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THE CHILDREN'S BACH (opus 74) 
by Andrew Schultz 

 

Libretto by Glenn Perry after Helen Garner’s novel 
 

Canberra International Music Festival directed by Roland Peelman 
 
The Children’s Bach, an opera in two acts, was commissioned in 2008 by Chamber Made Opera, 
Melbourne with the aid of a Project Fellowship from the Music Board, Australia Council. The libretto was 
supported by The RE Ross Trust Playwrights' Script Development Awards. This recording was made at 
The Fitter’ s Workshop, Canberra in May 2019. 
 
BRIEF SYNOPSIS  
 
Athena and Dexter lead an enclosed family life in Melbourne, innocent of fashion and bound by duty 
towards an autistic child, Billy. Their comfortable rut is disrupted by the arrival of Elizabeth, a tough nut 
from Dexter's past. With her sister (Vicki), fickle boyfriend (Philip) and his smart teenage daughter 
(Poppy), she draws the couple out into a world whose casual egotism and sexuality they had barely 
dreamed of. Can they get home again? (from The Children's Bach - Helen Garner, Penguin Books, 1999 
Edition) 
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 On-stage piano (domestic upright) is played by the characters especially Billy. 
 

 

  SCENE TEN – PLAYGROUND THEN ATHENA 
AND DEXTER’S HOUSE  
 

POPPY  
The final section of a fugue is the end, 
and must include one or more statements 
of the subject in the original key. 
 

ELIZABETH and VICKI 
Athena walked in 
     There was nobody home. 
The windows were closed 
      The kitchen was stale 
She opened every window, 
            She opened every door. 
She washed the dirty sheets 
      She found in my bedroom 
She washed, 
      And washed, 
And washed. 
     She got down on her hands and knees 
And scrubbed the floors. 
     She remade the beds  
And tucked the sheets in tightly. 
     Until the bedrooms smelled of fresh cleaned cotton. 
And every kitchen surface 
     Was dry and bare. 
She ironed a cloth 
     And spread it on 
The kitchen table. 
     And then she sat down and waited 
Waited for them to come home. 
 
BOTH 
And they will come home. 
(To Billy at the piano.) 
And Billy? 
Billy will not even have noticed 
That she had ever been away. 
 

ELIZABETH and VICKI (Dexter enters.)  
And Dexter? 
     And Dexter will not touch her straight away. 
Someone will put the kettle on. 
     And later Dexter will sit on the edge of the bed 
     to do up his sandals. 
 
 
 
 

 

Athena will creep over to him 
     And put her head on his knee. 
 

BOTH 
And he will take her head in his hands 
And stroke it with a firm touch. 
And the tea will go purling into the cup. 
And Athena will tea again and again, 
Against her will, 
Of Philip, 
Or rather of not-Philip, 
Of searching for him, 
Of climbing endless stairs in a building full of rooms, 
Whose occupants have left them. 
 

And from one day to the next 
Poppy will stop holding Philip’s hand: 
He will drop his right hand to her left 
So she can take it, 
But nothing will happen 
And she will not hold his hand any more, 
And she never will again. 
 

(Taking Athena’s hand.) 
We will go arm and arm, with Athena, 
Down the street to the Paradise Bar 
We will feel the city shudder 
under the soles of our feet 
And we will hear the soft laughter 
And the slide of dancing shoes 
And the coffee machine hissing 
And the sun shining through stained glass. 
 

And Athena will play Bach on the piano. 
 

In the empty house, 
her left hand will run 
the arpeggios, 
And send them flying, 
Tossing handfuls of notes into the sparkling air. 
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 POPPY 

But I’m not allowed to turn on the gas. 
 
ELIZABETH  
But I can turn it on for you. 
 
POPPY 
But I might burn myself. 
 
ELIZABETH  
But I’ll rub Savlon on your wounds. 
 

POPPY 
But fat might splash in my eyes and make me go 
blind. 
 

ELIZABETH  
But I’ll get you a guide dog. 
 

POPPY 
But we haven’t got a kennel for a guide dog. 
 

ELIZABETH  
But he can sleep beside your bed. 
 

POPPY 
But he might pee on the floor. 
 

ELIZABETH  
But you can clean it up in the morning. 
POPPY 
But Dad won’t like it. 
 

ELIZABETH  
But he’s not here, so he won’t know. 
 

