

EDWIN:
“To be, or not to be, that is the question:

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind ..........”





“To be, or not to be, that is the question:

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune… -” 

“To be, or –“ Bugger!  I'm doing it just like you, Father!  Just like you.
Edwin crosses to the S.M.’s table. 

EDWIN:
“Neither a borrower nor a lender be; 

This above all: to thine own self be true 

What a piece of work is man!” 

“Alas, poor Yorick!  I knew him Horatio.” 


He sits, looking at the skull.  Pigeons flutter in the flies. 
MEMORY FRAGMENT: (The events Edwin remembers are from 12 years ago when Edwin was 19 years old.)  Junius Brutus Booth steps out of the shadows.  He’s 56, graying, tired-out, but still full of panache.  He’s also drunk. 
JUNIUS:
How was I?

EDWIN:
You didn’t perform this evening.
JUNIUS:
Are you sure?  I seem to recall.  Where am I – no don’t tell me, San Francisco.  I’ve been…ill.

EDWIN:
One of your illnesses that started with ale for breakfast and three pints of whiskey in the afternoon.  I covered for you.

JUNIUS:
You covered for me.  What was the part?

EDWIN:
Hamlet.

JUNIUS:
Were you torn to pieces? 

EDWIN:
They didn’t notice the difference.
JUNE:
(off stage)  Sold out! We’re sold out!
A cacophony of pigeon noise, flapping wings cries.  Junius disappears.  


JUNE BOOTH, Edwin’s older brother, a man in his early forties, swaggers on.  Behind his ‘stomach in, shoulders squared’ optimism you sense the defeated salesman.  He carries a theatre seating plan and a small leather portfolio.  As they speak Edwin picks up the banjo and begins to pick Camptown Races.  

JUNE:
I think we can add another row in the orchestra circle.  It cramps the exits, but -

EDWIN:
You’ve already got every spare chair in the building crammed onto the floor. 

JUNE:
I’m pulling the back row from the family circle which will give us standing room for at least fifty more people.

EDWIN:
(singing softly to himself) “To be, or not to be, 

To be, or not to be 

To be, or not to be 

That is the question:

JUNE:
Any sign of Johnny?  (no reply)  Mother is coming for ten. 
Edwin bursts into song. (to the melody of Camptown Races)  
EDWIN:
To be oooooor not to be


Doo-da, Doo-da


That’s the question facing me 
June joins Edwin in song.
JUNE & EDWIN: Oh, de doo-da day

EDWIN:
Is it nobler in the mind 

To suffer – (ADD JUNE) suffer, suffer!

EDWIN:
Slings and arrows – outrageous fate

To die to sleep no more.

JUNE:
Gonna run all night

EDWIN:
Gonna run all day.

ED & JUNE:
I bet my money on a bob-tailed nag.


 (in harmony) Somebody bet on the gray!!!!

MARY BOOTH, a worried looking woman in her sixties dressed in elaborate, Victorian widow’s black enters.  She is followed by their sister, ASIA BOOTH CLARKE, a strikingly beautiful, flamboyant woman in her mid-twenties.  Both are shaking rain off their umbrellas.  

MOTHER:
Stop that minstrel show nonsense, immediately.  

JUNE:
Sorry, Mother.  

MOTHER:
That is a very a vulgar song.  What if somebody were to hear the finest classical actor on the American stage –
EDWIN:
Come, now let’s not fight.  You’re wet.  Give me your coat. 

Asia paces impatiently.  She’s being ignored.

MOTHER:
I’ll keep it on until we get out of this drafty hall.  
ASIA:
(taking off her coat) Thank you, Ned.  The weather is filthy.  

EDWIN:
(taking coat) We weren’t expecting to see you, Asia.

ASIA:
I came up last night. 

EDWIN:
How are things in Philadelphia?
ASIA:
The city is overrun with Union troops, which is good for business but makes life a misery.  
EDWIN:
Poor thing.

ASIA:
My husband couldn’t be more delighted.  
Has Johnny arrived?

JUNE:
No, not yet.  

MOTHER:
Camptown Races.  
JUNE:
You’re right.  Terribly vulgar, but in San Francisco we would have starved without Edwin’s banjo. 

MOTHER:
I don’t want to talk about that birthplace of disaster. 

JUNE:
It wasn’t so bad after the Vigilance Committee hung a few of the more notorious thugs.  

MOTHER:
That didn’t save you from bankruptcy, did it? 



JUNE:
If the war hadn’t intervened that land would have been worth – 

MOTHER:
Don’t dwell on it, child.  We Booths are often down, but never out!

ASIA:
Now that was a thing of beauty.

MOTHER:
I beg your pardon.

ASIA:
Slap him down.  Pick him up.  Dust him off.  Start all over again.  No one plays knockabout like you, Mother. 

Mother glares at daughter and turns away. 

MOTHER:
Someone take this wet coat before I catch my death. 

Edwin takes his mother’s coat as June sidles up to Asia. 
JUNE:
(softly) What is it this time? 

ASIA:
(softly) Where to begin?  Last night’s bonfire?  (loud) Or the revelations of this morning’s carriage ride?

MOTHER:
You had to be told. 

ASIA:
This ridiculous scheme posing as a night in the theatre.  


MOTHER:
I am trying to save your brother.   
ASIA:
Johnny doesn’t need saving.

MOTHER:
Asia, you know where he’s been. 

ASIA:
Yes, Mother....Canada.

MOTHER:
Canada.  There is only one reason a boy like Johnny goes to Canada.

ASIA:
Montreal is full of theatres, Mother.  He’s an actor!

MOTHER:
Montreal is a city full of Confederate spies!

ASIA:
My brother’s political sympathies arise from an acute sense of justice.  
JUNE:
He is going to get himself into terrible trouble unless we – 

ASIA:
You should all be proud of his courage and instead you interfere.   

EDWIN:
Johnny’s reputation for speaking out is doing considerable damage to his career.  

MOTHER:
And our family’s reputation.

ASIA:

Bosh!
JUNE:
Mother’s right to be concerned.  Men and boys alike are being thrown into prison for whispering the things Johnny shouts on street corners.  

MOTHER:
I’m having dreams - terrible dreams! 

ASIA:
Dreams!

MOTHER:
Terrible dreams!  Dark figures riding through the night.  

ASIA:
(making fun of her) Oooh.

MOTHER:
Fires.  

ASIA:
No.

MOTHER:
Shots, muffled drums.  

ASIA:
Be still my heart.
MOTHER:
(to Asia) I will not be mocked in these matters! 


(to Edwin)  “Horses did neigh, and dying men did groan,

And ghosts did shriek.”  Calpurnia will speak those warning words tonight, Edwin - and be ignored.  

Mother sits down heavily fumbling with her purse. 

MOTHER:
June, my salts.  My…

Mother is overcome.  June rushes to help her. 
JUNE:
Asia, you’ve upset her again.
ASIA:
(ignoring him, speaks to Edwin) 










 Every time you and Johnny talk politics you end up in a brawl. 




EDWIN:
(to Mother) It’s June’s plan.  I’m just playing my part. 

ASIA:
In a farce. 



JUNE:
This benefit is the best idea I’ve had in years.  

A one night performance in honor of our Father.  How could Johnny not join us?  




ASIA:
Yes, brilliant.  Use our father’s memory to lure your brother into Mother’s web and then - 

MOTHER:
How dare you suggest - Your father’s memory is a precious thing and – 

ASIA:
Soot and ashes – that’s what father’s memory is to you and we both know it!

EDWIN:
Enough!  Please.  (to Asia)  You’re right, of course.  It would cause more harm than good to try and talk to John about our divided loyalties but June’s plan is not without merit. 

ASIA:
Is it?  Really?  (to June) What is the plan - beyond luring Johnny to New York? 





JUNE:
This is just the beginning.  (hauling out a handbill out of his portfolio and proudly and showing it around)  We’re already the talk of the season.  “On stage together for the first time!”  The three sons of the Great Booth!  Given our inevitable triumph, I’m sure I’ll be able to convince John to stay in New York and – 
Pigeons flap in the flies.  Some crap hits the handbill. 

JUNE:
Damn pigeons.  It’s an endless battle to keep them out of the flies.  

June rummages around looking for something to wipe off the handbill. 

MOTHER:
This will never work.  If only father could be here with us -  

ASIA:
Playing Caesar I suppose.  
EDWIN:
Or at least his ghost.

MOTHER:
Ridiculous.  Your father would have the lead.

JUNE:
Brutus.  Such a perfect pig of a part – the man spends most of Act One in an indecisive funk and then plays second fiddle to Cassius well into Act Two.  
ASIA:

How did father handle it? 

EDWIN:
(thin smile)  He played Cassius.



JOHN:
(off) “Why, man he doth bestride the narrow world

Like a Colossus, and we petty men…

John enters he wears a cloak, wide brimmed hat and high leather boots – the attire of a swashbuckling hero.

JOHN:

Walk under his huge legs and peep about

To find ourselves dishonorable graves.”



ASIA:
(runs to embrace him)  Johnny!

JOHN:
Flower.  I didn’t expect to see you.

ASIA:
I wouldn’t miss this performance for anything.
She kisses him  lightly.  John quickly turns and


 hugs his mother.


JOHN:
Hello, my love.  
How are you feeling? 
MOTHER:
My dreams - 

JOHN:
- are only dreams.  I am here to chase them away. 
JUNE:
And to play Caesar!  
June looks at Edwin who is still looking off into the wings.

JOHN:
And to play Caesar!  (sweeps off his cloak and hat, throwing them on the stage and looks at Edwin)  How are we cast? 

JUNE:
I am down for Cassius. 










JOHN: 
Cassius.  Perfect!  Come, give me; “When could they say ‘till now, that talked of Rome…”

A note on performing styles.  Both June and John play Shakespeare big, in the grand 19th century style.  June comes off a bit declamatory.  John is the superior actor, his performance big, but nuanced.  
JUNE:
“When could they say ‘till now, that talked of Rome


That her wide walls encompassed but one man

O, you and I have heard our fathers say 

There was a Brutus once that would have booked..."  

EDWIN:
“Brooked”

JUNE:
“…brooked

The eternal devil to keep his state in Rome

As easily as a king”

JOHN:
(playing Brutus)  “That you do love me I am nothing jealous

What would you work me to, I have some aim.”


What do you think, Edwin?  
EDWIN:
Well…

JOHN:
What? 

EDWIN:
Nothing, Johnny.  It’s merely… nothing.

JOHN:
Is that a common merely nothing, or an Edwin merely nothing?  Meaning merely everything.

EDWIN:
It’s just… (softly, almost a whisper, showing them what he means) There should be some hint of conspiracy in a conspiracy, don’t you think? 



 And June, 
look at Brutus, instead of playing out.  The audience is not going to help kill Caesar but Brutus may be convinced to lend a hand.  
JUNE:
You’re right, of course.  Absolutely right.
EDWIN:
One always has to be careful not to (big fake voice) address the Gods when you are speaking to human beings. 



















JOHN:
In my experience the only people who find this new realism exciting are other actors - and some of the younger critics.  Most audiences (singing the line) like to seeeeee an actor act.  And will pay plenty for the privilege. 

JUNE:
Pay they will.  Seventy-five cent tickets are being scalped for five dollars each.  The three of us on stage together?  It’s like a license to print Greenbacks. 

JOHN:
Greenbacks.  Yankee paper stained in Southern blood.
Uncomfortable beat.

MOTHER:
You look well, John.

ASIA:
Yes, how was Montreal?

JUNE:
Yes, what’s it like up there?

JOHN:
The British ruling class are upset by the blockade on cotton exports, of course, but more surprising is the sympathy for the Southern cause among the French.  
EDWIN:
We agreed last August that we would avoid these kinds of conversations. 

MOTHER:
Yes, John.  It does no good.

ASIA:
But Mother, he’s discussing Quebec, not the South.  Go on. 

JOHN:
It’s a sympathy fueled by their own passion for independence.  

JUNE:
(reproachful)  John.

JOHN:
No, it’s true.  When you discuss the Northern occupation of our own Baltimore, they point to the British bastion on Mount Royal. 



 They understand my anger.  (to Edwin) Why can’t you, brother? 

EDWIN:
(sighs)  If you’ll excuse me, there are matters relating to tomorrow’s Hamlet that I must see to. 

Edwin gathers up his prompt script and Yorick's skull then starts to exit.  As he approaches the wings Junius steps out in front of him. 
JUNIUS:
(laughs scornfully)  Edwin Booth – The Melancholy Dane.  I shudder to think.


Edwin hurries by Junius who laughs and follows him off.

MOTHER:
John.  Why must you vex him so?

JOHN:
(sincerely) I’m sorry, dear one, but he is so easily vexed. (seeing she is not satisfied with this)  I’ll do my best.  What’s all this Hamlet business? 
JUNE:
We open tomorrow night.  The most extravagant production New York has ever seen.  Three months in preparation.  Meticulous attention to detail in costuming, staging - eleven newly designed settings…

JOHN:
Sounds impressive – 
ASIA:
- and expensive.

JUNE:
You wouldn’t believe the cost, but given the extraordinary detail of Ned’s staging and the originality of his performance - he's thinking of playing, “to be or not to be” sitting down.

JOHN:
(genuinely incredulous)  Sitting down.

MOTHER:
You aren’t seriously going to let him do it sitting down!

JUNE:
No actor has ever attempted a presentation so natural, so extraordinarily - defiant in the face of tradition.

MOTHER:
He’ll make a fool of himself. 

JUNE:
It’s revolutionary.  

ASIA:
(laughs) It’s ridiculous.

JOHN:
(breaking the silence)  How many performances will it take to make this colossus pay?

JUNE:
We'll break even in - three weeks.  Twenty-four consecutive performances. 

