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BANGING DENMARK


INTRODUCTION

VAN BADHAM

He was a guy I knew from the independent theatre scene in Melbourne. He was younger than me, and while I didn’t find him attractive, I could appreciate he was a pretty boy. Pale eyes shone from underneath the costumes he used to gad about in – fake eyelashes, sometimes, which is why I’m remembering his eyes. Facepaint, on other nights. There were the occasional gold boots he’d wear to parties, leather coats that swept the floor behind him. At a writers’ festival, he turned up in a kilt. To a boozy reception in Melbourne Town Hall, he wore a black feather boa. A friend of mine was fucking him when he and I met – occasionally, and ‘not exclusively’, as he’d explained to her with emphasis and precision, although she didn’t date anyone else. I hadn’t been in town long, but soon found myself acquainted with a broader community of women who admitted to sleeping with him; when they were drunk, when they were lonely, when they were bored. He had funny tattoos on his chest and his belly, they told me. It was all a bit of fun, they’d say, the seduction, the sex … but this was always described in a slightly acrid tone, as if the receipt to their entertainment was a resentment that would always linger. More than once, I found myself in conversations about him that cut themselves short, unsaid words that hung in the air. Was he a rapist? ‘No,’ said one of these girls one night, half to me, half to her wineglass, ‘just a bit of a dick’.

The metaphor seemed to encapsulate him – his reputation with girls, their use for him, the kind of theatre he made … which was narcissistic and often naked, always well-lit and – it was rumoured – funded by his wealthy parents. Yes, he was pretty … but I’d watch him at parties, deep in conversation with girl after girl who already knew he had nothing to say, his pale eyes lit with the reflection of their upturned attention, his hand on their shoulder, nodding, not smiling, his knee brushing their knee, and I’d wonder; just why is this prick so damn popular? At a party south of the river, the memory burns of him leaning on his hand against a refrigerator in the kitchen, a young woman between him and the icebox. He wore a leather jacket that night, no shirt at all – the cartoon tattoos on his belly, just like his attentions, quite visible. The two left together in minutes. It was joked about in the kitchen afterwards, by the boys and the girls who remained. ‘I think that’s a record,’ someone said to their watch, and everyone laughed. We congregated at a pub north of the river the very next night, and, there he turned up, still shirtless from the night before, his eyes ringed with dark liner. The group sat a wooden picnic table in the beer garden, and amidst beers and jokes and cigarettes, I realised there was already another young woman under the crook of his arm. Again, he left early, and not alone. ‘What is it about?!’ I exclaimed, once he’d departed. The boys at the table shrugged, smiled … and changed the conversation.

He was still fucking my friend – ‘not exclusively’, and some weeks later – when an impromptu gathering unfurled in my flat after a show one night. Twenty people crammed my studio with wine and pizza, and he was there. So was she, my friend, with her feet hurting, and a vague medical problem, and a repeated suggestion to him that he accompany her back to her hotel, which he ignored. Finally, she left, in emergency slippers, her high heels in a plastic bag. He was holding court at the dining room table when the front door closed behind her, telling stories without punchlines, batting his eyes and chuckling at punchlines provided by others. He wore a military beret that night, and a t-shirt with razored sleeves. He gestured that I should sit next to him. He poured me a wine. Perhaps he had forgotten that I do not drink. He bumped his shoulder into mine a couple of times. He squeezed my knee. And then he broke from the table’s conversation, looked into my eyes, and placed a hand on my thigh and he said: ‘Your makeup looks really pretty tonight. Did it take you a long time to do?’

‘I’m not here to give you tips, love,’ I said, blowing a kiss, and flicked his hand from my leg. I thought of my friend, her painful feet, her lonely hotel room. I stood up. ‘I want to go to bed,’ I told the party, ‘so y’all have to leave’. I made sure when I said the word ‘y’all’, I looked at him. Then I physically pushed people out of my flat. He seemed to lurk around the hallway, but I just shut the door.

A few days later, I was in Hobart, and in a lazy stroll around Salamanca Bay, ran into a Melbourne friend. She’d missed the latest party, if not others – she was one of the gentleman’s former lovers. She’d been away from Melbourne for a while, and asked for gossip. We got coffee. I talked about the party in my flat. ‘I think he was trying to pick me up,’ I said, incredulous, of him.

‘Did he try a line?’

‘He told me my makeup looked pretty – ’

‘ – and he asked you how long that it took,’ she said, with a smile the same flavour as her milkless coffee. She grunted. ‘He was picking you up, straight outta the book. Friend, that boy was running game.’

My eyes were spoon-wide as she talked me through new meanings of old words. In Hobart, I learned about the world of the pickup artists, as this friend unspooled the mystery of the tattooed-belly man.

The book of which she spoke was Neil Strauss’ The Game, published in 2005. It’s an autobiography, of a sort, in which the geeky author joins a ‘secret society’ of male pickup artists, and learns their techniques for picking up women for sex, generously shared with the reader. It spent months on the bestseller lists, and was once retailed with a leather jacket and satin inserts, like some kind of sex bible – which it was, to awkward young men eager to participate in the act if not so much in the emotional lives of the human women that said act obliged them to involve. The book taught a generation of men to ‘neg’ women with backhanded compliments – about their makeup, for example – to bait their attentions, and provoke a need for external validation. It formularised processes for initiating casual physical contact that would culminate in seduction. And it recommended ‘peacocking’ – a social performance of dressing yourself in such a way as to draw visual attention, start conversations, make a unique impression.