POPPY (Falling asleep.) 
But… 

 

SCENE NINE - DEXTER AND ATHENA’S HOUSE 
(We see Billy at the piano.) 
 

DEXTER (In bed next to Vicki who is asleep.) 
This is modern life, then. 
The feminists are right 
All men are bastards 
I’m a low, rotten perve 
She’s only seventeen 
I let a girl get drunk 
And then took advantage of her 
And what if she is pregnant? 
What if she has to have an abortion? 
 

 

 

This will spin out its consequences 
To infinity. 
 
VICKI (Waking.) 
Dexter! 
I dreamed 
Dreamed about you. 
 

DEXTER  
Vicki get up, straight away 
 

VICKI  
Dreamed that you died. 
 

DEXTER  
Quickly, Billy’s coming in. 
Vicki, listen. 
I feel terrible about last night. 
 

VICKI  
Thanks for looking after me. 
I get this thing where I think I’m going to die 
If I fall asleep? 
You were really nice to me. 
 

DEXTER  
Nice? 
But we’ll have to tell Athena, of course. 
 

VICKI  
It was just a one-night stand. 
You can tell her if you like. 
We’re not in love or anything. 
But it might make her feel worse. 
Like punishment for going away. 
 

Anyway, she can’t complain. 
That would be hypocritical. 
 

DEXTER (Aside.) 
(We see Billy at the piano.) 
This is modern life then. 
 
This is what people do 
This seamless logic. 
 

This common sense. 
 

I hate it. 
 

But I’m in its universe now 
And I can never go back. 
 
 

 

   
 
ACT ONE 
[Track 1] PROLOGUE 
A woman places a bag at the verandah of a house, 
takes out a polaroid camera and takes a photo of 
inside the bag. She scrawls in pen on the back of 
the photo: “Vicki – Precious Cargo”, and walks away 
leaving the bag. 
 

[2-3] SCENE ONE - ELIZABETH’S WAREHOUSE  
Elizabeth is looking at the same photo. The phone 
rings. Her sister Vicki wants to move from Perth to 
Melbourne to live with Elizabeth, who is not 
impressed with the idea. 
 

[4] SCENE TWO - AIRPORT  
Poppy reads on the side. Elizabeth walks into an 
airport lounge to wait for Vicki when she sees her 
old lover Dexter with his autistic son Billy, who are 
waiting for their wife/mother Athena. They talk about 
the passing of time and about Billy’s condition 
before Athena and Vicki arrive.  
 

[4 continues] SCENE THREE - ELIZABETH’S 
WAREHOUSE  
Philip and Elizabeth make love while Vicki tries to 
sleep.  
 

[5] SCENE FOUR - ATHENA AND DEXTER’S 
HOUSE 
Athena talks about her lack of musical skill on the 
piano: “I am ashamed, as if I had defaced an altar”. 
 

[6-7] SCENE FIVE - POPPY’S BEDROOM 
Philip’s daughter Poppy sits up in bed reading aloud 
from a music theory book on ‘Fugue’. He enters and 
puts her to sleep with a story about the “Paradise 
Bar”. When Poppy falls asleep Philip continues his 
story to himself about the ‘night-time’ Paradise Bar, 
a much darker, loveless place. 
 

 
 

[8-9] SCENE SIX - ATHENA AND DEXTER’S 
HOUSE, A DINNER PARTY 
The two families have dinner together. Spirits are 
jovial but there is an obvious attraction between 
Athena and Philip. Billy tells everyone he has a 
rabbit in a cage.  
Elizabeth tries to get Athena to play the piano and 
when she refuses Dexter comments that she plays 
‘like a mouse’. The siren from a passing ambulance 
sends Billy into a frenzy. When Dexter calms him 
down, Vicki offers to take Billy for a walk. When they 
leave Elizabeth and Dexter reveal the toll his autism 
has taken on their lives: “I tried to communicate with 
something trapped inside but now I know there’s 
nobody home”. 
 

[10] SCENE SEVEN - ATHENA AND DEXTER’S 
HOUSE, AFTER DINNER 
After dinner, Elizabeth and Dexter talk about love 
and its betrayals and disappointments. Dexter 
reveals that he was never in love with Athena “in 
that tortured way you read about”. 
 

[11] SCENE EIGHT - PHILIP’S HOUSE 
Poppy is reading about ‘the heart’ in a biology 
textbook as she eats her breakfast. Philip enters, 
having been out all night. Philip expresses his love 
and wonder for Poppy who reveals that she thinks 
Athena is perfect. 
 