MOTHER:
(incredulous) Three weeks of consecutive performances?  

JUNE:
For a start.  I believe Hamlet can run a hundred nights straight. 

MOTHER:
That’s impossible!  We didn’t bring you back to New York to bankrupt this family as well as your own!

JUNE:
We are going to transform the way theatre is produced - forever. (to John)  And…and make a fortune to boot.  And when we’re done with Hamlet, I say you join the company full time.  We’ll give our “three brothers Caesar” the same treatment.  What do you think, Johnny? 



JOHN:
That’s just not the way theatre is produced, not in this country.  

JUNE:
Not in the past, but once this war is over, nothing will ever be the same.  A new era!  Look at New York.  Exploding at the seams.  Soon there will be a hundred cities big enough to support elaborate touring companies.  

MOTHER:
Here it comes.  Another huge idea.

ASIA:
Bravo.

JUNE:
I am well aware of how you feel about my ideas, but Johnny knows the business.  (to John)  We mount the shows here, capitalize on their success, then -  

HENRY JOHNSON enters.  A well-dressed Afro-American with a flat brimmed hat jauntily perched on his head.

HENRY:
Excuse me, Mr. Booth, there are a number of young ladies at the stage door who ask if you might give them your autograph. 

JUNE:
Do I know you? 

HENRY:
No sir.  I was addressing my employer. 

JOHN:
Certainly, Henry. 
John takes out some small cards with his photo on them and signs them as he talks. 

JOHN:
You’ve seen to my rooms?

HENRY:
Yes sir, as you requested. 


 

Henry whispers a few inaudible lines to John.

JOHN:
Did you talk to him? 
HENRY:
I didn’t feel it was my place.

John thinks for a moment then slaps him on the back and gives him some money. 

JOHN:
Good then!  Oh, wait - see if you can find me a decent bottle of brandy, for later.  And something for yourself, of course.

HENRY:
Of course, sir. 


ASIA:
Who in the world is that?

JOHN:
My new valet.  Henry Johnson.  A man’s man without equal.

MOTHER:
You should get rid of him. 

JOHN:
Don’t be silly, Mother







MOTHER:
In a time like this, when the wrong word whispered in the ear of the authorities can -

JOHN:
There is no cause for concern.  Henry is a consummately trustworthy man and I can take care of myself. 

John retrieves his cloak.  Mother begins to realize she’s poisoned June’s sales pitch. 
JUNE:
So John, what do you think?

JOHN:
About what?

JUNE:
Our production.    

JOHN:
Well… Charmed as I am by your vision of this glorious industrial future, the idea of feeding myself into a theatrical sausage-maker, spewing out the creations of a monolithic Yankee culture has little appeal.  

JUNE:
But John – it’s not like that.  It’s just us.  It’s just…business.


JOHN:
The kind of business that is the true cause of this war.  Now, give me a chance, brother.  I know the discussion is now shaped by the moral superiority of the abolitionists’ minority, but the true source of this conflict is economic. 

JUNE:
Don’t waste your arguments on me, Johnny.  I know nothing of this war except that it is a curse upon us all. 

JOHN:
What you’re describing is the essence of the Union’s design.  To subjugate the South to Northern manufacturing ambitions – 
ASIA:
Winning a license to print Greenbacks - that’s the true nature of this conflict. 
MOTHER:
Stop all this nonsense, we’re discussing touring a play, nothing more. 
JOHN:
It’s more than that, Mother.

JUNE:
Johnny – 

JOHN:
I’m sorry, June, good luck to you but like our father ‘I march to the beat of a different drummer.’  His lonely way is good enough for me.  

JUNE:
You’ve been a leading man less than three years.  
ASIA:
And already rival Edwin.

JUNE:
(ignores her)  The stars are still in your eyes.  It’s a life that drives men to drunkenness and despair.  Father hated it.  Didn’t he, Mother?

MOTHER:
It is a hard life, Johnny, that’s true.

JUNE:
It killed him, in fact.

ASIA:

That’s ridiculous.  If he’d had someone to take care of him - 

JUNE:
It’s not Edwin’s fault.  (to John)  Damn it all, throw in with us.  Stay in New York.  You’d be part of something extraordinary.  Tonight the future begins – for all of us.

JOHN:
I’m sorry, June, but, the truth be told, I’m not sure I can even perform tonight.  

JUNE:
Why not?

JOHN:
My trunk – all my costumes have been lost in transit.  (camping it up) I don’t have a thing to wear.  (exits in a flourish. ) 


ASIA:
(ironic)  That went well, didn’t it? (exits, after John)

Act One.  Scene Two. 

The Green Room of The Winter Garden Theatre.  Immediately following Scene One.

Comfortable chairs, small tables.  On the walls several portraits of actors and, near the callboard, a Lincoln campaign poster from the recent election.  John paces the room, then notices the poster. 
JOHN:
Damn you - you old tyrant!! 

He kicks over a chair then slumps into another more comfortable one and pulls a flask from his jacket.  He takes a long drink and pulls a notebook out of his pocket.  He reads.

JOHN:
"I have loved this country beyond expression.  I waited, hoped, and prayed for the dark clouds to break.  To wait longer would be a crime…But…  (he writes) “to abandon my mother and sister, whom I love so dearly, all for a lost cause seems insane…”

Asia enters.  John hastily pockets the notebook. 

ASIA:
What were you writing? 

JOHN:
A letter to the editor – or myself. 

ASIA:
Which is it?

JOHN:
Impossible for me to say.  (beat) What’s wrong with me anyway, sister?

ASIA:
Nothing.  

JOHN:
For Edwin to walk out on me like that –

ASIA:
You know what he’s like.  His gloomy moods.  Ever since Mary died.
JOHN:
I know  I know.  Losing your wife.  A terrible thing.  
ASIA:
He’s built a little altar in his dressing room and holds these little private séances.  

JOHN:
It’s not healthy after two years to continue sulking – 

ASIA:
That’s how he is.  I mean he’s still brooding over Father and that was an era ago. 

JOHN:
Twelve years.

ASIA:
Methinks Prince Hamlet hath ‘of late…lost all his mirth’.  And enjoys his sadness far too much. 
JOHN:

(beat)  I suppose Mother is raging around the building blaming everyone in sight for my failings.  

ASIA:
Everyone but herself.  Do you know what she did last night?
JOHN:
What?

ASIA:
When I told her we were writing a book about Father she took all his correspondence and destroyed it.

JOHN:
No, she wouldn’t.

ASIA:
She did.  She sat in front of the fire throwing letter after letter into the flames.  She wouldn’t even let me read them first!

JOHN:
Why would she do a thing like that? 

ASIA:
She was afraid of what the letters might contain.  
JOHN: 
That woman? 
ASIA:
“The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” still torment her so. 

Henry enters with a package under his arm.

HENRY:
Mr. Booth?  Your brandy.

JOHN:
Thank you, Henry.  Pour me a stiff one.

Henry does so.

ASIA:

(playfully) Demon alcohol, so early in the day?

JOHN:
A purely medicinal product I assure you.  Soothes the nerves, aids in digestion, lightens the sprit.

ASIA:
Well, in that case.  Henry – pour me one as well.

Henry pours.

JOHN:
I don’t know why Mother obsesses so over that tired old scandal. 

Asia looks pointedly at Henry.  John picks up on Asia’s need for privacy.  

JOHN:
Henry.  I wonder if you might go to the hotel and see if you can track down our friend?

HENRY:
Yes, sir.

JOHN:
Go to his room, not to the desk and give him my compliments and tell him where I can be found. 

HENRY:
Certainly, sir. (exits) 
JOHN:

Why all the secrecy?  The first Mrs. Booth is dead. 

ASIA:

(laughs)  She is indeed – dead and buried.  In father’s biography I dismiss the old bag in a single line. 

JOHN:
You’ve written her out of our life?

ASIA:
(smiles)  What else is a poor little bastard child to do?

JOHN:
(laughs)  Well then, a final toast.  To the annoying first wife of Junius Brutus Booth, tragedian.  A small stone in a big cemetery.





They drink deeply.  Asia wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.

JOHN:
Oh sister, if Mother could see you now.  Such audacity.  

ASIA:

Yes, together you and I could amaze the world. (laughs)  Heaven knows you amaze me already.

JOHN:

In what manner?

ASIA:



























A man came to the theatre yesterday looking for a “Doctor Booth.”

JOHN:

(surprised and on guard)  Did he? 

ASIA:

Do you know a Doctor Booth?
JOHN: 
Of course not.  I am nothing but a wandering player.

He puts his feet up on a table or an ottoman.  His boots are knee-high, the footwear of a swashbuckler.  Asia drapes herself over his legs, looking into his eyes.

ASIA: 

Brutus?
JOHN: 
That would be my preference.

ASIA: 

Then I would be your Portia.
She quickly reaches into the top of his boot and pulls out a dangerous looking knife.  She threatens to stab herself. 

ASIA:
(as Portia) “Tell me your counsels, I will not disclose ‘em:”

JOHN:

Careful.  That’s not a prop.

ASIA:

“I have made strong proof of my constancy,  

Giving myself a voluntary wound, Here…”

She’s about to cut her arm.  John stops her.  They struggle.
JOHN: 
For God’s sake, Asia!

John ends up on top of Asia, pinning her.  A charged moment.
ASIA: 

(as Portia) “You have some sick offence within your mind,

Which, by the right and virtue of my place, I ought to know of.”

JOHN:
(taking the knife he moves away) I am Doctor Booth.  I buy quinine, morphine, other desperately needed medical supplies and see that they reach Virginia. 
ASIA:
(excited, her suspicions confirmed)  You run the blockade.  

If you’re caught you’ll be hung. 

JOHN:
I won’t be caught.  My fame is a kind of passport.  I can travel anywhere.  
ASIA:

But you promised Mother – 

JOHN:
That I would not join the army.  And I have not.  I am of more value to The Confederacy in my current position. 

ASIA:
What took you to Montreal?  (no reply)  You don't trust me?

JOHN:
Of course I trust you.  I’m not nearly so sure of myself.  
ASIA:
What is it, John?

JOHN:
(decides to risk all)  Have you heard of The Knights of The Golden Circle? 
ASIA:
No.

JOHN:
They are the elite of the Southern secret service.  (bursting with excitement)  This quinine business is small potatoes.  I was summoned to Montreal to be made a party to their most secret endeavors - and I was offered an assignment.  A scheme so grand that, if I have the courage I could force a negotiation and end this war.




ASIA:
But how could you force a negotiation?  
JOHN:
The people of the North are weary of bloodshed and all the South has ever wanted was to leave this Union in peace.  One heroic stroke could change everything.  “There is a tide in the affairs of men.”  A hero can - 

ASIA:
Die.  That's what heroes do...die.  Are you ready to make that ultimate sacrifice? 

JOHN:
Do you think I’m a coward?
ASIA:
No.  
JOHN:
Then know I would choose death before dishonor.  

ASIA:

As would any Southern patriot.  What do you plan to do? 

JOHN:


Oh, nothing so special.  Just kidnap the President.

MOTHER:
(off)  John? 

Mother enters.  John crosses to kiss her on the cheek. 

JOHN:

Mother.  I’ve been behaving badly again, haven’t I?

MOTHER:
Yes, you have.  And I have had just about enough of it. 
JOHN:
I don’t know why I feel so passionately about everything.  

MOTHER:
June is making arrangement for costumes so this ridiculous business about losing your trunk –

ASIA:
I suppose you’re happy they’ve been lost.

MOTHER:
I beg your pardon?

ASIA:
Father’s costumes. 
MOTHER:
I don’t know what you’re talking about.

ASIA:
Father’s costumes were in that trunk.  You gave them to Johnny, remember? 

MOTHER:
That was in your father’s will.  (to John)  He knew you’d wear his mantle one day and he was right.  All the papers are saying you’re his true heir. 





ASIA:



You never mentioned that bequest until Ned arrived home from the West.  

MOTHER:
John was just starting out 
ASIA:
And Ned was getting leading roles.  He needed those costumes more than John.

MOTHER:
Edwin could always take care of himself.  He proved that when he abandoned your father.

ASIA:
It’s tragic really, father’s costumes lost to the world, like his correspondence.  
MOTHER:
Back to those letters again?

ASIA:

I will never forgive you.

MOTHER:
I couldn’t face what they might say.  So many hurtful things were said after all and my only defense was love.

JOHN: 
There is no stronger defense, dearest.

MOTHER:
In Baltimore society it is no defense at all. (to Asia)  I will never bear such shame again! 
ASIA:

She is dead, Mother. 

MOTHER:
I know that, but her memory still fills me with terror. 
ASIA:
(melodramatically, sarcastic.)  Dead.  Dead.  Dead.

MOTHER:
Yes, like My Love.  (to John)  You are my only Love now.  Come let me hold you in my arms.

They embrace.

MOTHER:
I could not live without you.  You know that, don’t you? 
JOHN:
Oh dearest. 

MOTHER:










June is barely back from California and this benefit is his first effort here in the city.

JOHN:
I know.

MOTHER:
If it turns into a fiasco…

JOHN:
Don’t worry, Mother. I’ll do my duty… it’s just this ‘big plan’ he’s hatching threw me off. 

MOTHER:
Would it be so awful to be working with your brothers?

ASIA:
More like working for Edwin.

JOHN:
Asia, enough.

ASIA:
(to Mother) You try to enslave him with your love while vile and savage acts are committed against our countrymen.
MOTHER:
It is war.  Both sides have done terrible things.

ASIA:
Only one side marches through Georgia burning and cutting a swath fifty miles wide where nothing – no man or horse not even a pig - is permitted to live!  

MOTHER:
(to John) Make her stop.  

ASIA:
Yes, make me stop, lie to her.  Deny your true duty.  