I saw kilts, facepaint, golden boots – and red. I replayed my entire experience with the peacock I’d encountered in Melbourne, and realised the stage for the theatre he made wasn’t Melbourne’s poky halls and unused spaces, but his world, with all the women in it merely props. And in the eyes of my companion at the café table, I finally understood the cold reality of the resentment she shared with so many; the bastard hadn’t even written his own script to this. He’d downloaded it. On Kindle.

The magician doesn’t reveal the secret to his tricks, because once the tricks are known, the crowds stop coming. Once you have learned the language of the pickup artists, their own seductive magic ceases. It wasn’t so long after my Salamanca encounter that I noticed a herd immunity developing amidst the women of my circle, attempts to ‘neg’ called out, shut down, and public mockery of pea-cocks. Overnight, it seemed, the great Melbourne bird had disappeared – my friend with the sore feet had finally dumped him. I saw him once at a theatre thing, failing to seduce a young woman in a beer garden, who shook her head, sucked on a cigarette, and clearly thought he was a bit of a clown. Some years later, I saw a Facebook post from somewhere that alluded to his partnership with an eel-thin, wild-eyed woman, declarations of their love expressed online in the syntax and vocabulary of an aggressive marketing campaign. It instantly made me wonder if he was still sleeping around.

Most of all I became curious as to what had happened in the decade since to all the other birds – the kind of men who once bought the Neil Strauss bible and bowed down before the gurus of the Game … but whose prayers now went unheard. I went looking for them on the internet, and found a commercial pickup community selling new tricks to aspirant seducers, with promises of fresh schemes to which women have not yet tumbled. Fascinated, I strayed further into the spaces of the online ‘manosphere’, where male loneliness is a ripe market for self-help charlatans and ‘men’s rights’ mountebanks to shift products – books, courses, workshops, subscriptions, memberships, recordings – as likely to be a cure for isolation and despair as the finest snake oil ever was.

For all the aggression and misogyny – the gross objectification of women – that soaks those communities and their ongoing complaints about ‘females’, I can not bring myself to hate such men as a much as I felt sadness for them.

A review of Strauss’ book once described its ‘sell’ as one in which ‘the ubergeeky can often give a convincing simulation of being a regular human being, even if … they are in fact near-sociopaths’. My own experiences of misogynistic harassment and abuse on the internet have taught me too well how sociopathy thrives in these communities, and the Venn overlap among narcissists, bigots and men who game women as sexual objects is certainly strong. And yet I can’t shake the notion that a compulsive pursuit of sexual conquest engaged in by so many men in these communities comes from a damaged, inarticulate and barely understood desperation for intimacy, coupled with a terror of its requisite self-revelation.

Because what the young gentleman of Melbourne always knew was that under the costume and tattoos of the unassailable, invulnerable young player in a feather boa, there was another, pale-eyed thing – one that, to know desire, had to dress itself up and learn lines from a book. Such an entity made of several selves, may, indeed, have consistently been ‘a bit of a dick’ … but I think of his smeared eyeliner, and facepaint, his own clumsy makeup … and no part of me feels any less sorry towards him for that.
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CHARACTERS

JAKE NEWHOUSE, a management consultant, somewhat possessed by his alter-ego Guy DeWitt (‘Guy’ pronounced the French way, ‘Gui’): a pickup artist / lifestyle coach / manosphere sex guru. Early 30s.

ISHTAR ‘ISH’ MADIGAN, a feminist academic and author, completing a PhD on representations of female sexuality in video games. Mid-to-late 30s.

DENYSE KIM, a computer science academic, and genius. Barely mid-20s. Ish’s friend.

ANNE TOFT, a research librarian at a city library, on a study placement from Denmark. Late 20s.

TOBY BELLO, a postgraduate student in pure mathematics, same age as Denyse, also a genius, and her friend.




There are other voices, that phone into the live-recording of the Guy DeWitt podcast, ‘Santa Claus … Is Coming’:

WARHAMMERBOB

MRTEARSDRY

EVIL COMPUTER

COMPUTER CHORAL VOICE

CAPTAINASS

There’s also A NEIGHBOUR.

Colour-blind casting is encouraged.

SETTING

The play is set in a western city of such a size that it contains both a university campus and a library.


SCENE ONE

In which JAKE – who calls himself Guy – counsels his (exclusively male) flock on the nature of courtship in the modern era.

Darkness.

A Hollywood crooner’s cover of ‘Santa Claus is Coming to Town’ plays in a low-lit, indistinct room. JAKE is in this room. After only a couple of phrases, he does something (unseen) to fade out the music. We are listening to the live recording of a podcast.



JAKE: Just ask yourself: do you want to stay a sexless little elf stuck with a frozen north pole – or be the guy who goes out and gets up any chimney he wants, and have bitches putting cookies out for you?

Because, boys – Santa Claus can come, come, come to town, in any town, any time, every night of the goddamn year, if you decide to give a one present to yourself: my simple, man-to-man, no bullshit, five-step dating success programme: ‘Fuck Her Now, Fuck Her Then, Fuck Her Whenever’ – downloadable as an e-book, audio or video webinar.

Five steps is all it takes to unwrap the psychology of the female mind, spread the woman you want like a slab of Christmas cake, toast a frosty bitch into sticky marshmallow and stick your fork into all the pudding you can eat … and I guarantee – 100%, and for only $49.95 – all your Christmases will come – and come, and come – at once. [Beat, then quick change of tone, something switched] Caller, this is Santa Claus … Is Coming! – the only seduction community podcast recorded live via the interwebs, and this is your host Guy DeWitt, nestled in the breast of the only woman I will ever truly love – my beautiful yacht, the Open Hole! – Caller, you’re on the air – !