[12-13] SCENE NINE - PLAYGROUND 
Vicki pushes Billy on a swing. They sing The Skye 
Boat Song. When she tries to take him home he 
runs away.  
 

[14] SCENE TEN - THE BUSH 
Athena and Vicky carry a large cardboard box. 
Athena invites Vicki to come and stay with their 
family. Vicki tips up the box and the rabbit comes 
out: “Go, rabbit, you’re free”. 
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ACT TWO  
[Track 15-16] PROLOGUE 
Poppy reads aloud from her ‘Fugue’ book which 
explains how in Bach, about two-thirds of the way 
through a fugue, “all hell breaks loose”. 
 

[17-18] SCENE ONE - ATHENA AND DEXTER’S 
HOUSE, LIVING ROOM  
Anthea is lying on her back on the floor, listening to 
classical music. Philip approaches, then walks in, 
unseen by Athena who begins to talk to herself 
under the loud music. Philip plays on the piano, 
mesmerising her with a ‘wide blue chord’. Philip 
asks her to go away somewhere with him and they 
kiss. 
 

[19] SCENE TWO - INSIDE A PLANE  
Athena and Philip sit together. Athena thinks she 
sees a rabbit running beside the plane. 
 

[20] SCENE THREE - HOTEL ROOM, SYDNEY  
They make love. 
 

[21] SCENE FOUR - ATHENA AND DEXTER’S 
HOUSE  
Elizabeth enters to find Billy running through the 
house screaming. Vicki takes Billy away to have a 
bath, while Dexter fretfully discusses the situation 
with their respective partners.  
 

[22] SCENE FIVE – NIGHTCLUB, SYDNEY  
Philip and Athena snort cocaine before they are 
interrupted by Angie, an acquaintance of Philip’s. 
Angie inserts herself between them. When Philip 
glides his hand over Angie’s back, she kisses him 
on the forehead, Athena’s infatuation with Philip 
suddenly dissolves. 
 

[23] SCENE SIX - HOTEL LOBBY 
Dexter has travelled to find Athena and win her 
back, but she is not ready for him. Dexter leaves, 
sobbing. 

  

 
 

[24-25] SCENE SEVEN - HOTEL ROOM AND CITY  
Athena wakes up alone in the hotel room and pulls 
back the curtains, letting the sunlight in. She walks 
out into the streets. As she passes the 
conservatorium she hears three students in 
separate rooms playing piano, clarinet and violin. 
Returning to the hotel room she finds Philip with a 
girl in the room. She tells Philip she is leaving him to 
go home.  
 

[26] SCENE EIGHT - PHILIP’S HOUSE  
Elizabeth puts Poppy to sleep with a word game. 
 

[27] SCENE NINE - DEXTER AND ATHENA’S 
HOUSE 
Dexter wakes up to find Vicki asleep in his bed. He 
is appalled when he realises they have had sex the 
night before. Vicki wakes and is unbothered: “It was 
just a one-night stand. We’re not in love or 
anything”. 
 

[28-29] SCENE TEN – PLAYGROUND THEN 
ATHENA AND DEXTER’S HOUSE  
Poppy completes the fugue book. Vicki and 
Elizabeth describe Athena’s house as she returns 
home and re-arranges things. Dexter enters and 
they sit on the couch together. Billy walks to the 
piano and plays a Bach prelude perfectly. Vicki and 
Elizabeth describe Athena’s bright future: “We will 
go arm and arm with Athena”. 
 

 

  Such meaningless discord. 
At night I walked down neon-streets 
And found my way back to the hotel. 
 

ATHENA 
The room was dark. 
 

A girl was sitting at the table, 
A spikey girl in a  
black and white hounds-tooth dress. 
 

(To Philip who is lying on the bed.) 
I’m going home tonight. 
 

PHILIP 
Come in. 
 

Athena, this is… 
She’s been showing me a song she wrote. 
 

SPIKEY GIRL 
I was just going. 
 

ATHENA 
Is your song about the end of love? 
Or its wrong beginnings? 
 

PHILIP 
Where have you been all day? 
I waited for you. 
Let’s go out and eat. 
 

ATHENA 
I’m going 
I’m going on the train. 
Tonight. 
 