MOTHER:
His first duty is to me and he will honor his promise.

JOHN:
Enough!  Please.  Mother, you know I would rather die than give you pain but … For years now I’ve lived like a slave in the North – 

MOTHER:
Wealth?  Fame?  Success?  A favored sort of slave.

JOHN:
I can’t express my thoughts.  Every principle I hold dear is denounced as treason.  I feel like a coward.  

MOTHER:
No!  I will not listen to this!  If your word means anything at all… your promise to your mother cannot – will not be denied! 
Mother sags and begins to weep.  









John rushes to her and soothes her with a long sighing sound - like wind blowing softly through trees. 

JOHN:
Waaaaaaash.  Waaaaaaash.
MOTHER:
My boy.  My little darling boy.  Don’t leave me.  
ASIA:
Here it comes.  Act One: The Promise.  (to John) “Your Promise.”  Act Two: The Prodigal Son.  “Dreams, dreams, terrible dreams.”  

MOTHER:
They are terrible.

ASIA:
They don’t even exist.

MOTHER:
This is what I see.  (to John)  You are surrounded by an arch of flames, like a stage on fire.  Like Richard on the Boswell field, you hobble forward – pain.  Soul twisting pain and then and then… Don’t leave me.  Don’t leave me ever again.  

JOHN:
I won’t I won’t ever leave you, Mother.  How could I leave you, my true love, my only love – 


ASIA:
Act Three: The return of the dutiful son.  “Mother, I will stay with you forever.”  Victory.  The end.
MOTHER:
What has happened to you, you viperous little – 
ASIA:
Mother, your fragility has suddenly fallen away.  
MOTHER:
How dare you. 

ASIA:
Such bad acting – you shame us.
JOHN:
That is enough!  









ASIA:
(to John)  You are like some timorous, little bird caught in a hurricane, aren’t you? Blown this way, then that, never knowing where you’re going to land. 

JOHN:
On my feet, flower.  If you’ll excuse me.





John bows to the ladies and exits. 











Act One.  Scene Three.

The Dressing Room Of Edwin Booth.  A few minutes later.

At rise Edwin stands studying a model of the set for Hamlet.  

EDWIN:
This time they’ll know the difference. 

MEMORY FRAGMENT.  Junius enters. 
JUNIUS:
So, the Dane went well.

EDWIN:
Very well.

JUNIUS:
Ovations?

EDWIN:
Yes.

JUNIUS:
One.

EDWIN:
Three. 

JUNIUS:
I get more. 

EDWIN:
I didn’t return for the fourth.

JUNIUS:
Ooooh.  Modesty.

EDWIN:
Oooh.  Facetiousness.

JUNIUS:
You didn’t take the fourth curtain call.  Why not?

EDWIN:
It spoils the play.

JUNIUS:
Ridiculous.  I regularly take fourteen – fourteen curtain calls. 

EDWIN:
Yes, and after all that clapping your audience often forgets what play they’ve just seen. 

JUNIUS:
Why, they’ve seen the luminescent Hamlet.  

EDWIN:
But all they remember is the old dragon, farting flames on a pile of gems. 
JUNE:
(off)  I’ve been burrowing in your touring trunks.  
Junius disappears.  June enters carrying a toga, Roman armor, a sword and shield.  
JUNE:
And I think Johnny’s problem is solved!
EDWIN:
I doubt a musty toga will provide Johnny’s salvation.

JUNE:
He means no harm, Ned, and you shouldn’t let him get you going.  
EDWIN:
You don’t need to apologize for his behavior.  

JUNE:
It’s just that walking out on him like that.  You know how headstrong he is.  

EDWIN:
If I hadn’t left we would have brawled. 

JUNE:
You’ve been on edge all week.  
EDWIN:
I know.
JUNE:
The Hamlet? 

EDWIN:
It’s like there’s something hanging in the air.  I keep remembering San Francisco.  Father. 
 (beat) I’ve decided on the opening.  I’m not going to make an entrance. 

JUNE:
No entrance?

EDWIN:
I’ll be discovered – just a faceless part of the royal entourage. 

JUNE:
But your entrance always gets a round.

EDWIN:
Exactly.  It spoils the play. 
JUNE:
Well, tonight the entrance will get a huge round.  We must all enter together, destroying the potential for battling ovations.  



JOHN:
(off) Ned?  Can I come in?

EDWIN:
Come!

John enters looking sheepish.

JOHN:
Fellas, I want to apologize.  I don’t know what gets into me sometimes. (with a chuckle)  I get to the point where if I see a chicken crossing the road, I think Abe Lincoln’s chasin’ it with an axe.  

JUNE:
Think nothing of it, Johnny – an interesting exchange of ideas, really.  And as for your lost trunks - problem solved! (holds up tunic)  Ned had these fine examples of Roman array buried deep in his touring trunks. 

EDWIN:
I’ve found it’s a good idea to tour with additional costumes for other performers. 

JOHN:
Costumes to spare.  (noticing the skull perched on Edwin’s table)  And poor Yorick. 

EDWIN:
Alas.

JUNE:
Is that father’s prop?  

EDWIN:
It is.

JUNE:
Do you know that story, John?

JOHN:
I don’t pay much attention to stories about our father - most of them are absurd.

JUNE:
But this one is true – I assure you.  (barely able to contain his laughter.) There was this horse thief.... Father fell in with him on one of his escapades.  “A remarkable man”, he’d say. ....“ A deep thinking man.”  Anyway, the poor fellow was eventually apprehended and Father took on his defense.  Paid for lawyers and so forth, alas to no end.  The fellow was convicted and sentenced to hang.  Well shortly after his execution – (he can't go on) you tell it, Edwin.

EDWIN:
Well, the fellow worshiped Father.  

JUNE:
He was particularly fond of his Hamlet.
EDWIN:
Yes, Hamlet.  So, in his will, the fellow bequeathed father – his head.

JOHN:
And this is…

EDWIN:
Fredrick Hanson.  Horse thief.

June laughs.  Edwin smiles thinly.  John is astounded, then laughs, tossing the skull up and catching it. 

JOHN:
Now that is what you call a fan.
He tosses the skull to Edwin.  June laughs heartily and hands John the armor.  

JUNE:
I hope that fits.  I’ve worked out a rather clever bit of business for Philippi.  The battle will be splendid. 

JOHN:
(to Edwin)  You wish me to play Anthony, I assume.

EDWIN:
Of course.

JOHN:
It’s just I was thinking how much I’d like to play Brutus. 
JUNE:
But the playbills are printed.  People expect Edwin to give Brutus.  

JOHN:
So imagine their surprise.  You like to surprise an audience, don’t you brother?

EDWIN:
Sometimes it’s a tonic.
JOHN:
Then you’d agree to the shift in billing. 

EDWIN:
Not in this case. 

JOHN:
Why not?

EDWIN:
It’s a question of balance.  Brutus is a brooding, introspective man, my specialty.  Cassius, a quick thinking student of the masses – a salesman, like June.  Anthony, a handsome and charismatic man of action with the rhetorical skill to sway the crowd.  It’s the role that suits you best.

JOHN:
You could as easily argue that we should take the roles most suited to our philosophical dispositions.  If you follow my thinking.  

EDWIN:
I’d prefer to play a part, not espouse a philosophy!

John’s boyish love of debate can’t be controlled.  He always enjoys a friendly argument. 

JOHN:
But how can you do one without doing the other?  

JUNE:
Well now, this is interesting.  You want to play Brutus because – 

EDWIN:
He opposes tyranny.  And I should play Anthony because he supported “the tyrant” Caesar like I support “the tyrant” Lincoln.

JUNE:
Oh, well, no… I mean… This isn’t a political rally.  It’s an entertainment!

JOHN:
Is that all it is to you, Ned?

EDWIN:
You know it isn’t. 

JOHN:
You see the political implications of the play. 

EDWIN:
They are not my primary concern. 

JOHN:
Fine, but since you brought it up, not me, anyone in the audience will see the parallels: A civil war.  A leader who claims to save the republic but ignores the constitution, invades his own country, suspends the rule of law?  It’s in the newspapers every day – at least those Lincoln hasn’t shut down.  What’s the count now, Edwin?  Three hundred papers shut down?  

JUNE:
Come on now, the women buying tickets for tonight don’t give a damn about some over-stretched political metaphor.  They want to catch a glimpse of the “handsomest man in America” – you - in a toga.  

JOHN:
June!!  Habeas corpus suspended.  Thirty thousand people arrested and held without charge, including all the anti-war candidates ‘Honest Abe’ had arrested before the last election.  You think it doesn’t matter?  Show the ladies a flash of thigh and all will be well? (to Ned)  Ned, I’m sorry, I don’t want to start a fight but you must agree - to perform this play at this time is a political act. 

EDWIN:
You may see it that way, but it’s a poor play which contents itself with politics.

JOHN:
You would have this play do more?

EDWIN:
I believe the performance of any play is a sacred act.  

JOHN:
That may take a political form.  My Brutus –

EDWIN:
No.  I have studied Brutus.  I am ready to play Brutus and I am not about to wing a slipshod Marc Anthony to satisfy your naive political affectations. 

JOHN:
You are making this very hard for me, brother.  Playing a bootlicker to a tyrant -
EDWIN:
Anthony is more than that.  A great play ‘shows man whole in all his complexity’.

JOHN:
And that is what you see in Caesar?

EDWIN:
It offers no easy answers - only a dance of death driven by a demon called politics.

JOHN:
That’s a bit high flown, don’t you think.
EDWIN:
If you say so.

JOHN:
Perhaps not.  Perhaps it’s simply noble, but either way it doesn’t solve my problem.

EDWIN:
Which is?










 
JOHN:
That playing a bootlicker to a tyrant causes me - (realizing losing his temper will get him nowhere)  I’ll tell you what, Edwin, I'll compromise.  I'll take on a role of critical importance in your thesis – The Soothsayer.
JUNE:
The Soothsayer?  Why it’s practically a walk-on.

JOHN:
I see him as a handsome young Southern blade with the kind of well-turned calf that will set the ladies’ hearts a-flutter.

John quickly throws his toga over his shoulder and takes on the role of The Soothsayer.
JOHN:
“Beware the ides of March.”  No, too big.  “Beware the ides of March.” No, not big enough.  Edwin, I’ll need direction.  Come brothers – we must rehearse! 

John exits, leaving behind armor and sword.

EDWIN:
He’ll play Brutus or nothing at all.

June picks up the armor, unsure what to do next.  

JUNE:

Nonsense.  You’ll see.  This is all…Comedy.

June exits. Edwin looks at the skull again.  

MEMORY FRAGMENT.  Junius appears. 

JUNIUS:
Where am I – no don’t tell me, San Francisco.  Your benighted brother brought us to the cursed wilderness with tales of quick fortunes – streets paved in gold.

EDWIN:
There was no way June could foresee the collapse. 

JUNIUS:
Of course not, he is totally, infernally blind!  Now I am ruined – again.

EDWIN:
You are hardly ruined, Junius.  He arranged the benefit.

JUNIUS:
Oh yes, the benefit – the three of us on stage together.  A huge draw.

EDWIN:
It could have been.

JUNIUS:
Impossible.  If you must be on the stage you will play your banjo.  Comedy.  Abominable black-faced comedy.  That is bad enough.  This benefit – when is it? 

EDWIN:
It was tonight.

JUNIUS:
(beat) I’ve been…ill.

EDWIN:
One of your illnesses that started with ale for breakfast and three pints of whiskey in the afternoon.  I covered for you.

JUNIUS:
You covered for me.  What was the part?

EDWIN:
Hamlet.

JUNIUS:
Were you torn to pieces? 

EDWIN:
They didn’t notice the difference.

ASIA:
(off) Ned?
Junius disappears. 

EDWIN:
Come.

ASIA:
I’m looking for Johnny.  Have you seen him? 
EDWIN:
He’s come and gone. 
ASIA:
Did you quarrel again?

EDWIN:
More of an artistic discussion with drawn knives.

ASIA:
What do you think of June’s plan?

EDWIN:
It think it would be safer for Johnny to be here, with us.
ASIA:
Safer.  Every day our friends face certain death for what they believe in while Johnny storms across the stage, a blunted foil in his hand, his honor in tatters.  It’s breaking his heart.
EDWIN:
Is it better he drowns his sorrow in brandy and defends his honor with barroom bravado?  “Sound and fury signifying nothing.”
ASIA:
You were born in the South and raised there too.  You know its simple ways, its graces – its beauty.  Why must that be sacrificed?
EDWIN:
One word Asia.  Slavery. 
ASIA:
That’s so easy to say, isn’t it?  The moral ambiguity of our “peculiar institution” is so easily dismissed with a Bostonian sneer.  But is this better?  Look around you, Ned – look at this city, its pushing shoving, ignorant mass - the illiterate, the unwashed, the vicious.  

EDWIN:
At least they aren’t the blind, the brutal and the enslaved. 

ASIA:
That’s true.  (ironic)  In this new world ushered in on this tidal wave of blood, all men are free and equal.  You were here in during the Conscription Riots.  You saw this bright, new, Northern world June is always going on about for what it truly is. 

EDWIN:
The riots were terrible it’s true but - 

ASIA:
The starving Irish storming up from the Five Points, burning and looting and killing.  A darkie hung on every street lamp along Broadway.  Why?  Because they were the only people on earth who would work for less than Paddy-boy.  And what did your compassionate, abolitionist oligarchs do?  They did nothing.  Why should they?  The free labor movement is always a bloody race for the bottom.  Fire, panic, the poorest turned against each other – for what?  A vision of freedom?  No, Edwin.  For profit.  Profit.

Asia exits. 

MEMORY FRAGMENT.   Junius enters, in his shirt and underwear.  He carries a bloodstained cloth package. 