Lights come up very slowly over the course of this conversation – but not to the point where things are distinct by its end – the room must remain mysterious.

WARHAMMERBOB: Mah man, Da Wit!

JAKE: I know this voice –

WARHAMMERBOB: Da Witty Man! I seen your name written down: Guy De Witt. You know you’re a real ‘Witty Guy’, huh?

JAKE: I believe we’re talking to WarhammerBob, trainee real estate agent from Oak Flats this morning. Bob – how’s that fine Brazilian piece of ass you’re chasing?

BOB: She’s from Colombia –

JAKE: I wasn’t talking about where she was from [Bob chuckles] – I was talking about her well-kept ass, Bob! That ass you’ve been twisting yourself up to get inside – !

WARHAMMERBOB: Twisting my wrist so much it hurts …

JAKE: Listeners, our gentleman caller Bob met this Colombian girl, she friend-zoned him and for weeks she’s been giving him –

He flicks a switch on his sound board.

SOUNDBOARD: Blue balls …
Blue balls …
Blu-u-u-e … balls.

WARHAMMERBOB: For, like, a month!

JAKE: … And you went to a party she was at on the weekend, how did that pan out?

WARHAMMERBOB: Like you said; I just straight and told her she looked like crap –

JAKE: I bet she’s not used to that –

WARHAMMERBOB: And when she was crying in the bathroom, I got a few drinks into her best friend –

JAKE: Were you kissing the friend when she came out of the bathroom?

WARHAMMERBOB: Hell yeah!

JAKE: And what did you do when she got hysterical at you?

WARHAMMERBOB: I just walked out.

JAKE: Good boy!

WARHAMMERBOB: Oh man –

JAKE: – That’s exactly what I said to do –

WARHAMMERBOB: She totally called me in tears the next day to ask where I went. I got a boner just listening …!

JAKE: I hope you put it to good use.

WARHAMMERBOB: She came over to talk it out. And [beat] I fucked her.

JAKE: And what are your feelings about her now?

WARHAMMERBOB: Now that I’ve fucked her, I’m feeling I should get her best friend over later – ’cos I’d like to fuck her, too.

JAKE: The studio switch is lighting up like a Christmas tree now for real, Bob. Your tribe is proud of you!

WARHAMMERBOB: When it was done and she was curled up on the bed – she was shivering, kinda rocking back and forth, her face swollen and red with tears and regret … and I felt … Just so good about myself. I play a lot of heavy-melee online combat games, but nothing’s ever made me feel … this much of a man before. And I wanted to thank you for that.

JAKE: No, thank you, Hammer-head –

WARHAMMERBOB: Enjoy that boat of yours. Don’t rock it too much.

JAKE: ‘If the boat’s rocking, don’t come knocking – wait your turn, I’ll be done with her soon.’

He flicks to the next caller.

JAKE: This is Santa Claus … Is Coming – and this is Guy DeWitt, we have … [Reads the screen of a computer] ‘MrTearsDry’. What’s wrong with you today, sailor?

MRTEARSDRY: Are you really on a boat?

By this point it should be light enough to show that ‘Guy’ is not on a boat. He’s in a dingy room, a spacious yet long-untended bachelor pad, and is dressed like a slob. He is wearing a headset, which lets him communicate with his callers and wander around, maybe pouring himself cereal or shitty instant coffee.

JAKE: Coming at you live from the Open Hole, a sweet 2015 Bavaria cruiser I picked up last year – from one of the many deserving gentlemen I’ve spoken to on this show. Hear that? [He improvises a noise with what’s around him] That’s the sound of some ocean waves …

MRTEARSDRY: I guess there’s some money to be made off lonely guys like me –

JAKE: There’s money to be made, Mister, if a feminist … [he sets off an evil noise] … takes to Twitter to defame, in public, an honest gentleman – and to denigrate the business from which he makes a humble living … There’s money to made, if you take that bitch to court, and you win.

‘What happened to the feminist, Guy? Where is sad, old, angry Ishtar Madigan now?’

He hits a button; the computer plays the following voice:

EVIL COMPUTER: She … Was … Destroyed.

JAKE: What was that last part, again?

EVIL COMPUTER: … Destroyed.

JAKE: This is a Seduction Community Announcement: when we stand up for ourselves, as men, that’s when we get to have nice things. [Back to MRTEARSDRY] But something tells me – Mr-Tears-Dry – you’re not having many nice things, or you wouldn’t be calling my live helpline –

MRTEARSDRY: I … I – I’m a technical, science-type person – I’m not used to talking about my feelings, but – I didn’t know where else I could –

JAKE: You’re in a ‘safe space’, Tears. We’re your brothers, and we’re here for you.

MRTEARSDRY: I’ve been spending lots of time with this … girl.

JAKE is in a state of Ready Response.

JAKE: Tell us about her.

MRTEARSDRY: – I’ve been with heaps of girls before, right – heaps –

JAKE: Lots of them, right?

MRTEARSDRY: Lots of heaps. Um – and all pretty and hot, uh, total babes and – and she’s like none of those girls. But the more that I’m around her, I just … want to understand what she thinks about things, and how she feels about the world.

I think there’s something wrong with me.

JAKE: You’re not alone, okay? / You are not –

/ JAKE notices ANNE in her different reality. He’s in it, too – at a desk, in a library. She moves a loose strand of hair. She has an old illustrated book and a pair of dust gloves. She will be going through the book, inspecting for damage.