PHILIP 
Wait another day or two. 
We’ll fly back. 
Is it because I didn’t come back last night? 
 

ATHENA 
Dexter came looking for me. 
 

PHILIP 
Athena 
 

ATHENA 
He was crying 
 

PHILIP 
I can’t help you with that one. 
 

 

 

ATHENA 
I sent him away. 
 

PHILIP 
Jealousy. 
You’ll have to handle that one on your own. 
 

ATHENA 
We were like two ghosts 
Now that the blood had gone out of us. 
Two empty sets of garments 
Hung opposite each other in a wardrobe. 
 

(We see Billy at the piano playing gently.) 
 
SCENE EIGHT - PHILIP’S HOUSE  

 

ELIZABETH (Reading to Poppy.) 
It’s dark and smoky in the Paradise Café 
 

POPPY 
You smell nice. 
 

ELIZABETH  
You order a coffee, 
And you get it straight away. 
You can’t eat croissants at the Paradise Café. 
 

POPPY 
This lovely smell. 
 

ELIZABETH  
But you get good coffee for the price you pay. 
Did you have something to eat? 
 

POPPY 
No. 
 

ELIZABETH  
But you could have cooked something. 
 

POPPY 
But I don’t know how to. 
 

ELIZABETH  
But you could if you tried. 
 

POPPY 
But my mother never taught me. 
 

ELIZABETH  
But I can teach you. 
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 PHILIP  

I’m so glad that you are here. 
I’m glad you said you weren’t in love with me. 
When you said that, 
I fell in love with you. 
 

ATHENA 
We both felt it. 
As a passenger in a jet 
Senses the precise moment 
At which the zenith of its trajectory is reached 
And passed. 
 

 

It was not the fact of it, 
But the suddenness that surprised me. 
I said nothing. 
I looked at him. 
A single word occurred in my mind, 
In Dexter’s voice, 
Flat and definite: 
Bullshit! 
 

PHILIP 
I think I’ll go back to the hotel.  
(Looking at her sharply.) 
I’ll see you there, then? 

 

SCENE SIX - HOTEL LOBBY 
 

ATHENA (They are muted – in public.) 
How did you know where to find me? 
 

DEXTER 
Elizabeth told me. 
 

ATHENA  
You look thin. 
 

DEXTER 
Come home. 
 

ATHENA  
No. 
I haven’t finished yet. 
 

DEXTER 
Come home. 
 

ATHENA 
I can’t. 
I’ll never forgive you 
If you make me come home. 
 

 
 

 

DEXTER 
Let’s go home. 
How could I make you?? 
I love you. 
 

ATHENA  
At home I was half dead. 
 

(We see Billy at the piano playing roughly.) 
 

SCENE SEVEN - HOTEL ROOM AND CITY  
 

POPPY (as before) 
The word fugue comes from the Latin fuga (flight) 
and fugere (to flee). 
 

ATHENA 
I woke up in the hotel room at six in the morning. 
Philip wasn’t there, 
Nor had he been there all night. 
My presence  
In the room 
Is so slight. 
I feel the ghosts of this room. 
A great line of them: 
Their boredom 
Their panic. 
Their trembling fantasies. 
I pull back the curtains 
Expecting them to fall apart in my hand. 
What do I know about him? (She pulls back the 
curtains letting in a great shaft of light.) 
At eight o-clock I pass quickly through the lobby 
To the street outside. 
What do tourists do? 
They walk 
They stand 
They look 
They buy. 
They notice that the day without duty 
Passes with the slowness of a dream. 
Their existence has no point 
They have no home to go to. 
I walked on and on, 
passed the conservatorium 
I stopped and stared 
I saw three students, 
Each in a practice room: 
piano, violin, clarinet. 
 

 

  LIBRETTO 
ACT ONE 

 

SCENE ONE - ELIZABETH’S WAREHOUSE 
 

ELIZABETH (Sitting up in bed.) 
Vicki – Precious Cargo. 
(The telephone rings.)  
Vicki? Is anything wrong? 
 

VICKI 
Not exactly. 
 

ELIZABETH 
What’s the time over there? 
 

VICKI 
Ten o’clock. 
 

ELIZABETH 
I’m warning you – 
Don’t ask me to come back to Perth again. 
 

VICKI 
No – you don’t understand. 
 

ELIZABETH 
I can’t afford all these airfares. 
You swore you were old enough to look after 
yourself. 
 