JUNIUS:
I am the great protector of the small.  So, alas, I am powerless to save anything.  Only to bury them.  These poor dears, are the first to fall.  Soon they will all be gone.  The great winnowing is upon us 

EDWIN:
You must get some sleep. 

JUNIUS:
No.  We must pray, son.  Though our prayer may rise up and evaporate into mist.  The Goddess of this land has whispered to me her horrible truths.  Go forth and preach, she said, but you will not be heard.  You understand?

EDWIN:
Not in the slightest.





























Act One.  Scene Four.

On stage at The Winter Garden Theatre.  Immediately thereafter.

John stands looking out into the empty theatre.  

JOHN:
“There is a tide in the affairs of men,

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;

Omitted, all the voyage of their life

Is bound in shallows and in miseries.

June enters carrying swords, shields and John’s buckler.  

JUNE:

You…ah…forgot your armor. 

JOHN:

What think you, brother?  Wouldn’t I make a superior Brutus?

JUNE:

I’d love to see you play the part.  Just not tonight.

JOHN:
No, tonight we must give the people what they expect.  That is the most terrible aspect of our profession – don’t you think?  The endless, night after night of giving the people what they want.  Acting is like being a whore without the luxury of being able to lie down to fake it. 

JUNE:
Certain elements of a production had better be faked damn well or you end up with blood all over the floor.  Battle scenes, for instance.  Do you want to see what I’ve worked out? 

Hands him his sword and shield.  John tests it out. 

JUNE:
Why is it so important that you play Brutus?

JOHN:
I think I understand him.  Or maybe it’s the other way around.  Perhaps I think he might understand me.

JUNE:
From what you’ve said you understand Anthony as well.  A murderous villain.

JOHN:
You’d have me play him as the villain?

JUNE:
He is a villain.  By Act Four he’s gleefully plotting ways to defraud the people, slaughter the Senate and do away with anybody who might get in his way.

JOHN:
True, but all anyone seems to remember is the grieving friend.

JUNE:
“Friends, Romans, countrymen.”  And all that.  

JOHN:
A nicely balanced weapon, this.

JUNE:
Come on, show me what you remember – from the old days when I taught you how to fight.  Right foot forward.  Shield up.  Sword too.  Almost a boxer’s stance.  

June illustrates.  John does as instructed. 

JOHN:
I still haven’t agreed to take the part. 

JUNE:
The trouble with staging for Roman short swords is that they’re weapons designed for short deadly thrusts. 
June jabs at John, who blocks with his shield.
JUNE:
(gently) You don’t have to play the hero to win an audience over to your point of view, you know.  


JOHN:
True.  I could play Anthony as a sort of a Ulysses S. Grant.  

JUNE:
Watch your balance. 

JOHN:
The drunken, brutal right hand of the tyrant.  Who’s our Caesar? 

John slashes at June’s shield.

JUNE:
Mr. Verrey.  He has never played the part before.  Watch your knuckles – these aren’t broadswords you know. 

JOHN:
Do you think he could give Caesar a hint of something Lincolnesque?  

JUNE:
And interesting idea.  Shield slam.  And back to position one.  

They slam shields and then circle each other.

JOHN:
A Caesar whose policies, appearance, pedigree and coarse low jokes are a disgrace. (as Lincoln)  “If I were two-faced would I be wearing this one?”  Now that’s funny.

JUNE:
I’ll suggest a few things towards the end of rehearsals, just don’t get into it with Edwin, will you? 

JOHN:
I think the damage is already done. 

JUNE:
You know he loves you, don’t you?  Right thrust.  Step left.

John thrusts.  June dodges.

JOHN:
Of course he does.  A little envious too though, don’t you think? 

JUNE:
Envious?   

June swings over his head.  John blocks.  They push at each other.  And push away from each other. 

JOHN:
All this “handsomest man in American – true inheritor of his father’s mantle” nonsense. 

JUNE:
Let’s take a break. 

June stops fighting, a bit winded.

JOHN:
It does bother him, doesn’t it?

JUNE:
Of course not.  Edwin doesn’t give a fig for the gutter press.  

JOHN:
True.  All he cares about is his “sacred art”.  Of course, as I am “the embodiment” of Father it’s really not me he’s competing against.  It’s Father. 


JUNE:
Trust me, father’s performances are the last thing that ever enter Edwin’s mind.

JOHN:
I doubt if an hour goes by when he doesn’t think of him – after what happened. 

JUNE:
It was my fault more than his.  I talked them into coming West and when he was struck down by one of his “spells” it was my idea that Edwin go on in his place.  
JOHN:
How was he back then?

JUNE:
Good enough to get other offers. 

JOHN:
So he sent 




Father home?
JUNE:
Father wanted to go home.  Edwin decided to stay.  
JOHN:
A decision that haunts him.  I’m sure of it. 

JUNE:
It’s his nature to brood.  Do you have the sequence? 

JOHN:
You lead.  Jab, shield, slash, shield, shield slam, circle, my thrust, your block, you up, I block.  Tight, push, thrust.  Block.  Shields.  Back to ones.

JUNE:
From the top then.  Half-speed. 

They repeat the routine at half-speed. 


JUNE:
All this politics – he’s just afraid you’ll get in trouble. 
JOHN:
I know I should keep my mouth shut, but …more than 500,000 people have died, June.  Imagine every living soul in this city lying in the street blown to pieces -

JUNE:

It’s inconceivable I know, but it will soon be over.

They complete the routine.

JUNE:
Good, again.  To speed – Watch your control. 

Routine done to speed, moves bracketed by dialogue.

JOHN:
No, it’s just begun. (they fight)  Lincoln may take the South but he’ll have to hold it by force of arms. (they fight)  All power will be in his hands. (they fight) Napoleon, Cromwell, Caesar - never in the entire course of history has a man with that much power given it up of his own free will! 

John misses a move and walks into June’s thrusting blade. 

JOHN:
Ow!!!

JUNE:
John!  Your eye.

JOHN:
It’s nothing.  A scratch. 

JUNE:
You were supposed to – 

JOHN:
Block.  I know.  Damn.  Best I clean up before Mother sees.  Excuse me. 
JUNE:
Wait, John!  You’ll plat Anthony, won’t you?

JOHN:
I have to.  We can’t have all this blood spilt in vain.. 

John exits, dabbing his cheek with his toga.

JUNE:
Oh Lord, John, not on Edwin’s toga.

June follows John off.

Act One.  Scene Five.

Edwin’s Dressing Room.  

Edwin sits looking at the picture of his wife and brooding.  
MOTHER:
(off) Edwin!  Edwin!  Where are you?

EDWIN:
Mother?
MOTHER
I was lost.  Lost in a theatre.  Ridiculous.  How could I…I thought I heard your father and took a wrong turn.  I… It was like a labyrinth.  A carpenter showed me the way… (notices the picture of Mary)  Have you been trying to talk to her again?

EDWIN:
I ask forgiveness.  She never answers.  (beat)  These last few days.  I’ve been haunted by memories – so crystalline and real that…I’m not sure where I am.
MOTHER:
Memories?

EDWIN:
There’s a darkness inside us.  Something that comes from Father... 

MOTHER:
Your father was a sensitive man.  I’ve always felt he paid that price for his genius.  When he was at home, for the most part, he was fine. 

EDWIN:
Mother, this is Ned you’re talking to.  Not John.  I’ve seen him in at his heights and depths and I am afraid - 
MOTHER:
There’s nothing to fear, Neddy.

EDWIN:
Nothing to fear?  It’s eighteen months since my dear wife died and still I cannot shake the darkness from my soul. (beat)  He told me about when baby Mary Ann died.  How he rode all the way from Richmond in costume, raging, slashing at the trees with his saber. 

MOTHER:
She was the third child we lost that year.  It’s natural he was upset.

EDWIN:
(starting to lose it)  He dug her body from the crypt, laid her out on her bed and for three full day held her crying and screaming - trying to pray her back to life.  I thought it was impossible that a man could be so mad, but since the loss of my own sweet Mary, I’ve come close to going to her grave with a shovel in my hands.

MOTHER:
Edwin.  Stop it.  

EDWIN:
I try to talk to her.  I tell her how I honor her memory.  How I care for our daughter, how I have not taken a single drink since that night when I sat backstage in the costume of Othello, the telegrams from her doctor unopened on my dressing table while I had another drink then another… How can I be forgiven.  How?

He begins to sob and wraps himself in his mother’s arms.  She soothes him. 

MOTHER:
Whaaaaash.  Whaaaaassssh.  

EDWIN:
What is wrong with us, Mother?  What is wrong with all of us?

MOTHER:
Nothing, nothing is wrong.  You need to be strong now.

EDWIN:
I can’t be strong.  I can’t…my world is full of ghosts and fleeting spirits and …despair. 

MOTHER:
No time for this now, Neddy.  No time.  You need to be strong, for Johnny.  He’s so like Father and he needs you.  You.  Only you could ever tame him.  Whaaaaash.  Whaaaaassssh.  


























Act One. Scene Six.
The Stage of The Winter Garden Theatre. A half hour later.

John and June, now in costume, practice their fight.  Junius enters, drawn by the sound of battle.  He watches, commenting appreciatively.  Neither June nor John are aware of his presence. 



JUNE:
“O, look, Titinius, look, the villains fly!”  Good work, John! 

JOHN:

(off) I do it for the Ladies.

John comes leaping back on stage .  Edwin applauds and walks on from the wings. 

EDWIN:
Do I take this to mean you’ll be playing Anthony?
JUNIUS:
Of course he will.  Born for the part.

Edwin glances at his father and then his brothers. 
JOHN:
Of course I will.  It’s only fiction, after all and there are real things to be upset about.  Therefore, brother, for your sake, I shall look pretty, while boiling on the inside.  Just like our festering republic. 

EDWIN:
(still shaken) It’s settled then?

JOHN:
Completely.  

Henry enters.  

HENRY:
Mr. Booth?

JOHN:
Henry.  How go things at the hotel?

HENRY:
Well enough, sir. (to Edwin)  Excuse my impertinence, sir, but I saw your Richard III once - in Richmond.  A work of genius.


EDWIN:
Why thank you…

Looks at John for an introduction.

JOHN:
Henry Johnson, my valet.

EDWIN:
(shakes his hand)  Thank you, Mr. Johnson.

HENRY:
Thank you, Mr. Booth.  And I hope you’ll forgive me, but this morning, I happened into the theatre looking for your brother and saw a bit of your rehearsal.

EDWIN:
The Hamlet.

HENRY:
Yes sir. (sings) To be or not to be.  Do dah, do dah.  That was funny!


EDWIN:
Well, thank you – I suppose. 

HENRY:
And the banjo – very impressive.

JOHN:
Henry, if I might trouble you for a moment. 

HENRY:
Yes, sir.  (to Edwin) A pleasure, sir.  Excuse me. 

Henry crosses to John and they engage in another whispered conversation.  
JUNE:
(excited, but confidential)  I told you I could do it.  You know Johnny – mercurial, but basically a sweet boy.  Look, we’ll talk later.  I’d like to slip down and see if we’ve been able to add more seats. 
EDWIN:
Of, course.  Thank you, June.

JUNE:
I think this is all going to turn out splendidly.  Splendidly. (exits) 

John pats his servant on the back as Henry exits.

JOHN:
Where’s June gone?

EDWIN:
He’s trying to sell more tickets.

JOHN:
Obsessed with sales, even though all the money is going to the statue fund.

EDWIN:
Box office is his way of proving he’s still “got the touch”.

JOHN:
Such a sweet man, but his luck has always been dismal. 

EDWIN:
Yet he never gives up – a true believer. (beat) I worry for him.  Hell, I worry for all of us. 

JOHN:
What do you believe in Ned? 

EDWIN:
A difficult question to answer. 

JOHN:
Try. (beat)  I’m serious.  

EDWIN:
I want to believe in the goodness of man.  But I cannot.  I want to believe in the redemptive power of our art.  But I doubt.  I feel love - but lack faith.  I don’t know.

JOHN:
Do you believe in fate?

EDWIN:
No.

JOHN:
Honor?

EDWIN:
No.

JOHN:
Glory?

EDWIN:
A trap.

JOHN:
Lincoln?

EDWIN:
I believe his sorrow. 

A long beat.

JOHN:
Justice.

EDWIN:
I’ve seldom seen it done.

JOHN:
Heaven?

EDWIN:
I try.

JOHN:
Hell?

EDWIN:
Aren’t we in it?

JOHN:
Good God, man, how do you go on living?

EDWIN:
Now there’s an interesting question.

Edwin, who never laughs, manages a small chuckle.  John laughs aloud and pounds his brother on the back.  John embraces Edwin as if they’ve just shared a great joke.  

JOHN:
Oh, brother, this performance shall be exquisite. 

Act One.  Scene Seven. 

The Wings of The Winter Garden Theatre.  That night.

In the wings of The Winter Garden Theatre. Julius Caesar, Act 1, Scene 3 is playing onstage.  June, Edmund and John await their entrance. 

NOTE: Shakespearian text all occurs as 

off stage dialogue, softly under monologues below.

ARTEMIDORUS

'Caesar, beware of Brutus; take heed of Cassius;

come not near Casca; have an eye to Cinna, trust not

Trebonius: mark well Metellus Cimber: Decius Brutus 

loves thee not: thou hast wronged Caius Ligarius.

There is but one mind in all these men, and it is

bent against Caesar. If thou beest not immortal,

look about you: security gives way to conspiracy.

The mighty gods defend thee! Thy lover, Artemidorus 

Here will I stand till Caesar pass along,

And as a suitor will I give him this.





Interior monologues below except where noted

JOHN
Ten thousand torn to pieces in a cornfield.  