JAKE: [describing what ANNE is doing as he watches her do it, and to himself] Was she turning the pages of an old, precious book laid out on her desk at the library – ?

MRTEARSDRY: Yes! Except, she was dropping coins into the coffee machine in the hallway of the postgrad lab –

JAKE: … And you wish you could just become her gloves to touch her hands …

ANNE turns the pages of her book.

MRTEARSDRY: Can you even use a pickup opener on this chick?

ANNE turns the pages of her book.

JAKE: [Beat, to himself] Come on! You have a million openers – !

MRTEARSDRY: [Beat] – You still there?

JAKE: [Beat] What? [His attention is redrawn to the computer set up for a moment] Yeah – yeah, totally here – you should use an opener. Go your best game, always – [distracted by ANNE, speaking to himself] Your best, natural game. The easiest approach is an approach. ‘Hi’. ‘Hi.’ ‘Hi there.’ ‘Hello.’ ‘What’ch you doin’?’. ‘Hi, what’s your name?’

ANNE: [suddenly, to JAKE] Excuse me?

Beat.

ANNE: Are you dynamically re-experiencing this encounter with me – or recording your podcast at home?

JAKE: Sorry?!

ANNE: Did you just ask my name?

JAKE: My name – is Jake.

ANNE: I don’t need to know your name.

MRTEARSDRY: … Whenever she talks to me, my game totally falls apart.

JAKE: Your name –

ANNE: – is on my namebadge. Right in front of you. Here. Anne. [With a gesture.] ‘Anne’.

JAKE: You’re from Europe some place?

ANNE: Yes, but you pronounce it just the same. [Beat] ‘Anne’.

[He says nothing]

ANNE: ‘Annnnnnnnnnnne’.

Beat.

Can I help you?

JAKE: Help me?

ANNE: But I can only help you if you really want my help. If you don’t, I’ll get back to my book.

JAKE: [To MRTEARSDRY and himself] You should try and slap her with a neg hit.

MRTEARSDRY: Every time I slap, or hit, I crash. I burn.

ANNE turns a page of her book.

JAKE: [Regaining his composure, trying a line] It’s nice to meet a girl from Europe – but I’ve always thought European girls were kinda frosty.

ANNE: Yes. Especially in the North. It’s very – very – cold.

And she turns on her heel, with regal precision, and marches out …

JAKE: [Watching her walk, to himself] Dude – !

… And ANNE spills her books to the ground. She’s then in a flurry trying to scoop and gather them up.

ANNE: Buckets of hell!

JAKE, sensing an opportunity, goes to help her –

ANNE: [To each gesture JAKE makes to help] No – no – nej – [pointing at him] nejjj! – Gå væk! [Points again – points and points] Væk!

Scram!

JAKE backs away. Powerless.

JAKE: [Still half in the dream, but to MRTEARSDRY] And you can’t work how she’s stuck in your head. She’s barely even hot. Maybe a six – maximum seven –

MRTEARSDRY: But I can’t stop thinking about her. Which was why I called the show.

JAKE: Touching story, man.

MRTEARSDRY: – You’ve got to help me –

JAKE: Ok. [He’s back near his computer]

Ok. First thing –

He hits a button. The computer blares:

COMPUTER CHORAL VOICE: STOP BEING SUCH A FUCKING PUSSY.

JAKE: Seriously, man – did you maybe really meet this chick at an abattoir? Did she rip out your motherfucking spine or just jam your dick in a mince-machine? I want you to do me a favour. I want you to reach into your pants and check your balls are still there. Both balls, and don’t tell me until you feel the weight of each one in your hand. Now I want you to say sorry. To your balls. ‘Sorry, Right. Sorry, Left.’

MRTEARSDRY: – Fuck you –

JAKE: Now, you know a different bitch does exactly that, and every night, which is why I’m the one kicking back on my yacht and you’re calling me. You want help with this girl – help yourself. Walk away.

MRTEARSDRY: That’s your advice?

JAKE: Walk away.

MRTEARSDRY: Aren’t you supposed to be some pickup genius?

JAKE: / Please – Pickup is over, dead. For chumps. I’m a holistic sexual solution service. And I’ll tell you for free what you already know: if you give your balls to a chick, she’s just gonna wear them as earrings. She’s sitting on the throne you put her on and unless you want her to stick her sceptre up your ass – and not in a fun way, not in a nice way – you have [beat] two choices left. The easy one is – walk.

MRTEARSDRY: Tell me the hard one.

JAKE: Well – Tears – that’s the one where you look in the mirror and remember that you – you – are a fucking man – and you live among men who built bridges and towers with their hands, who collected garbage and tamed buffalo with their grit and made thousands of inferior species on this earth dead. Totally dead. So you relocate your spine, build yourself a goddamn codpiece of titanium, and you remind this little lady just how unimportant she is to your limitless male biological destiny. You relearn your game … and you fuck the bitch.

MRTEARSDRY: Just like that.

JAKE: No, just like … [He cues the music] I explain in my simple, man-to-man, no bullshit, dating success programme: ‘Fuck Her Now, Fuck Her Then, Fuck Her Whenever’ – where you’ll learn five steps is all it takes to spread an unattainable queen like a scale map of Tsarist Russia …

… but that’s all we have time for, I’m Guy DeWitt, this podcast is recorded live from the yacht – now I’m gonna enjoy the water – and get me some poon.

The music blares. He switches some things so he doesn’t have to hear it. The echo of the noise in his dingy room. Things he doesn’t want to face.