VICKI 
I don’t want you to come over here. 
I want to come over there. 
 

ELIZABETH 
To live? 
I’m not your mother. 
 

VICKI 
I know – our mother’s dead. 
 

ELIZABETH 
You are seventeen! 
 

VICKI 
Elizabeth, you be my mother 
And I’ll be yours. 
 

SCENE TWO – AIRPORT 
 

POPPY (Seated to one side - reading at home.) 
In music, a fugue is a type of contrapuntal 
composition. It begins with a theme, known as the 
subject, stated alone in one voice. 
 

A second voice then enters and plays the same theme, 
while the first voice plays on with a contrapuntal 
accompaniment. In music, a fugue is a type of 
contrapuntal composition. 
 

(Dexter and Elizabeth are at the airport.) 
 

ELIZABETH 
Dexter? 
 

DEXTER 
Elizabeth – 
Elizabeth look, it’s me. 
 

ELIZABETH 
I thought it might be you. 
 

DEXTER 
You look… 
You look very… 
You look… 
 

ELIZABETH 
That’s the same coat – 
the same smelly old coat that you used to wear 
when we were together. 
All those years ago. 
Is this your little boy? 
 

DEXTER 
Yes, this is Billy. 
I’m afraid Billy’s not quite… 
We didn’t know for quite a while. 
He never spoke for years. 
He does sing sometimes. 
You look just like you were. 
 

ELIZABETH 
I’ll be forty soon. 
 

DEXTER 
At forty you can no longer harm anyone, 
And no-one can harm you. 
 

ELIZABETH 
That can’t possibly be true. 
 

DEXTER 
Who are you here for? 
 

ELIZABETH 
My sister Vicki. 
She thinks I’m her mother. 
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 DEXTER 

How is your mother? 
 

ELIZABETH 
She died some years ago. 
 

DEXTER 
She died? 
 

ELIZABETH 
Yes – and I think I’m about to get stuck with Vicki. 
 

DEXTER 
You mustn’t think about it like that. 
I know what it means to think you’re stuck with 
someone. 
 

ELIZABETH 
Who are you here for? 
 

DEXTER 
I’m waiting for my wife. 
Athena. 
Here she comes. 
 

SCENE THREE - ELIZABETH’S WAREHOUSE 
Philip and Elizabeth make love while Vicki tries to 
sleep. 
 

SCENE FOUR - ATHENA AND DEXTER’S HOUSE 
 

ATHENA 
There is a piano in the kitchen 
During the day I shut myself in there 
Under the portrait of Dexter’s father 
And pick away at Bach’s small preludes. 
Even under my ignorant fingers 
Those simple chords 
Ring like a shout of triumph 
But there are days 
When my playing 
Is so unrhythmic 
And lacking in melody 
That I am ashamed 
As if I had defaced an altar 
I know I do not play well. 
My playing, even when correct, 
Is like someone reciting a lesson 
in an obedient voice 
Without inflection or emotion 
Without understanding. 
A betrayal. 
I take my hands off the keyboard. 
And I close the lid. 

SCENE FIVE - POPPY’S BEDROOM 
 

POPPY (Reading.) 
The first major section of the fugue is called the 
exposition. It presents the subject, answer and any 
counter-subjects in each voice in turn. 
The remaining voices enter one by one, 
each stating the same theme. 

Dad, tell me a story. 
 

PHILIP 
You’re too old for stories. 
Why don’t you just read? 
I don’t know any stories anymore. 
 

POPPY  
Yes you do. 
You just go, “Once upon a time.” 
And then say whatever ... 
 

PHILIP 
Once upon a time 
There was a wonderful café… 
called the Paradise Bar 
It never closed. 
 

POPPY  
Paradise Bar –– 
 

PHILIP 
It stayed open day and night, 
A place that waited, 
A place of reason and courtesy. 
People danced there in the daytime, 
In the middle of the morning. 
They danced in each other’s arms. 
There was graffiti in the toilets: 
People in the Paradise Bar read the daily graffiti 
As if it was the News of the World. 
 

POPPY (Falling asleep.) 
As if it were… 
 

PHILIP  
Poppy? (Poppy is asleep.) 
At night it’s different. 
The waiters at night are low-browed and covered in 
tattoos. 
They wear black jeans and tight T-shirts. 
They look more like criminals than waiters. 
At the Paradise Bar dope is bought and sold. 
It’s not the kind of place you would like to see your 
daughter sitting. 
 