JUNE

Two thousand three hundred and fifty souls.  
JOHN

Bodies so thick upon the ground, that you could walk from one end of the battlefield to the other, skipping over a sea of blood.
My heart laments that virtue cannot live

Out of the teeth of emulation.

If thou read this, O Caesar, thou mayst live;

If not, the Fates with traitors do contrive.

PORTIA

I prithee, boy, run to the senate-house;

Stay not to answer me, but get thee gone:

Why dost thou stay?

LUCIUS

To know my errand, madam.

PORTIA:

I would have had thee there, and here again,

Ere I can tell thee what thou shouldst do there.

PORTIA:

 O constancy, be strong upon my side,

Set a huge mountain 'tween my heart and tongue!

I have a man's mind, but a woman's might.

How hard it is for women to keep counsel!

 Art thou here yet? 

LUCIUS

Madam, what should I do?

Run to the Capitol, and nothing else?

And so return to you, and nothing else?

PORTIA

Yes, bring me word, boy, if thy lord look well,

For he went sickly forth: and take good note

What Caesar doth, what suitors press to him.

Hark, boy! what noise is that?
LUCIUS :

 I hear none, madam.

PORTIA

`Prithee, listen well;

I heard a bustling rumour, like a fray,

And the wind brings it from the Capitol.

LUCIUS:

Sooth, madam, I hear nothing.




JUNE:

One voice rising in our acclaim.  How they cheered when we entered, all three abreast and strode to the apron’s edge to salute our mother.  

EDWIN
Curious to think of this play as an audition for Hamlet.  Brutus almost a sketch for the masterpiece.

JOHN

Every step falling on a corpse.  

JUNE

Two thousand seven hundred dollars.  Minimum take.  

EDWIN:

But Brutus’s tragedy lies not so much in his vanity as in patriotism,

JOHN

For what?  So that this one man can fulfill his vision of “one nation, indivisible.”
JUNE

Less expenses.  Producer’s fees…Oh Lord, my lines.

June hauls out a script and begins to memorize. 

EDWIN

John may be right.  His flaw is political 

EDWIN AND JOHN:

(interior) “Stoop, Romans, stoop,

And let us bathe our hands in Caesar's blood

Up to the elbows, and besmear our swords:

Then walk we forth, even to the marketplace,

And, waving our red weapons o'er our heads,

Let's all cry 'Peace, freedom and liberty!'”

JUNE:

(interior) What, urge you your petitions in the street?” 

Enter the Soothsayer

PORTIA

Come hither, fellow: which way hast thou been?
SOOTHSAYER

 At mine own house, good lady.

PORTIA

What is't o'clock?

SOOTHSAYER

About the ninth hour, lady.

PORTIA

Is Caesar yet gone to the Capitol?

SOOTHSAYER

Madam, not yet: I go to take my stand,

To see him pass on to the Capitol.

PORTIA

Thou hast some suit to Caesar, hast thou not?

SOOTHSAYER

That I have, lady: if it will please Caesar

To be so good to Caesar as to hear me,

I shall beseech him to befriend himself.

PORTIA

Why, know'st thou any harm's intended towards him?

SOOTHSAYER

 None that I know will be, much that I fear may chance.

Good morrow to you. Here the street is narrow:

The throng that follows Caesar at the heels,

Of senators, of praetors, common suitors,

Will crowd a feeble man almost to death:

I'll get me to a place more void, and there

Speak to great Caesar as he comes along.

PORTIA

 I must go in. Ay me, how weak a thing 

The heart of woman is! O Brutus, The heavens speed thee in thine enterprise!





JOHN:
(interior) I’d cry out, like Brutus; “Sic semper tyrannis”.  ‘Thus to all tyrants.’   

EDWIN

(interior) Hamlet, so much more complex.  A college boy’s equivocal relationship to ideas. 

JOHN:

(interior) He’d know, in that moment before his soul was smashed out of him.  He’d know my cause was just.

EDWIN

Incestuous affection for his mother.  The ghost.  

MEMORY FRAGMENT: Junius enters. Edwin sees him. 

JUNIUS:

…Baptism of blood.  Nonsense.  A thief, who steals property can repent, make a restoration!  





JUNIUS:

The killer can never give back what he has sacrilegiously stolen. 
JUNE

A triumph.   

JUNIUS

Every death its own avenger breeds 

EDWIN

What is that smell?  Smoke?

A fire bell rings.

JUNE:

Fire!  There’s a fire in the house! 

Act Two. Scene One.

The Green Room of The Winter Garden. 11: 20 p.m.

After the play.  The room is festooned with flowers – gifts from fans and friends.  Edwin’s banjo sits to one side in anticipation of the party.  Mother, June, and John are celebrating.  A light-hearted mood prevails and Henry pours champagne.  Asia broods.

JUNE:
A triumph!  A veritable triumph.  There’s no other way to describe it.  

JOHN:

(joking) Despite that rather untoward interruption in the proceedings.

MOTHER:
When I heard the fire wagon bell, my heart was in my throat.  I thought the whole wonderful evening was at an end.

JUNE:
Yes.  I’m afraid I rather panicked. 

ASIA: 
(sarcastic)  Poor June, you had no way of knowing the fire was in the hotel next door.

JUNE:
Yes well, I had three theatres burn to the ground in San Francisco.  Three, if you can imagine.  So just a whiff of smoke…

JOHN:
Back then, June could smell a fire coming just by looking at last month’s box office. 

JUNE:
Thou rogue and scoundrel fool!

The two men jostle each other playfully.

MOTHER:
Stop this instant, you ruffians.

They both bow.

JOHN:
Forgive us our exuberance, my lady, after such a triumph an actor’s blood is hot and prone to whimsy. 

JUNE:
Yes, we’re aflame with excitement.  

JOHN:
Full of fiery passions!

ASIA:
It’s not funny, John - he nearly panicked the crowd.

JUNE:
I don’t know what came over me.  Crowd control – that’s the key.  Keeping everyone calm.  Edwin was splendid, really.  

MOTHER:
Yes, I was proud of him.  So quick to offer reassurance.  But of course tonight I was proud of all my boys. 

JUNE:

Were you truly proud of us?

MOTHER:
I have never been more proud. 

JOHN:
It was a pure joy to stand there after the first act and offer up our personal tribute to you.

MOTHER:
And how the crowd cheered!  

JUNE:
You see my point now, don’t you Johnny?  A remount of this production, in the spring, with proper rehearsals, great sets and costumes …The three of us – 

JOHN:
It would be amazing, wouldn’t it?  

Edwin enters carrying a newspaper.  He holds it up.

EDWIN:
There are fires all up and down Broadway.  Barnum’s Museum has been set ablaze as well as barges on the river.

MOTHER:
Oh lord. 

JUNE:

Barnum!  What in blazes – 

JOHN: 
(laughs)  Blazes – very good.

EDWIN:
It’s not funny.  They found evidence of arson in sixteen different locations.  Mostly hotels.  

ASIA:
It was planned? 

Asia looks at John.  He avoids her glance. 

EDWIN:
Apparently, but the arsonists bungled the job.  Most of the fires were set in closed rooms and didn’t spread.  

JUNE:
If they’d had the sense to open the windows and feed the flames…All of Broadway would have been in flames.  The Fire Departments wouldn’t have been able to keep up.

EDWIN:
Half the city would be ablaze. 

MOTHER:
It’s monstrous.  Who would do – 

EDWIN:
Who do you think?  Confederate agents.  

Edwin looks directly at John.  So does Asia, a small smile on her lips.  A pause.  Edwin drops the paper on the table in front of John.  John takes a slow sip of champagne.

JOHN:
Then it was an act of war.

EDWIN:
What?

JOHN:
The burning of New York would be no different than what the Union has done to Atlanta.  After all, what’s good for the goose – 

EDWIN:
It is the act of cowardly swine!

ASIA:
Brother, you may call a secret agent many things, but a coward is not one of them.

JUNE:
Asia, I think -

EDWIN:
They are cowards.  They have no honor!  They should be hung.

JOHN:
And they will be if they are caught.  So, explain to me how a man who risks his life behind enemy lines is a coward.

EDWIN:
New York is not a battlefield.  

JOHN:
Evidentially it has become one.

EDWIN:
These men are not attacking an army in the field.  They’re victimizing the innocent, women, children – the old, the - 

JOHN:
So does Sherman as he marches to the sea.  

EDWIN:
That is different.

JOHN:
Why?  Because the men wielding the torches are wearing Union blue?  

MOTHER:
John – stop it.

JUNE:
Yes, John it's-

JOHN:
(nearly losing it) I’m sorry, Mother, but they have turned the streets of our Southern cities into battlefields yet this attack on New York is somehow immoral?  No, Ned, your logic will not hold.

EDWIN:
Then I must yield the field to one whose grasp of the finer details of slaughter is greater than my own.  If you’ll excuse me. (exits) 

JOHN:
There he goes again.  It is beyond me why that man can’t discuss these matters in a calm and logical manner.

MOTHER:
How dare you?

JOHN:
Mother, I -   

MOTHER:
How dare you!  Imagine if that fire next door had caught hold and spread to this theatre.  The panic.  The rush for the doors, people trampled or lost in the flames. 

ASIA:
A small dose of Lincoln's brand of barbarism here felt in New York might cure this madness once and for all.

JOHN:

That’s right.  Teach a moral lesson.

MOTHER:
If this ‘moral lesson’ had been a success, all those adoring fans who cheered you tonight would be charred bodies lying in the smoldering ruins.  And Asia, you and I would be among the dead.

JOHN:
Don’t be ridiculous.

ASIA:
Johnny wouldn’t have let that happen. 

JUNE:
Neither of you understand - once you set certain things in motion you can’t control them.  They control you! 

JOHN:
I would never- 

MOTHER
You shame me with your bloodthirsty fantasies.  You betray everything your father stood for.

JOHN:
Don’t you see what they’re doing to us – to all of us.  

MOTHER:
Enough!  You sicken me. (exits) 

JOHN:
Mother!  Wait.  Come back.  

JUNE:
Why can’t you learn to keep your mouth shut! 

JOHN:
(turns on him, viciously) And why can't you learn to choose sides?   Maybe that way you'd end up a winner once in a while rather than the perpetual - (he stops, unwilling to complete the thought.)  I'm sorry. (exits) 

JUNE:
(sits)  I’m failing.  I’m failing again.

ASIA:
It’s not your fault, June.  

JUNE:
I have a way of persuading people – usually I do.  In San Francisco I was a man of some prominence you know.  A leader of the Vigilance Committee.  People trusted my judgment. 

ASIA:
I'm sure they still do, June.

JUNE:
No.  That’s not the way it is in America.  No one ever speaks of failure.  Nothing can interfere with people’s unquenchable optimism.  That’s what makes us great.  But those who fall behind, well, best not to dwell upon them.  They are the great gray ghost hovering over us all.  

ASIA:
You’ve done well in the past.  You can do it again.  Take care of yourself - Johnny can do the same. 

JUNE:
(beat) No.  He’s putting us all in danger.  This war is like something horrible and hurtful that tears a family apart.  Someone has to step in and say; “Stop! Look at what you’re doing.”  

ASIA:
And then everyone turns on you.  Instead of being a peacemaker, you’re an interfering, bumptious fool.

JUNE:
That is a risk I have to take.  The war is a family feud writ large and the battle gone so far beyond anything approaching sanity that… well, you follow me. 

ASIA:
I suppose so.

JUNE:
(excited by the potential of a new approach.)  If I could just explain it that way to Johnny.  The war is like a family feud, he’ll just get hurt.  What do you think?

ASIA:
I think you’d be wasting your time. 

JUNE:
Yes, well…probably…but… I’ll find him - and Mother.  She’ll have given him a good going-over I’m sure – softening him up for me and all that.  I’ve got to try.

ASIA:
Why? 

JUNE:
Oh for God’s sake, Asia.  I’m the eldest and I have responsibilities…responsibilities I abandoned for the gold rush.   Never again.  The family, that’s what’s important.

June exits.  Asia scowls, then feels Henry’s eyes upon her.  She turns and glares.

ASIA:
What?

HENRY:
(smiles)  Your brother’s a bit of a fool isn’t he?

ASIA:
Of course he is and if you ever say another word about him I shall have you discharged.  Clean up.  This place is a pig-sty.

Asia exits.  Henry laughs and begins to clean up. 

Act Two. Scene Two.

Edwin’s Dressing Room.

Edwin sits at his dressing table, looking at the picture of his wife.  He takes two candles, lights them and arranges them on the dressing table.  He places the picture between them.  As he lights the candles, he quotes from Romeo and Juliet.  He sits and closes his eyes.  This a ritual.

EDWIN:
“Oh my love! My wife!

Death, that hath suck’d the honey of thy breath 

Hath no power yet upon thy beauty

Thou art not conquer’d, beauty’s ensign yet

Is crimson in thy lips and in thy cheeks

And death’s pale flag….”

Oh, Mary, how many years is it…since first I played my Romeo to your Juliet.  How many plays, how many performances signifying nothing. Wife, lover, mother of my child, abandoned for what?  Greasepaint.  Lines and gestures learned by rote, delivered in a drunken haze.  For what? 

Junius appears.
MEMORY SCENE 1.  A HOTEL IN SAN FRANCISCO. NIGHT. 

JUNIUS:
How was I?

EDWIN:
You weren’t in tonight’s performance.

JUNIUS:
Are you sure?  I seem to recall.  Where am I – no don’t tell me, San Francisco.  I’ve been…ill.

EDWIN:
One of your illnesses that started with ale for breakfast and three pints of whiskey in the afternoon.  I covered for you.

JUNIUS:
You covered for me.  What was the part?

EDWIN:
Hamlet.

JUNIUS:
Were you torn to pieces? 