JAKE: [On his own, pointing to an invisible name badge] ‘Anne.’

At the university, someone is knocking on an office door.

JAKE: ‘Anne.’

At the university, it’s DENYSE.

DENYSE: Ishtar?

JAKE: [He holds up to his mouth one of ANNE’s dust gloves, and moans into it] Annnnnnnnnnnne!

DENYSE: Ish?! [Knocking] Ishtar?! Can you let me in?


SCENE TWO

In which ISHTAR MADIGAN – now living in her office – finds herself forced before her confidante DENYSE (and others) to truly reckon with the full extent and nature of her poverty.

ISH: [Behind the door] Password!

DENYSE: What?

ISH appears at the office door, dressed not entirely dissimilarly to what JAKE was wearing in the previous scene. DENYSE is bearing a box full of groceries.

ISH: Tell me the password!

DENYSE: This box is heavy, Ishtar, Jesus Christ –

ISH: [At the door, paranoid, looking around] NO, ‘the box is heavy’ is NOT the password, Denyse!

DENYSE: Is it You’ve already opened the door?

Is it I’m standing the fuck in front of you?

ISH: Take my security just slightly seriously, if you / (could) – [seeing the box] / Is this … Food?!

DENYSE: Yes, food [taunting her with it] – fresh as the eighteen layers of plastic it’s wrapped in – !

[Denying her the box.]

But I can’t come in. I don’t know the password.

ISH: YOUR ALTERNATIVE IS DEATH, DENYSE.

DENYSE: Great security system, Ishtar. Really subtle, under the radar –

ISH bundles her inside.

ISH: Can you not bellow my name in the hallway? I don’t want people to know that I’m in here.

DENYSE: Your name is on the door.

Like, it is actually written on the door.

ISH: In an Arts building, this means nothing. Down the hall, there’s a name on the door for a lecturer who no one has seen since the nineties.

DENYSE: Is he dead?

ISH: He got a grant to edit a poetry journal. Then – vamoosh!

I hope no one saw you come in here.

DENYSE: [Indicating the box] Here are possibly the entire range of human meals that can be prepared with a jug of boiling water, there are wet wipes, deodorant AND – some fruit. Toby’s on his way, with a bulk supply of instant milk things.

ISH peeks in the box. Seizes something.

ISH: Oh my god.

Carrot.

She pummels the carrot into her mouth.

DENYSE is stunned by this act of consumption.

ISH: [Munching her carrot] While you were away, I worked out a way to shake the Malteser packets out of the snack machine and I usually manage during the day to borrow two bucks for a hot chocolate. Maltesers mixed into hot chocolate is technically a protein drink.

Beat.

You cannot believe how good that carrot was.

Pass me the wet wipes.

DENYSE does so. Over the course of the following conversation, ISH performs some kind of standing hand bath with the wet wipes.

DENYSE: This can not go on.

ISH: I’ll find a way to pay you for the groceries.

DENYSE: It’s not about the groceries –

ISH: Come on – you’ve barely got more money than I do –

DENYSE: There are legless street beggars in Thailand who’ve more money than you do. There are wheels of cheese with more access to capital. Oh my god – you are living in your office!

ISH: Technically, I’m living in a photocopier room – because I managed to get that adjoining door unlocked. I think admin must’ve forgotten that it’s there – but I just tuck myself behind the old Xerox to sleep. It’s obsolete, but very cosy.

DENYSE: Don’t photocopiers release some kind of carcinogenic gas?

ISH: [A little bit calmer for having eaten something] I really want another carrot, but if I’ve learned one thing through this experience it’s to ration my pleasure.

DENYSE: I was hoping you’d learned that if you’re gonna name-and-shame internet trolls, you’ve really gotta nail the ‘name’ part, yeah? Promise me you have not touched social media.

ISH: It’s just been me, the copier, and a half-written chapter on boobs in Sonic the Hedgehog since you went to Paris. Also: welcome back, give me a carrot, tell me how it went.

DENYSE: [As ISH feasts upon the carrot] Two wonderful weeks thinking about nothing but monadic exploration through iterative design.

Then it was a long haul flight completely preoccupied with everything I did not want to think about and this starvation nightmare photocopy-room scenario was pretty much it.

I used to hero-worship you when you were my lecturer.

I used to sit in your lectures dreaming up ways to download the contents of your dazzling mind into mine.

And now –

Jesus Christ, I was one of your first years, and I finished my PhD BEFORE YOU DID.

ISH: But my thesis is so close to finished – since I’ve been banned from the internet, I’ve just got so much done. Wait ’til you see what I wrote about ‘Sexy Ghouls in Fallout 4’!

DENYSE: A cup of melted Maltesers is not a protein drink!

DENYSE removes a carrot from the box and offers it to ISH, the way one would to a shy horse.

ISH demurs.

ISH shoves the carrot into her face.

DENYSE: No one would judge you if you dropped out.

ISH: Are you saying the whole world isn’t waiting for my considered thoughts on tit-design in Mario Kart?

DENYSE: I’m saying that eating food and sleeping in an actual bed is amazing, you should try it.

ISH: [Shoving the carrot into her face] No fucking way. And not just because after the legal settlement it’s all I’ve got left. It’s a statement of defiance. HA HA to the doxxing, Denyse. HA HA HA to the letter bomb –

DENYSE: We remember doxxing, and the letter bomb. We remember all the trolling. Toby and I have been here for you from the first internet pile-on, through the concerns notice to this. We are – god help us – your friennnnnnnnnds.