 

  SCENE TWO - INSIDE A PLANE 
 

ATHENA (Sitting with Philip.) 
I looked back as the taxi drove away. 
I saw Dexter standing out the front 
With Billy by his side. Their faces, shocked. 
Floating after me like two balloons on a string. 
From the plane window I thought I saw a rabbit 
Tearing madly along beside the runway. 
But perhaps 
it was only 
the shadow 
of the wing. 
 

SCENE THREE - HOTEL ROOM, SYDNEY 
 

(After Philip and Athena have had sex.) 
PHILIP  
This hotel is a dump. I love it. 
Fucking you is like having a long and interesting 
conversation. 
 

ATHENA (aside) 
His expression changed, 
He laughed. 
He swore, 
He became distracted. 
He closed his eyes 
Tears fell from his eyes 

He wiped them away impatiently. 
He seized me with his eyes 
Sucked me into his eyes. 
Then he got off the bed. 
 

PHILIP  
Now I have to make some phone calls. 
 

SCENE FOUR - ATHENA AND DEXTER’S HOUSE 
 

VICKI 
Can’t you do something? 
I wish Athena was here. 
 

DEXTER 
Well she’s not. 
She can’t do anything with him 
When he’s like this. 
 

VICKI 
Do something. 
 

ELIZABETH (entering) 
What is this? 
This place is a madhouse. 
 

 

DEXTER 
Fill up a bath and we’ll stick him in it. 
 

ELIZABETH  
Have you heard from Athena? 
 

Listen to me 
She’ll be back. 
I know Philip’s attention span 
She’ll be back in a couple of days 
 

DEXTER 
And then what happens? 
 

ELIZABETH  
That’s up to you. 
 

DEXTER 
Couldn’t you have stopped it? 
 

ELIZABETH  
It’s none of my business. 
 

DEXTER 
But you must have known what was going on. 
 

ELIZABETH  
If it hadn’t been Philip 
It would have been someone else. 
 

VICKI (aside) 
I heard the voices turn low and nasty 
He was afraid of the way he imagined she lived 
 

And she wanted 
In some obscure sadism 
To induct him into it. 
The rough sexual world 
That lies outside families. 
 

SCENE FIVE – NIGHTCLUB, SYDNEY 
 

ANGIE 
Don’t you remember me? 
Angie. 
 

PHILIP  
Yeah, yeah. I remember now. 
 

We were discussing whether that was Cate 
Blanchett. Over there. 
 

ATHENA 
It is her. 
 

ANGIE (Kissing Philip.) 
Gotta get back to my friends. 
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 VICKI  

I can’t stay with Elizabeth. 
I can’t live there. There’s only one bed. 
 

ATHENA  
Come stay with us, Vicki. 
You can stay in the small room behind the kitchen 
It overlooks the garden and the Hills Hoist 
and the European trees along the creek – 
European trees. 
We’ll paint the room yellow. 
And you’ll be like a chicken in an egg. 
 

VICKI  
Is she still in there? 
Come out, come out. 
 

ATHENA  
I feel sick. 
 

VICKI  
Tip the box up. 
 

ATHENA  
I can’t.  You. 
 

VICKI & ATHENA 
Go, rabbit, you’re free. 
 

ACT TWO 
 

PROLOGUE 
(Billy in darkness at the piano.) 
 
SCENE ONE - ATHENA AND DEXTER’S HOUSE, 
LIVING ROOM  
 

POPPY 
After study of the individual voices, 
It is time to put some parts together. 
If one hand has more than one voice, 
the first step is to reconstruct that one hand's part; 
And the next step is to put the two hands together. 
At some point after the hands are put together, 
the student will discover a place where "all hell 
breaks loose." 
In Bach, this is about two-thirds of the way through 
the piece. 
The subject plus any countersubjects will clump 
together, overlapping and lying atop one another 
in a glorious and horribly frustrating tangle. 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

PHILIP (Entering – unheard by Athena.) 
Hello? 
 

ATHENA (Listening to music with headphones, 
unaware Philip is watching and she is not alone.) 
 