EDWIN:
They didn’t notice the difference.

JUNIUS:
(laughs scornfully)  Oh, you’re so bloody clever.  A veritable Moliere of the San Francisco miners!  Edwin Booth – The Melancholy Dane.  I shudder to think.

EDWIN:
I brought you a bottle.

Edwin holds the bottle up.  Junius grabs for it.

JUNIUS:
Give it to me, you little bastard!  Give it!

EDWIN:
You’ll promise to be good – no more running off?

JUNIUS:
(Cockney)  Look at me, I’m a good charity boy!  Please, Vicar, find it yer’ ‘art!  I be as good as raindrops on a fallow pasture, that’s what I be!

Edwin laughs, hand him the bottle and Junius takes a swig.

JUNIUS:
Have some yourself, you little patricide!

EDWIN:
No, I’m off to bed.

JUNIUS:
Stay! (grabs Edwin’s arm)  I wish to be cordial.  So, the Dane went well.

EDWIN:
Very well.

JUNIUS:
Ovations?

EDWIN:
Yes.

JUNIUS:
One.

EDWIN:
Three. 

JUNIUS:
I get more. 

EDWIN:
I didn’t return for the fourth.

JUNIUS:
Ooooh.  Modesty.

EDWIN:
Oooh.  Facetiousness.

JUNIUS:
You didn’t take the fourth curtain call.  Why not?

EDWIN:
It spoils the play.

JUNIUS:
Ridiculous.  I regularly take fourteen – fourteen curtain calls. 

EDWIN:
Yes, and after all that clapping your audience often forgets what play they’ve just seen. 

JUNIUS:
Why, they’ve seen the luminescent Hamlet.  

EDWIN:
But all they remember is the old dragon, farting flames on a pile of gems. 

JUNIUS:
I’m a flatulent dragon now, am I? 

Junius pours a glass for Edwin and one for himself.

EDWIN:
With a big old rusty chain around your neck.  The more you flap your wings, the more you choke, the more fire you breathe, the more you burn - until you collapse, strangled to death in a pile of ash. 

JUNIUS:
Well, that sounds like a show, doesn’t it?  You don’t see Junius Brutus Booth play Hamlet, you watch a glorious beast strangle himself to death on the role.  And you?  What form of suicide did you choose? 

EDWIN: 
None.  Tonight was a triumph.

JUNIUS:
Don’t be ridiculous, boy!!!!  The way you slide into a speech!  That slow Protestant delivery of yours!  That slight country boy drawl you will never get rid of.  Hamlet is a prince, not a clown!!!

Junius slams his fist against the table - at the moment of impact he is shocked and confused.  Beat.  Edwin claps.

EDWIN:
A full fiery belch.  Bravo.  Have another drink.

Junius drinks fully. 

JUNIUS:
Don’t patronize me.  You are nothing but a pandering ass who plays a banjo with burnt cork on his face.  

He picks up Edwin’s banjo and thrusts it at him.

JUNIUS:
Come smear your face with soot and warble for me!

EDWIN:
Leave the minstrel act alone.  It put a roof over our heads through most of this last binge.  

JUNIUS:
Sing!  Sing!

EDWIN:
I don’t feel like singing.

JUNIUS:
Then some comedy, come, Hamlet, you with your quicksilver wit shall be Mister Interlocutor!  Show us some classic acting in the American style.

EDWIN:
Do it yourself.

JUNIUS:
Fine.

Junius flails away on the banjo singing Oh Suzanna:

I come from Alabama, wid my banjo on my knee,

I'm g'wan to Louisiana, my true love for to see,

It rain'd all night the day I left, the weather it was dry,

The sun so hot I froze to death; Susanna, don't you cry.

EDWIN:
Father, stop! (takes banjo from him) 

JUNIUS:
Now the jokes.  ‘I say, Mr. Bones.’

EDWIN:
Leave it.

Edwin is growing angrier.  

JUNIUS:
(As Mister Interlocutor)  ‘Can it be that music, the divine attribute of genius, does not appeal to you?’  

EDWIN:
You’re not well, Father.

JUNIUS:
(As Mister Interlocutor)  ‘Bones, don’t you love the music?’  And make it funny. 

Junius pushes Edwin into the armchair and jumps on him, a piece of cork magically appearing in his hand.  He smears it on Edwin’s face.  Edwin tries to ward off the daubs, but Junius is persistent.  Edwin’s face is slashed with soot.

EDWIN:
Get that cork out of my face!

JUNIUS:
No, no, no!  That is not your cue!  You say; (as Tambo)  “I should say I do.  Why, whenever I hears music, my heart goes bumpity-bump.” 

Edwin escapes and angrily wipes the cork off his face. 

JUNIUS:
(himself)  All laugh!  A squealing chorus of shrieking pigs!

EDWIN:
It pays the bills!  

JUNIUS:  
Right you are.  Steal their songs.  Steal their jokes, whip ‘em, rape ‘em, kill ‘em - and mock them on every stage in this country!  “It pays the bills.”  It’s an abomination!  Tell me, are you blind, ignorant, evil, or the whole bag of swill!  (no reply)  We leave California – tomorrow.

EDWIN:
I’ll buy you a ticket but I’m staying.

JUNIUS:
To continue your mutilation of Hamlet?

EDWIN:
Whatever it takes to escape from you.

Junius spits brandy in his face.  Edwin slaps him.  Junius growls, grabs a knife off the table and goes for Edwin.  They brawl.  Finally Edwin pins his father, gets the knife away from him and holds it to his throat. 

EDWIN:
(Hissing) Stop, or I will butcher you like a God damn hog!  I swear to God I will kill you!

















































































Edwin stops himself.  He stands, horrified by what’s happened. Junius stumbles to his feet.  He tries to speak, but cannot. 

EDWIN:
Father I – 



Junius shakes his head, waves him away and hurries off. 

Act Two. Scene Three.

The Stage of The Winter Garden. 

Part of the set of Hamlet has been loaded into the space - elements of the graveyard scene.  
MOTHER:
Husband?  Husband, can you hear me?  I know you are here.  Why won’t you answer?  Oh, Junius, what am I to do?

John enters.  Seeing his mother near tears, rushes to her.  
JOHN:
I’m sorry.  So, sorry.  It seems like I can explain myself to the whole world but not to those I love most.  I try and I fail.

MOTHER:
I want to understand, but … This war, all of it.  It can’t be encompassed.  

JOHN:
You should understand more than any of us.  Because of what you’ve been through.   

MOTHER:
I don’t know what you mean. 

JOHN:
Why did you and father leave England?

MOTHER:
You know why.

JOHN:
Because you were in love.

MOTHER:
Yes.

J
une enters and stands, unnoticed, listening to the conversation.  
JOHN:
Because the only way Father could have his freedom was to leave that woman.

MOTHER:
Yes, but – 

JOHN:
That is way the people of the South felt, trapped in a failed Union.  Like you must have felt in London.  And when that woman invaded our happiness in Baltimore - 

JUNE:
There’s no need to open old wounds, John.  

JOHN:
I’m just trying to make her understand.

JUNE:
You won’t do that with some ridiculous family metaphor.

MOTHER:
When the first Mrs. Booth came to Baltimore it was like an invasion. She’d stand on Essex Street screaming things that are unrepeatable.  It was agony.  

JOHN:
You see how it’s the same, don't you, Mother?  We swore from that day forward we would never endure such shame and - 

JUNE:
For God's sake, John!  It’s not the same!  

MOTHER:
It wasn’t you who had to face the horror of her confrontations.  You weren’t there.  You were out West building castles in the sky.  

JUNE:
No one had to die for the sake of your honor.

MOTHER:
Go away...Thing!

JUNE:
I beg your pardon?

MOTHER:
I died.  I died inside every day.  So go away.  Leave me with my son.  I think we understand each other better than you could ever comprehend.  Go – count the receipts or whatever you do…thing.

JUNE:
(beat)  All I’ve ever tried to do is please you.
June turns and walks off with dignity. 

JOHN
Why did you do that to him?  He’s harmless.

MOTHER:
Harmless.  He killed your father.  You know that, don’t you?  Stealing Edwin away.  

JOHN:
It was Edwin’s choice.  

MOTHER:
No!  Edwin could never defy me.  Ever.  He made me a promise and he knew…  To let your father go like that.  It was courting disaster.  ‘The Mad Tragedian’.  That’s what they called him, you know.  But all you children worshiped him so…I… After that woman, the talk never stopped, ever.   

Mother breaks down.  John cradles her.

JOHN:
Yes, yes, Waaaash, waaaaassh.

MOTHER:
He brought me here…He was all I had… I never thought that woman… And we built.  We made… The family, that’s what’s important.  Always most important.  

JOHN:
I didn’t know.

MOTHER:
He’d disappear.  He’d… (suddenly angry)  Sometimes I had to sell the chickens! 

JOHN:
You didn’t love him? 

MOTHER:
You don’t understand, Johnny.  Since his passing I have been at peace and…I…You’re so much like him, John, and another scandal… 

JOHN:
Scandal?  Is that all that father’s memory means to you?

MOTHER:
John.  You know how much I love you.

JOHN:
As much as you loved him?  Will the day come when you’ll burn all my letters as well?  

MOTHER:
Johnny…

JOHN:
We’re both very tired, Mother.  I’ll have Henry call you a hansom.

MOTHER:
Your promise.  I’ll never forgive you.

JOHN:
You forgave Edwin.

MOTHER:
I did not!  But…He’s a very successful actor, John.  (like a frightened child) He takes care of me. 

JOHN:
And he always will, my dear.  He always will.

John escorts her offstage.

Act Two. Scene Four. The Green Room of The Winter Garden. Midnight.

Henry sits drinking brandy and playing Edwin’s banjo.  Junius sits, in an armchair with his hands covering his ears.  Edwin enters.  Henry sees him, stops playing and puts the banjo down. 

HENRY:
I took the liberty.  I hope you don’t mind. 

EDWIN:
No, not at all.  You play well. 

HENRY:
It’s a happy instrument, isn’t it?  Can I get you something? 

EDWIN:
No, no, that’s alright.  It’s been a busy night for all of us.

HENRY:
Yes, sir. 

EDWIN:
I want you to know right off - I’m an abolitionist.

HENRY:
Good for you, sir. 

EDWIN:
It’s a good time for your people.

HENRY:
Well, they aren’t exactly my people, sir, I’m a free man.

EDWIN:
But still… a boon to those of us who … originated in Africa.

HENRY:
Yes, sir, very nicely put.   I didn’t know you were African.

They both smile at the joke.

EDWIN:
Might I talk to you openly for a moment?

HENRY:
Certainly, sir.

EDWIN:
You don’t have to call me sir, you may call me Edwin.

HENRY:
(Laughing) Oh no, no, no.  That would be most disrespectful.  Mister Wilkes would be offended and most likely he’d fire me. 

EDWIN:
I can get you a better job.  If you tell me what I need to know.

HENRY:
What do you need to know? 

EDWIN:
If Mr. Wilkes was involved in what happened tonight, the fires - 

HENRY:
I couldn’t say, sir.  

EDWIN:
Because you don’t know or because you choose not to tell me.

HENRY:
Because I am perfectly happy with my situation.

EDWIN:
Why?  I mean, surely you must…hate what he believes in.

HENRY:
Pardon, sir?

EDWIN:
Hate his politics.

HENRY:
Politics has never done me any good.  Mr. Wilkes has.  

EDWIN:
I don’t see how you can say politics never did you any good, not with the way the world is changing.  

HENRY:
Yes, sir, whatever you say, sir.

EDWIN:
Well it is, isn’t it?  The emancipation proclamation?  It’s an amazing thing, an enslaved people are free.

HENRY:
Yes.  An amazing thing, sir.

EDWIN:
You’re saying exactly what I’m saying.

HENRY:
Well, sir, do you want me to say something else?

EDWIN:
I want your opinion.

HENRY:
My opinion is that I am happy, sir, that you are happy - with your opinion. 

EDWIN:
Damn it all, Henry!  

HENRY:
I am so very glad, sir, that you have opinions.  But no matter how free I may be, sir, I will never be free enough to have an opinion.

EDWIN:
I don’t understand.

HENRY:
Your North and mine are very different places.  I think you know that.

EDWIN:
Well, of course, but, you’re free, aren’t you?

HENRY:
Yes, sir, I was bought and paid for sold into freedom.  Hallelujah. 

EDWIN:
Bought and set free?

HENRY:
It was all the rage in Boston twenty years ago.  Some church group would get up a fund and buy a boy his freedom.  I was very young when I was acquired so I have very little recall of my family situation in the South.  The look on my mother’s face as the Overseer took me away and maybe…some man lying on the ground bleeding after he tried to stop him.

Mostly, I remember Boston.  A very clean dormitory.  Very religious teachers.  Beatings that had to do with learning scripture, not picking cotton.  

EDWIN:
I see.

HENRY:
By the time I was ten, I was getting all dandied up and dragged off to meetings and teas and rallies – yes, sir, they’d prop me right up there like I was the next Fredrick Douglas – a credit to my race.  Everyone thought I would go far – except round about sixteen something happened.

EDWIN:
What?

HENRY:
There was this one sanctimonious old preacher – The Reverend George Fennimore Dunne.  I don’t know what it was about that man. (pause)  Anyway, I remember it quite clearly – it was the day they hung John Brown.  And this pinched, gray icicle, he was up there on the podium, with me and some other “credits to our race” standing all around him looking solemn as can be while he railed on about old man Brown, how he was just like Jesus.  Just like Jesus – dying for our sins.  Well, sir.  I couldn’t contain myself – I just started to laugh.

EDWIN:
Why?