Bringing carrots to uni on Saturday morning is not just a cool thing that young people do.

ISH: And how are things going with Toby?

DENYSE: He should be here any minute.

ISH: That’s not what I mean.

DENYSE: Toby and I are very good friends.

ISH: Didn’t he pick you up from the airport?

DENYSE: Toby has not asked me out.

ISH: Picking someone up from the airport is totally asking them out.

DENYSE: Because it’s just so sexy to watch a knapsack go round and round that carousel.

ISH: If you’re not interested, you have to stop spending so much time together. He’s always doing things for you.

DENYSE: I’m not going to just stop spending time with a talented colleague because –

ISH: – it’s exploitative –

DENYSE: It is not. Toby also happens to be a trusted and excellent – chum.

ISH: ‘Chum?’

DENYSE: Chum.

ISH: Are you recolonising Rhodesia? ‘Chum.’

DENYSE: We are good chums.

ISH: So why won’t you go out with him?

DENYSE: Because should he have … particular feelings for me – which he has not expressed, by the way – there are other factors to consider.

ISH: Does he make you laugh?

DENYSE: Of course.

ISH: And he’s as smart as you are.

DENYSE: Toby’s very smart. Can we stop?

ISH: He owns a car … he’s in regular work … he’s … morally upstanding …

DENYSE: I said stop.

ISH: What’s the problem? His face?

DENYSE: It has nothing at all to do with his face.

[Beat] His face is – you know … It’s fine.

ISH: [Beat] His face is ‘fine’.

DENYSE: I know. [Beat] Even if it is – a bit – slightly … moonish.

ISH: Moonish. Like – the actual moon.

DENYSE: Not the actual moon, he is not a satellite made of rock.

ISH: He just looks a bit like one.

DENYSE: No. His face … just has a moon-like quality.

ISH: Could it be the reflected glow of the sun? Or are you suggesting Toby’s head rises with the tides?

DENYSE: I don’t want to have this conversation.

ISH: You don’t want to admit that you’re being superficial –

DENYSE: If you like him so much, you go out with him!

ISH: I would – but you spend so much time together, I’d also have to go out with you. I don’t date superficial women. Besides – your face is too … vase-ish.

DENYSE: Vase-ish?

ISH: There’s an altogether too decorative-pot-you-put-flowers-in quality to your head shape. And your hands, well –

DENYSE: Stop.

ISH: – I look at your fingers and see nothing but a jungle of kitchen utensils.

DENYSE: Stop it –

ISH: Great spindly spatula hands!

DENYSE: I WILL NOT BE JUDGED BY A WOMAN WHO WASHES WITH WET WIPES.

ISH: Spatula hands!

DENYSE: YOU SLEEP WITH A PHOTOCOPIER!

ISH: [Hearing something] Wait –

DENYSE: YOU ARE A XEROX SLUT.

ISH: Wait – shh – someone’s at the door –

DENYSE: Toby?!

ISH: Shh! – look, under the door – they’re putting something through –

DENYSE: Advertising?

ISH: In an arts building on a Saturday?

Beat.

It’s one of them.

They’ve found me. The trolls have found me – !

DENYSE: I’ll deal with it.

DENYSE calms her, and stalks the door.

ISH waits behind.

The action happens quickly [and probably offstage]:

DENYSE gets through the door, and leaps in front of JAKE [who’s in sunglasses and a hat] – JAKE tries to run, but trips.

DENYSE: YOU CAN’T RUN FROM ME, YOU TROLL MOTHERFUCKER!

JAKE hollers. He tries to get away and DENYSE collars him. She drags him into ISH’s office, collecting whatever was supposed to be shoved under the door.

ISH: Seriously? Hounded from Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, the sanctity of my own home and even LINKED-IN – and you’re seriously stalking my office on Saturday now?

JAKE: It’s not what – how it looks – !

ISH: IT LOOKS LIKE STALKING.

JAKE: I’ll explain –

DENYSE: What’s your name?

He doesn’t say anything. She throttles his neck.

DENYSE: Tell us your name!

JAKE: Jake! It’s Jake – My name’s Jake Newhouse!

My ID’s – in my pocket – !

DENYSE: I’m not putting anything in your filthy pocket!

JAKE: Then – just – lemme use my – arm – and maybe – let me – breathe!

DENYSE looks to ISH.

ISH: My friend Dr Kim here is not only smarter than you, Jake – she’s higher, she’s further, she’s faster. If you try and run for it now, she may also be far less restrained.

Beat. DENYSE relaxes her grip from JAKE’s throat. He wastes no time handing ISH his wallet. She wastes no time in finding a camera phone to photograph his ID.

JAKE: [To DENYSE] You pull a – helluva choke-hold –

DENYSE: And that’s only my third best.

ISH: Effective martial arts are a fortunate tradition of the women’s movement.

DENYSE: Have you never heard of ‘suffrajitsu’?

JAKE: That can’t be a thing.

DENYSE / ISH: It’s an actual thing.

ISH: What were you trying to stick under my door?

JAKE: A letter –

ISH: – Letter – [To DENYSE] Open it. I want a witness.

JAKE: No – please – the contents are private –

ISH: Private? Not like my life – apparently any underemployed internet misogynist can help themselves to whatever’s left of that. Hey, Denyse – humanity’s greatest antagonist turns out to be an unheard-of feminist academic because she blogs about women and fucking video games. [To JAKE] What is it today? Trying to find out my bra-size to tell it to the internet? Are you here to take a photo of a pimple on my back? Oh, I FONDLY remember the time one of your brothers managed to upload the contents of my latest PAP SMEAR to a Reddit – fucking – discussion board.