I’ve stopped eating. 
My clothes fall off me. 
My sexual life is solitary. 
I come to visions of meadows full of flowers 
White ones floating like a cloud 
On breathless summer evenings. 
I lie on dry grass in parks 
I go alone to the Paradise Bar 
To the throbbing of strange music there. 
At dawn, back in my bed, 
Dexter stands looking at me 
And I think: 
I can’t be bothered fucking if its going to be obscure. 
But I do. We do. 
His breathing by my ear 
Brings up a rush 
Like vomiting 
But our torsos continue to move smoothly 
Their habit imperturbable. 
Just as I come  
I see a coin of sun on the lace curtain 
And I cry sobbing, sobbing. 
 

(Philip plays the piano and Athena becomes aware 
of him.) 
 

He let the silence settle. 
Before striking a quiet chord. 
A wide blue one. A chord from the kind of music I 
knew nothing about. 
And was too tight to play. 
I stood listening and looking 
As he left a silence 
And then resolved it with another soft chord. 
 

PHILIP  
Let’s go somewhere. 
 

ATHENA  
Where? Just out? 
 

PHILIP  
Just out. To look at things. 
I have to go to Sydney.  
Better come with me. 
 
 

 

  Occasionally some girl, limp with excess, 
Collapses into the arms of her shrieking friends. 
They hustle her outside, 
Her feet in her flat shoes drag behind her. 
The air is thick with smoke 
And other things are going on upstairs. 
And men fuck girls without loving them. 
And the girls cry in the toilets. 
 

SCENE SIX – DINNER PARTY AT ATHENA AND 
DEXTER’S HOUSE (Billy is at the piano.) 
 

DEXTER 
I’ve seen you on T.V. 
 

PHILIP 
It couldn’t have been me. 
 

DEXTER 
On Video Hits. 
 

ATHENA 
Have you been to America, Philip? 
 

PHILIP (aside) 
I caught her eye. I was surprised. 
She blushed. I kept her glance in mine. 
 

ELIZABETH (crossed conversations) 
She was wearing these daggy flares. 
 

PHILIP  
I got to Reno at eight  in the morning. 
 

ELIZABETH  
He was the sort of singer 
Who lounges across a glass piano. 
 

ATHENA (aside) 
Whenever I look away, I feel his eyes on me, 
looking at me – 
 

PHILIP  
People were stumbling about the streets in full 
evening dress. 
 

VICKI 
Athena is the name of the goddess of war. 
 

ELIZABETH 
Athena is perfect, isn’t she? 
The goddess of needlecraft. 
 

ATHENA 
Does anyone want more tortellini? 
 

 

PHILIP  
I like to have tortellini on Friday. 
(aside) We nodded several times. 
I can’t help looking – she nodded several times. 
Poppy, stop reading! 
 

POPPY 
It’s boring 
PHILIP  
It’s rude. 
 

VICKI 
You know…one of those horror movies 
Where she drives … 
 

PHILIP  
Stop reading now! 
POPPY  
Boring! (They continue the argument.) 
 

VICKI 
… up to this house 
And gets dismembered. 
 

PHILIP  
I jammed my hand between two speaker boxes. 
My finger burst like a sausage. 
 

BILLY 
We got a rabbit in a cage. 
We got a rabbit in a cage. 
 

ELIZABETH  
Who’s the pianist around here? 
 

DEXTER 
Athena plays, don’t you dear? 
 

ATHENA  
I’m just learning. 
 

BILLY  
We got a rabbit in a cage. 
 

ELIZABETH with VICKI 
(Opening a piano music book.) 
“The Children’s Bach: 
Bach is never simple but that is one reason 
why we should all try to master him.” 
Show us how you’ve mastered him, Athena. 
 

ATHENA  
Oh please don’t make me. 
I can hardly play at all. 
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 DEXTER 

It’s true, you play like a mouse. 
I heard you plinking away the other day. 
You ought to practise when no-one’s home. 
 

DEXTER 
It’s a bit dreary having to listen to someone 
Picking their way through those pieces. 
 

ELIZABETH with VICKI 
Our mother had a saying. 
“If only those birds sang that sang best, 
how silent the woods would be.” 
 

PHILIP  
She must have been a nice woman. 
 

DEXTER 
Clumsy syntax. 
 

DEXTER 
(Sounds of a siren then Billy starts to scream.) 
Quiet, Billy. No more screams. 
Shhhh. 
It’s the sirens. 
They drive him crazy. 
He’s like a dog. 
 

VICKI 
Let me take him to the swings. 
 

DEXTER 
Are you sure? 
Most people… 
 

VICKI 
Why won’t he ever look at me? 
 