HENRY:
I knew old man Brown from meetings and teas and rallies and such and I can’t say I know Jesus very well, but I’ll tell you this for certain - John Brown was as crazy as a sack of rats.  (laughs)  And there’s this old hypocrite pinning his murderous ass up on there the cross beside The Savior himself.  I just could not constrain myself.

EDWIN:
What happened?

HENRY:
That saintly man turned round and told me to stop, but I couldn’t.  I just kept laughing.  And by now a couple of the other boys were startin’ to chuckle too.  So that holy man, he slaps me, right across the face – in front of everybody.  “Shut up!” he screams and slaps me right across the face.

EDWIN:
What did you do?

HENRY:
I hit him back.  Hard.

EDWIN:
(long beat) And then?

HENRY:
There’s a wonderful institution near Boston called Bridgewater Prison.  They have a special section for us “free men”.  You know, take extra special care of us.  Took extra special care of me day in day out for nearly five years.  I’ll forego the details.  (beat)  In any case, if you want to talk about who I hate, don’t just look South.  Look North. 

EDWIN:
I’m sorry, I – 

HENRY:
And if you want to talk about what I love… I love this white man’s war.  I want it to go on until every field is a bone yard. 

EDWIN:
(beat) Henry, I understand what you are saying and it scares me half to death.

HENRY:
Good.  That was my intention. (laughs and starts to leave)  Oh, about the fires, well maybe this morning Mr. Wilkes saw somebody he knew from Montreal but he didn’t know why they were in town – until tonight.  Maybe, in retrospect, he felt he had to defend some actions he had nothing to do with.  

EDWIN:
A lot of maybes.

HENRY:
Yes sir, but one thing’s for certain.  When those fires started, Mr. Booth was on stage in front of two thousand souls.  

EDWIN:
So he’s got his alibi.  If – 

HENRY:
Has it ever occurred to you that you’ve been asking the wrong question?

EDWIN:
What do you mean?

HENRY:
You keep asking, ‘If.”  Maybe the real question is, “When.”

John enters.

JOHN:
Henry.  Can you find a carriage for my mother and sister? 

HENRY:
Yes sir. 

JOHN:
Mother’s in the lobby and I thought Asia would be here. 

HENRY:
I believe she’s looking for you, sir.  Shall I –

JOHN:
Never mind, I’ll find her. 

John pours himself a drink.  Henry exits. 

JOHN:
Edwin, I’m sorry. (no reply)  Must I pay some spiritual penance to end this brawl forever?

EDWIN:
I hope not. 

JOHN:
I best see to the ladies.

John exits.  
MEMORY SCENE 2  . A HOTEL IN SAN FRANCISCO. 

Junius enters, dressed in his underwear and shirt.  He carries a small bloodstained cloth.

JUNIUS:
I have paid my penance.  (to the cloth) Coo, coo.

EDWIN:
Junius?  Where are your clothes?

JUNIUS:
What clothes?  I have no clothes. 

EDWIN:
I can see that.  Where are they?

JUNIUS:
It was very hot you see… so very hot.  I sold them for inspiration.

EDWIN:
What?

JUNIUS:
Brandy.

EDWIN:
It’s been three days.  Where have you been?

JUNIUS:
(whispers) Edwin… you mustn’t tell a soul, not a living soul.  I have been to the high sierras.  She was there.  She whispered to me—such a forceful whisper as I could scarcely know she was whispering at all.  Almost like yelling really, but whispering still the same.

EDWIN:
Who?
JUNIUS:
I wasn’t about to wound her vanity by asking her name.  Gods are like actors: when you meet one you don’t know, one must feign recognition or incur their wrath needlessly.

EDWIN:
(gently) You’re mad.

JUNIUS:
I am inspired!

EDWIN:
Drunk.

JUNIUS:
All part of the show.  Let’s drink on it.

EDWIN:
No.  I’ll never drink with you again. 

JUNIUS:
Is that a promise?

EDWIN:
It is.

JUNIUS:
Impossible.  (beat)  I am glad you are with me, son.  I need someone to help me with the funeral.

EDWIN:
The funeral?

JUNIUS:
Of our distant relatives.  

He gently opens the cloth to reveal dead passenger pigeons.

JUNIUS:
She lit my way to them.  Shot dead and left to rot in a field.  I stepped on this one with my bare feet.  Left to be swallowed by the cold, hard ground.

EDWIN:
These are just passenger pigeons.  Dead passenger pigeons.

JUNIUS:
Just dead pigeons? (To the heavens)  Forgive him, he’s only a child.  There are no hues, or gradients to murder.  

EDWIN:
What?

JUNIUS:
Murder.  All murdered.

EDWIN:
But the sky is full of passenger pigeons.  Millions of them.  They destroy the crops, cover the cities in pestilent guano.  All agree they are a blight.

JUNIUS:
Enough!  Plain murder is murder plain.  (cradling the bird)  Look.  An innocent victim of man’s barbarity.  (very theatrical)   I am the great protector of the small.  So, alas, I am powerless to save anything.  Only to bury them.  These poor dears, are the first to fall.  Soon they will all be gone.  The great winnowing is upon us 

EDWIN:
You must get some sleep. 

JUNIUS:
No.  We must pray, son.  Though our prayer may rise up and evaporate into mist.  The Goddess of this land has whispered to me her horrible truths.  Go forth and preach, she said, but you will not be heard.  You understand?

EDWIN:
Not in the slightest.

JUNIUS:
She told me her secret…when I lifted up her dead son. “Bury him.”  She whispered, “this land shall soon reek of the stench of dead, for man still seeks redemption in a baptism of blood.”  Put your ears to the dirt and listen.  We are not alone in our rage.  The land itself is mad!  Oh, my son. My son.  It’s too late.

Junius sits, looking sadly at the pigeon.  
Act Two. Scene Five.  

Stage of The Winter Garden Theatre. 


John enters.

JOHN:

Asia?!
ASIA:

(off)  John? (enters)
JOHN:
 Mother’s in the lobby.  My man is fetching you a hack.  

ASIA:
And you?  What will you do now?

JOHN:
(beat)  I love an empty theatre late at night, don't you?  Just us and the ghosts of all the actors who have gone before.  
(Cassius) Men at some time are masters of their fates:

The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars,

But in ourselves.
ASIA:
Are you staying or not?
JOHN:
(beat) That old piece of paper I gave you – the gypsy.  Do you still have it?

ASIA:
Why?  Do you want it back?

JOHN:
No, the original encounter is burnt into my memory. 

ASIA:
It was nothing but superstitious prattle. 

JOHN:

“Ah, you have a bad hand, the lines all crisscross.  You’ll make a bad end.  You’ll die young but you’ll be rich, generous and free.”
ASIA:

The stupid old hag.  Saying that to a boy.

JOHN:

I was terrified.  I asked to know how to escape a fate written in the stars.  (laughs)  She told me; my best bet was to become a priest. 

ASIA:

And then she took your money. 

JOHN:

Edwin believes the stage is a form of religion.  Acting, a kind of ancient priesthood.   

ASIA:
(looks at him) You’re going to stay?  

JOHN:
That’s what everyone wants, isn’t it?  

ASIA:
You honestly believe your immortality will arise from playing romantic leads until your looks fade?

JOHN:

There is more to me than that, sister.

ASIA:

But not enough.  You lack Edwin’s faith, John.  

JOHN:

(beat) But I have my father’s fire.  The whole world says –

ASIA:

No, you had your father’s costumes, but you lost even them.  Edwin has the only gift from Father that really matters.  
JOHN:

Really?  And what is that?

ASIA:

His genius. 

JOHN:

Asia?!

ASIA:

Oh, you will always have parts to play.  Edwin will see to that … perhaps The Fool to his Lear.   

JOHN:

You think me capable of so little? 

ASIA:

No, you are capable of much more.  The gypsy said you were to have a grand life.  That is your fate. 

JOHN:
No matter how short, so long as it’s grand.

They embrace, then kiss.  The kiss becomes intense, sexual.  They both pull back, shaken.   

ASIA:
I love you, I love you, believe me when I say I love you.  That’s why I can’t bear the thought of you abandoning your true calling to grow old in his shadow

Asia shakes her head, unable to reply, then runs off.  

JOHN:
“O that this too, too solid flesh would melt,

Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew!

Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd

His canon 'gainst self-slaughter

Act Two.  Scene Six.  Edwin’s Dressing Room 

Edwin sits, his banjo on his lap looking at the picture of his wife.  Then determinedly, begins to play Oh Susanna on his banjo as though this is the only thread holding him to his sanity.  He sings, slowly, brokenly.

EDWIN:
I had a dream the other night

When everything was still;

I thought I saw Susanna,


A coming down the hill.

The buckwheat cake was in her mouth,

A tear was in her eye,

Says I’m coming from the South,

Susanna, don't you cry.

While Edwin sings, a very dejected June gently knocks, then unheard by Edwin, enters.  He stands listening, on the verge of tears.  Edwin finishes.  June applauds weakly. 

EDWIN:
June?

JUNE:
Keep on playing, won’t you?  Maybe something with a bit more bounce.

EDWIN:
My God, June, what’s happened to us all.  The cruelty…




JUNE:
It wasn’t your fault, Ned.

EDWIN:
Somedays I think everything is my fault.

JUNE:
Please.  That’s my job.

EDWIN:
(smiles sadly) I knew I was hurting her but I was too tired to do anything about it.  The endless touring.  That’s what I told myself, but when I sat on the train, going to her deathbed, a voice whispered, “Why did you do it?”  And in a flash of sober coldness I replied, “To see how that would feel.”  We loved and I wanted to know what it would feel like to destroy love. 

JUNE:
(gently) Stop now.

EDWIN:
‘Mary will live through my drunkenness, she’ll live through tales of my adultery.’  That’s what I thought.  What choice did she have?’  I took an odd pleasure in making my love towards her sick.  Like pushing on a bruise, this foul longing for self-destruction and dissipation. 

JUNE:
You are not an evil man. 

EDWIN:
If I allowed myself to believe in evil, I could hide from my true nature.  My real crime was that I desired to make my world as ugly as I perceived it to be.  

JUNE:
You’re too hard on yourself.  Hell, man – you’re too hard on the world.

EDWIN:
Look at this world.  How could I be too hard?  (beat)  Oh, June, what fills me with dread is not what I see in myself.  I have learned to control it.  But I see the same pestilence in Johnny and he doesn’t even know it exists. 

JUNE:
The night isn’t over.  He’s still in the building.  
Junius appears, carrying a carpetbag.
EDWIN:
There’s nothing I can do.
JUNE:
You have to try.  I’ve done all I can.  (starts to exit) 
EDWIN:
June?  I love you.

JUNE:
I know.  And you love him too.  He is so very much like Father, isn’t he?  (exits) 

MEMORY SCENE 3. THE DOCKS OF SAN FRANCISCO. THE NEXT DAY.























































































































JUNIUS:
(from Caesar) “…blow wind, swell billow and swim bark!

The storm is up, and all is on the hazard.”
Ridiculous.  It’s a pleasant day.  Sunlight glistens on the bay.



Hamlet!  Where is my Lord Hamlet!  Hamlet!!!!

EDWIN:
Father? 

JUNIUS:
Shhh, we'll have none of that.

EDWIN:
You don't know what I was going to say.

JUNIUS:
Calling somebody Father means one wishes to say something they don't entirely mean or mean entirely.  I prefer neither.  The tide is on the turn…I must away…I shall no longer drink.  I can guarantee you that.  I swear off the detestable swill. 

EDWIN:
I know, Father, I know. (hands him a bottle)   Yet, just in case.  It's a long boat ride from California to Maryland.

JUNIUS:
I shall leave off drinking.  From this drink on.

EDWIN:
Yes. (almost laughs) 

JUNIUS:
No laughing... that wasn't supposed to be--but it was.  Funny--as you get older you seem to walk into your own punch lines.  Funny.  Just this one last time. 

EDWIN:
Absolutely.

Junius drinks fully.

JUNIUS:
It is an awful compulsion, drinking.  But without it I couldn't endure the mess I made of my life because of it. 

EDWIN:
Father I--

JUNIUS:
Ack Father, must you?  Must you speak so gently!  I assure you I'll have all the time in the world for such at my eulogy.  Not now.  Not now! 

EDWIN:
Junius.

JUNIUS:
Better.  Have a drink.

EDWIN:
I have a performance in a few hours.

JUNUS:
Just my point.  

EDWIN:
I can’t do my best when I’m drunk. 

JUNIUS:
Who told you that?  The manager I suppose.  Ach, the sheer gall of these theatre managers!  To insinuate themselves in our private lives.  I should like to see one of those lifeless bean-counters kill their entire family every night in just under two hours - see how they’d fare without some anesthetic, huh?  

Edwin laughs.

JUNIUS:
They treat us like children, with rivers of applesauce running down our faces!

EDWIN:
Like children.  A drink.

They toast.

JUNIUS:
To the managers. 

EDWIN:
And passenger pigeons.  

JUNIUS:
To departed friends. (beat)  The inequity of the world!  Yet above all else...ah, none is so cruel as man.  I'm sorry I ruined your high opinion of your father.  By being the fool in question. 

EDWIN:
I'm not sure what I would have done with a normal one.

JUNIUS:
You would have had a childhood.  Instead of playing nursemaid to a crazy old drunk.

EDWIN:
You're not ...that old. 

Edwin smiles.  Junius laughs. 

EDWIN:
Father, I...Junius... I tried to kill you. 

JUNIUS:
Fear not!  It is the duty of all sons to scold their fathers.  It shows the pupil the lesson is far more important than the pride of the teacher.  

EDWIN:
That’s not the issue.  

JUNIUS:
No, no.  Life is short, memory shorter, yet the mind is just a bloody mess.  

EDWIN:
Can you forgive me?

JUNIUS:
I know you.  I know you.  That's good enough!  Sometimes it is just too embarrassing to be alive.  I am a reprehensible man!  