Furious.

WHY ARE YOU HERE?

IS THERE AN ABNORMAL CELL YOU THINK I SHOULD KNOW ABOUT?

JAKE: Please – it’s all in the letter and it’s personal for you –

ISH: It’s hardly personal if I’ve never seen you before in my life!

JAKE: I’m not that guy. I’m not the internet, I’m a person. Look, I’m here on the floor. I have no internet-capable device in my hands. You can frisk me if you like.

DENYSE: [To ISHTAR] He’s clean.

JAKE: I’m desperate – Ishtar Madigan, I need your help, your specific help – please!

[Beat] Please!

ISH: Denyse – I’ll give this gentleman five minutes.

She nods.

DENYSE: I’ll be out in the corridor.

DENYSE hands the letter to ISH and leaves.

ISH reads. She notices JAKE tending to his sprains.

JAKE: I didn’t expect there to be anyone here on a Saturday.

I’m sorry if I frightened you.

ISH: You’re lucky she only gave you a sprain. Dr Kim can snap off a man’s head faster than you could spell ‘praying mantis’.

JAKE: That’s some doctor. Does she ever sew them back on?

ISH: Denyse is a doctor of computer science. She found medicine unchallenging.

Beat.

JAKE: What are you doing here on a Saturday? If you don’t mind me, you know –

ISH: I mind.

JAKE: [Of her pyjamas] I guess you can afford to dress casual if there’s no-one around.

[Of the box] At least you’re well-supplied with snacks.

And set up for naps by the photocopier and [realises] Jesus – are you living in here?!

ISH: [Of the letter] Mr Newhouse, I’m afraid I can’t help you.

JAKE: Why not?

ISH: I’m a sociologist. [Of the letter] What you request suggests you need a psychoanalyst. Or an old copy of Cosmopolitan –

JAKE: There’s no-one else can help me land this girl.

ISH: A girl cannot be ‘landed’, Jake. A girl is not a ship.

JAKE: Yes – this not-ship stuff is why I need you – I think maybe it’s what she’s all about and I seriously don’t know any of it.

ISH: Have you ever encountered an actual woman in your personal life?

You know, not one made of pixels or a relentless capitalist work ethic.

JAKE: I’ve had hundreds of women – that’s the problem –

ISH: In the cultural niche you inhabit, I presumed it would be some achievement.

JAKE: – I need to understand why none of my regular game is working on this girl.

ISH: ‘Game’?

Beat.

Oh my god.

[She points at him] Guy DeWitt!

GUY FUCKING DE WITT.

JAKE freezes.

ISH: This ‘game’ shit – this Pickup Artist crap – this is DeWitt – Did he send you here?

Not content with taking everything I’ve got he’s sent an envoy for a final obliteration!

JAKE: No! No –

ISH: Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about – game, routines – the stupid backhanded compliments thing – What’s it called? WHAT IS IT CALLED?

JAKE: ‘Negging’ – !

ISH: I’ll neg you, you little bastard – DENYSE!

JAKE: Wait! Please!

ISH: DENYSE!

DENYSE’s head is through the door already.

DENYSE: DON’T YOU TOUCH HER!

JAKE: [Hands behind his head] I’m touching nobody!

ISH: WHAT DID HE SEND YOU TO DO TO ME?

JAKE: I wasn’t sent! My name’s Jake Newhouse! I’m just a management consultant who spent some time in the seduction community –

DENYSE: – I’ll get security.

JAKE: Yes – I’ve done the courses – and the tapes and seminars and coursework weekend intensives – everything they tell you – and I’m good – I’m really good at it, I’m a seduction machine – but I’ve met this girl and I want help – feminist help – because I think I’ve gotta learn to be something else.

Silence.

JAKE: I don’t want to be this pathetic!

DENYSE thinks this whole situation is pathetic.

So does ISH.

ISH waves DENYSE away.

DENYSE leaves and ISH waits.

ISH: At the risk of devaluing your investment in ‘weekend intensives’, Jake – people either like each other or they don’t. Everything else is bullshit.

JAKE: Help me – get – just one date – with her.

ISH: Shouldn’t what this girl wants be the more major part of this conversation?

JAKE: You don’t understand. I can’t read her. I can’t see a single thing that she’s thinking.

ISH: Have you tried ‘asking’?

ANNE sweeps into the library, with her gloves and her old, dusty books. ISH will watch this whole scene.

ANNE slightly trips as she walks in – but, this time, she catches herself.

JAKE: [To ANNE] Hey there. Hey, Anne. Hey.

ANNE: How did you know my name?

JAKE: Your namebadge. You remember – I was here the other day and – your – badge – yeah –

ANNE: Is there something I can help you with?

JAKE: I wanted to apologise for that crack I made the other day. About you being European.

ANNE: I am European.

Stops, thinks.

I can’t remember the ‘crack’.

JAKE: I said that European girls were frosty bitches, and you – you made a face like that, really –

Beat.

You must speak a lot of languages. At least two, right? I travelled round South America for a year, I got pretty good at Spanish but I went into a Spanish ice-creamery the other day and I thought I’d try it out and I asked for a coño meaning a ‘small cone’ and the guy behind the counter gave me this look and it was pretty funny if you know Spanish. [Beat] Do you believe in palmistry?

ANNE: It doesn’t sound very funny for the man behind the counter.

JAKE: You know Spanish?

ANNE: If someone walked into my ice-cream shop and asked for a ‘tight vagina’, I’d just point back at the customer’s head.