ATHENA 
Don’t bother to get romantic. 
There’s nobody there. 
 

ELIZABETH 
How do you bear it? 
 

ATHENA 
Do you really want to know? 
I’ve abandoned him, in my heart. It’s work. 
I’m just hanging on till we can get rid of him. 
 

ELIZABETH & PHILIP 
Get rid of him? 
 
 

 

ATHENA 
The thought of it. 
The very thought of it 
Is like a dark cloud rolling away. 
 

DEXTER 
There might be a place for him next year. 
 

ATHENA 
I used to be romantic about him. 
 

DEXTER 
You know, sometimes, he screams all day. 
 

ATHENA 
I used to think there was some kind of wild, good 
little creature trapped inside him. 
I tried to talk with something trapped inside him, 
but now I know, there’s nobody home. 
 

POPPY (Reading by herself.) 
The middle section of a fugue starts with a passage 
of music called an episode. Fragments of the subject 
or counter-subject are heard, in sequential 
passages that modulate to a closely related key. 
 

SCENE SEVEN – HOUSE, AFTER DINNER 
 

DEXTER 
Are you and Philip going to get married one of these 
days? 
 

ELIZABETH  
He’s already married. 
 

DEXTER 
I don’t understand the way you live. 
What are the rules? Does he betray you? 
  

ELIZABETH  
Of course he ‘betrays’ me. 
When you’ve been with someone that long what 
else is there to do? 
 

DEXTER 
I hate modern life. 
 

ELIZABETH  
It’s just love. 
 

DEXTER 
Love? 
I’ve never been in lerve, then. 
I don’t even know what it is 

 

  ELIZABETH  
You’ll find out one day. 
 

DEXTER 
I doubt it. I don’t see why people think falling in lerve 
is inevitable. 
Anyone would think it was some kind of disease. 
People only fall in lerve  because they want to - 
because they’ve read about it in some cheap 
magazine. Because they’re bored and have nothing 
better to do. 
I don’t want to; therefore, I’m not going to. 
 

ELIZABETH  
Weren’t you in love with Athena? 
 

DEXTER 
No. Not in that tortured way you read about. 
 

SCENE EIGHT – PHILIP’S HOUSE 
 

PHILIP (As Poppy reads to herself.) 
She is so clean and bright. 
She raises her face to me 
With her composed and modest smile. 
All about her is the order she creates. 
God, the joy of her, the pleasure! 
Will anyone ever love her as much as I do. 
 

POPPY 
The right atrium contracts and the left atrium … 
 

PHILIP  
I thought it was auricle. 
 

POPPY 
It used to be but not any more. 
They’ve changed the name. 
 

PHILIP  
How the hell can they change the name of 
something in the heart? 
 

POPPY 
Athena’s perfect, isn’t she? 
 

PHILIP  
She’d have to be, to live up to the name. 
 

POPPY 
What does her name mean? 
 

PHILIP  
Athena, the Goddess of War. 
 
 

 

 

POPPY 
I didn’t mean that perfect. 
 

SCENE NINE – PLAYGROUND 
 

VICKI & BILLY 
Speed, bonny boat, 
like a bird on the wing. 
Onward! the sailors cry. 
Carry the lad that’s born to be king 
Over the sea to Skye. 
 

Come on, Billy, it’s getting dark. 
We better get back. 
Loud the winds howl, 
Loud the waves roar, 
Thunder clouds rend the air. 
Baffled our foes stand on the shore, 
Follow they will not dare. 
 

Speed, bonny boat, 
like a bird on the wing. 
Onward! the sailors cry. 
Carry the lad that’s born to be king 
Over the sea to Skye. 
 

Though the waves leap, 
Soft shall ye sleep, 
Ocean’s a royal bed. 
Rocked in the deep, 
Flora will keep 
Watch by your weary head. 
 

POPPY 
A middle entry is a restatement of the entire subject, 
in a closely related key to the tonic.  
Sometimes it may be a single statement of the 
subject in a new key. 
 

SCENE TEN - THE BUSH 
 

VICKI (Carrying a pet rabbit in a box.) 
Are we far enough away from civilization 
So there won’t be any feral cats, will there? 
Once humans have touched them, 
Other animals can smell it on them, 
And they kill them. 
Nature red in tooth and claw. 
 

VICKI & ATHENA 
Come on, come on. 
Come out, come out. 
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