EDWIN:  
You are not!  You're a genius.

JUNIUS:  
At what?  Life?  What a mess I made.  What a mess...(begins to cry)  You see...I didn't want to...Why can't I be…for a moment... You have worked me up again, you idiot boy.  What am I to do.  What am I to do?

EDWIN: 
(Gently)   Shhhh...you'll get on the boat.

JUNIUS:
Yes.  I get on the boat.  And then I…?  I…?

EDWIN:
And you will pay the ship’s captain.

JUNIUS: 
I have money?  Did I bring any money?!  I don't remember...

EDWIN:
Shh, it's in your pocketbook.  I placed it there this morning.  You have more than enough money.

JUNIUS:
Oh that is good.  Money is important in this world.

EDWIN: 
Once you reach New Orleans you have to transfer boats, talk to the captain and he shall direct you to the right steamer.

JUNIUS:
This all sounds complicated...

EDWIN:
I have spoken to him already.  It is all taken care of.  All you need do is keep yourself healthy.

JUNIUS:
The sea will calm me down.

EDWIN:
Yes it will.  And when you get excited –

JUNIUS:
I will not get excited!  The sea will calm me.

EDWIN:
Yet, if you should get excited, think of the sound the poplars makes when the wind blows through them, on the back porch of our Maryland home.

JUNIUS: 
(long and melodic) Waaaashhhhhhhh

EDWIN:
Waaaaaaashhhhh.

Junius laughs gently.

EDWIN:
And remember this above all else.  Your son loves you very much. 

Junius pulls away from Edwin and regains his composure, with a sudden dignity.

JUNIUS:
I saw your Hamlet you know.

EDWIN:
What?

JUNIUS:
Arrived late.  You were on.  Doing well.  No need for the old dragon.  It was obvious. 

EDWIN:
I just imitated you. 

JUNIUS:
A wise decision, given the circumstances. (long pause)  I never wanted you on the stage – you know that, don’t you?

EDWIN:
I know.

JUNIUS:
That’s why I permitted only the banjo – the minstrel act.  I knew you wouldn’t be able to stomach it for long. 

EDWIN:
Why did you hold me back?

JUNIUS:
Living so many lives – it can drive you mad.

EDWIN:
Or keep you sane. 

JUNIUS:
Not in my experience.  But you are not me. (beat)   A son should surpass his father.  How else is this world to ever improve itself? 

EDWIN:
Can the world improve itself?

JUNIUS:
It must or we’ll all end up in a bloody heap. (starts to leave)  I should have wanted, in my mind’s eye...for everything to have been better.  Even this, this goodbye.  It is indecent the way you have been more of a father to me, than I ever have been to you. 

EDWIN:
We've both tried our best.  And you've taught me many things.

JUNIUS:
For instance?

EDWIN:
That all men, even great ones...are human...  

Junius stares at his son and smiles.  A long silence.

JUNIUS: 
Pah!  All great men are dangerous.  Still – she was wrong.  Baptism of blood.  Nonsense.  A thief, who steals property can repent, make a restoration!  The killer can never give back what he has sacrilegiously stolen.  Every death its own avenger breeds.  There’s something to think about the next time you play that melancholy child. 

EDWIN:
I don’t know if I shall.

JUNIUS:
You must.  Man doesn’t learn compassion from the death of other men but from their lives. 

(Hamlet) “If thou did ever hold me in thy heart …

Absent thee from felicity awhile 

Junius lifts his hand gently towards the sky as if reaching out for the ineffable.


And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain


To tell my story.”


Oh, you may need this.

He pulls out a skull from his bags and tosses it to Edwin.

JUNIUS:
Fret and strut,” my boy.  “Fret and strut.”

Junius dances off, leaving Edwin to contemplate the skull.




Act Two.  Scene Seven
The Stage of The Winter Garden. 
John sits drinking from his flask and looking at Yorick’s skull.

JOHN:
(from Hamlet) “What is a man,

If his chief good and market of his time

Be but to sleep and feed? a beast, no more….”

“A thought which, quarter'd, hath but one part wisdom

And ever three parts coward,--

Edwin enters.  John toasts 

JOHN:
To Hamlet.  Tomorrow. 

He takes a drink and offers Edwin the flask.  Edwin shakes his head.

EDWIN:
Today.  It’s nearly dawn.

JOHN:
Ironic, for a prince that cannot act, the part requires a hell of a lot of it.  

EDWIN:
Ah, there’s the rub.

JOHN:
I prefer Caesar.  The issues are clear, motivations comprehensible.  Hamlet’s…journey is such a muddle,

EDWIN:
That’s what makes it the superior play.  It’s complicated, hard to grasp.  Like life. 

JUNIUS:
You’ve never seen me do it, have you?

EDWIN:
No. 

JOHN:
I play…a haunted Hamlet.  His dead father commands him to commit an abhorrent deed that will destroy his mother.  His family cannot endure what fate demands of him.  Yet fate cannot be overcome.

EDWIN:
That’s too easy.

JOHN:
No, no, hear me out.  He suffers his ‘slings and arrows’ until he realizes the solution to his dilemma is simple – he must act.  He must take a sword and plunge it into the guts of his blasted, incestuous Uncle and end the contagion that is destroying his country.   

EDWIN:
So you’d reduce the whole issue to the bloody physical bits? 

JOHN
Not quite, but the whole play is a lead up to those bloody physical bits.  (beat, John whispers) I'll let you in on a little secret, some of the most enjoyable acts in nature are due to the physical bits. (he jostles his brother)

EDWIN
I know. 

JOHN
Then show me what you got.

EDWIN
I beg your pardon?

Picks up two saber and throws one to Edwin who catches it.  John practices, big swashbuckling moves.

JOHN:
Come on.  As your little brother, I cannot abide people thinking we're a family of ponces.

EDWIN
As you’ll recall from that Richard Three we did in Richmond, I don't fight like a ponce.

JOHN:
(stands still, looks lovingly at his brother)  The Holiday Theatre, August 27th 1859.  The first time I appeared on stage under my own name.  You insisted.

EDWIN:
Yes, well, Mother insisted I insist.

JOHN:
(affectionately) Liar.  You were the first person who ever gave me direction worth a lick.  And I got better, didn’t I? 

EDWIN:
Well, the critics seemed to think so. (beat)  No, you got better.  You’ve been getting better ever since.

JOHN:
And I thank you for that – but still I must insist – you fight like a ponce. 

John drinks.  Swishes his sword, assumes a fighting stance.

EDWIN:
Intoxication and swordplay are not the wisest combination.

JOHN:
They work delightfully together.  It's like capers and salmon.  Come on.

EDWIN:
No.  I'm tired.  You've been drinking and - 

JOHN:
Oh come off it, Ned, I'm not blasted.  Show me what you got!

John goes for him.  Edwin defends himself but doesn’t fight back.  Finally John powerfully knocks his sword out of his hand.  He belly laughs and takes another drink.

EDWIN:
JOHN!

JOHN:
What?

EDWIN:
That hurt.

JOHN:
Yes, well fighting to the death often has a tendency to sting a little.  Pick up the sword.

EDWIN:
Not if you’re going to—

John picks up his sword and throws it at him.  Edwin lets it clatter to the floor.

EDWIN:
I know what you’re doing. 

JOHN:
What are you talking about?

EDWIN:
Don't you think I hear stories?  You and your illiterate retinue who delight in your endless tirades against The President - so long as you keep paying the bar tab. 

JOHN: 
They are good men and believe in my cause.  

EDWIN: 
‘Your cause’.  You own it now, do you?  Arrogance drives you, not honor. 

JOHN 
They look at me as a leader who will bring them justice, who will lead them to--

EDWIN: 
The gallows!  In times like this you should thank God you come from a famously intemperate family.  Otherwise people might take your ridiculous barroom rants seriously.

JOHN: 
(a long beat) “A hit, a palpable hit.” (laughs)  

John dances around Edwin parrying and thrusting at the still defenseless Edwin.  

JOHN
Oh, what's the sour look for?  I'm trying to help you here.  Show them the teeth!  Laugh!  The physical bits can be just as much fun as the boring old poetry.

John displays a flurry of athletic poses.

EDWIN:
That’s all you truly love, isn’t it?  Action.  You’re too shallow to dig any deeper, that’s why you love this war.  

JOHN:
I hate this war!  My every thought is of ending it, but that cannot happen until the honor of the South is restored, Union forces withdrawn and our precious freedom restored. 

EDWIN:
Freedom.  Except for the Negro slaves your much vaunted Southern honor relies upon.

JOHN:
Oh, why do you have to go ruining the party with all this abolitionist trash?  Have a drink.

EDWIN:
No.  It’s wrong, John.  Father would never own a slave – you know that.

JOHN:
I know – he rented them from the Bonds.  

EDWIN:
That’s not fair.

JOHN:
That’s the truth.  And we couldn’t have survived without them.  Mammy Annie raised me up, Madagascar Joe taught me to ride and their little pick ninnies played with us free as the day was long.  Any time I went to town I brought ‘em back candy.  

EDWIN:
And threw it to them off the wagon, to watch them scrabble in the dirt. 

JOHN:
It made them happy!  I’ll tell you something, brother – you can go into any factory in this city and see some Paddy-boy treated worse than any slave.  It would break your heart.

EDWIN:
And if I asked that Son of Erin to change places with the best treated slave on the richest plantation in Georgia, what do you think he’d say?  (no reply)  Because he may starve and toil in misery, but no one can put his wife and children on the block and sell them. 

JOHN;
We have raised them far above their benighted African brethren and it’s a system that’s made us rich.

EDWIN:
We treat them like animals and it has made us a nation of hypocrites. 

JOHN:
You need to limber up.  Have a drink. 

He offers him the flask.  Edwin shakes his head.

JOHN:
Oh, this poor, bereaved, tea-totaller routine of yours does get dreary.  Two years of stumbling about suffering.  Tell me Prince of Denmark, when does honest grief become morbid self-indulgence?  

EDWIN:
Please, don't mock me, John. 

JOHN:
Quite right, quite right.  It’s commendable.  Mary would have been proud that you kicked the sauce, after she kicked—

John mimes kicking the bucket and makes a popping sound.

EDWIN:
Why do you provoke me!  

JOHN
All this talk of morality when you have never had an allegiance to anything bigger than yourself.  That's why you sit in some Green Room puking drunk while your wife coughs out her life calling your name. 

EDWIN: 
(a beat, then...) No!!!!!

Edwin flips his saber up off the floor with his foot.  They duel.  

JOHN:
Feels good, don’t it?  Yeah, feel that blood rushing through your cold veins?  Warm, ain’t it?  You’re alive now, brother.  That’s Hamlet – alive at last and ready to die.  Nothing wrong with that.

Edwin knocks John’s sword out of his hand and puts his own sword to John’s heart.

EDWIN:
You’ve got to stop!  Before you destroy us all.

JOHN:
Then stop me, brother, do it.

EDWIN:
What!!!

JOHN:
That tip’s dull, but push a little harder.  It will be over soon enough.  That’s the only way you’ll ever stop me.

EDWIN:
From doing what!

JOHN:
Whatever I please!

EDWIN:
John, listen...There’s a rage inside me.  That piece of Father I fear the most… And I fear that rage is inside you as well.

JOHN:
Ned, our father was the gentlest of men.

EDWIN:
He tried to kill me once.  

JOHN:
Why?  There had to be a reason…

EDWIN:
There is a reason and it is alive in our blood.  Sometimes a darkness comes over me so deep and empty… I am very careful to hold my passions in command.  You must be very careful to do the same because if you don’t, they will overwhelm you and destroy us all. 

JOHN:
I don’t think I can live my life like that.  





Henry enters.  

HENRY:
The coach is outside, Mister Wilkes. 

JOHN:
Thank you, Henry.  I’ll be right there.


John starts to leave. 

EDWIN:
Wait, John.  There’s something else father gave me.  Besides his madness. 

JOHN:
What?

EDWIN:
The “physical bit” isn’t the end of Hamlet - there’s a speech.  The last time I saw father perform - in Hamlet’s last moments, he did something he’d never done before – 

“If thou did ever hold me in thy heart …

Absent thee from felicity awhile

JOHN & EDWIN: And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain


To tell my story.”

EDWIN:
He made a gesture. 

Edwin makes a gesture upward, full of sadness and longing.  Slowly he let’s his hand fall.

JOHN:
Reaching out to heaven?

EDWIN:
I think not.  I think he’s reaching out to…life.

JOHN:
Life? 

EDWIN:
Because life is all we’re given and honor is nothing to a corpse.  

JOHN:
How will you play that speech tomorrow? 

EDWIN:
I still don’t know… and I’m afraid.

JOHN:
No, that’s good.  You should never know.  Not until the moment you speak the line.  

EDWIN:
I haven’t changed your mind. 

JOHN:
Perhaps you have.  Or perhaps I’ve changed your Hamlet.

John picks up the skull and looks at again.

EDWIN:
John…

JOHN:
Goodnight, brother.

EDWIN:
Goodnight, Johnny. (John starts to leave)  John?

JOHN:
Yes, brother? 

EDWIN:
Tonight?  You looked like a young God.

JOHN:
Really? (beat)  Don’t worry for me, Edwin.  I promise, before I die I intend to be the most famous actor in America! 

John tosses the skull to Edwin, laughs and exits.  

EDWIN:
To be, or not to be,--that is the question:--

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,

And by opposing end them?--To die.

A loud shot.  Tight special on Edwin and another on John who stands knife in hand, his leg broken. 

JOHN:
Sic semper tyrannis.

Screams.  A clamor.  Cries of, “The President’s been shot! Stop that man!”  Chaos. 
Fade to black.

The End