JAKE: Yeah, he might have done something like that. [Beat] You know, I see you wearing those gloves all the time and I started wondering if you had secretly huge, hairy hands.

ANNE: Is this you coming into my ice-cream shop and asking for a tight vagina?

JAKE: Is there one on offer?

ANNE points at his head.

JAKE: I walked straight into that one –

ANNE: Yes. Straight into my huge, hairy hand.

JAKE: Hey, that’s okay – because I happen to know a little palmistry –

ISH interrupts from the sidelines.

ISH: [To JAKE] – Whoah – Whoah – Is this your actual routine or more of a loosely interpretative reconstruction?

JAKE: It’s supposed to be my usual routine –

ISH: Palmistry? Are you trying to pick up chicks in 1970? What do you do next – ask if she wants to play with your mood ring?

JAKE: Palmistry is a killer move!

ISH: ‘Maybe you could come back to my place and fondle some fondue forks.’ ‘We can watch Starsky and Hutch on a colour TV, thank god someone just invented my y-fronts.’

Beat.

ANNE: [To the ISH/JAKE reality] Do I need to remain in this scene?

ISH: No, honey – you don’t belong in this scene at all, you’re far too young.

JAKE: [To ANNE] Wait a second – [to ISH] I’m telling you – chicks respond to this –

ISH: Chicks who haven’t left a panel van in forty years.

JAKE: Very few of them were in panel vans!

ISH: And how did Unattainable Northern European Librarian Ice Princess respond?

JAKE: Uh –

ANNE: Do you know the history of this building?

For thousands of years, ancient peoples told one another stories about themselves and their world. Then literacy spread, and demand grew to create places of learning and the study of books. Enthusiastic citizens created civic literary associations to promote the diffusion of knowledge, and cities dedicated their resources to build extraordinary repositories for their archives of thought and human experience.

This, sir, is a library.

It is has never been a fortuneteller’s tent, a funfair or a carnival for amateur charlatans. I will not let you turn it into a nightclub, either.

So pick up a book – or get out.

ANNE leaves.

ISH: Wow.

Beat.

I really like her.

JAKE: Yeah. Get in line.

ISH: How much did you spend on instructional tapes to fail this badly?

No, seriously – do you count up the thousands of dollars you paid for all these ‘Sex Webinars for the Mondo Fuckwit’ or ‘The Dickhead’s Guide to Fingering’ courses you’ve done and think, ‘hey, I could’ve bought an Audi’? Then you’d at least enjoy some air-conditioned German comfort before you die alone.

JAKE: This is why I need your help.

ISH: Jake, I’m not going to help. I’ll get some popcorn and watch, but I’m not going to help.

JAKE: I’ll pay.

ISH: For what? I’m not a vending machine fairy godmother – you can’t just put in some money and receive a fucking miracle. She – doesn’t – like – you.

JAKE: You can make me likeable.

ISH: He said, to a feminist who writes about computer games, literally the most hated creature on the earth. Ha ha ha.

Beat.

Ha ha ha ha ha.

Beat.

You’ve totally never had even one casual death-threat, have you?

JAKE: I’ve seen a bit of stupid shitposting on the internet –

ISH: Yeah. That’s what I thought.

JAKE: Ok, so think of it as a kind of deprogramming where you overwrite all the Guy DeWitt code with Ish Madigan.

ISH: Have you ever tried being Jake Newhouse and respecting the consequences?

JAKE: No.

ISH: Christ – you don’t know anything about this woman. Maybe it’s not your slightly creepy personality that’s the problem. Maybe she thinks you’ve got a big, moony face.

JAKE: Women aren’t that superficial.

ISH: Oh, Brother – !

JAKE: Here – there’s a thousand dollars, cash, in my wallet. Down payment. All you have to do is get her to agree to one date with me.

ISH: Asking a feminist to assist overriding another woman’s consent indicates something of a lack of grasp.

JAKE: Hey, I can be a bag of dicks but I’m not a fucking sackful – I want her to like me, not have me arrested.

Think of it this way; you help me deprogramme my dickness and if, as a result, she just so happens to go out on one date with me, I’ll pay you to come help me celebrate that there’s now one less dick in the world.

ISH: Tempting, but no.

JAKE: I’ll pay you fifty thousand dollars.

ISH: Now I know this is a Guy DeWitt prank. Get the fuck out.

JAKE: A thousand now, a thousand whenever we meet up, balance if she dates me.

ISH: – Out –

JAKE: Come on – you’re living in your damn office –

ISH: – Do you want me to get Denyse again?

JAKE: I know you’ve got no income. I know you payed DeWitt out – every cent you had – so he wouldn’t take you to court.

ISH: And from that truly character-building experience, I learned that I don’t need money, I don’t want money and I certainly don’t want money from someone trying to fuck a perfectly innocent librarian by pretending he’s some kind of hand psychic –

JAKE: Your thesis is due soon, right? But you’ve got no job, you can’t service any debts, and I reckon you’ve already sold everything you have.

ISH: What do you know?

JAKE: We were close.

Me – and DeWitt.

ISH: I was informed by a team of very sharply dressed lawyers that ‘DeWitt’ was but a corporate entity with a registered trademark.

JAKE: The guy behind DeWitt. We were once very close.

ISH: So why aren’t you asking for help from the internet’s grossest dating guru?

JAKE: The age of The Game is over. None of the secrets to Pickup are secrets anymore.

Women are catching on.

And none of us left know what to do.

JAKE takes the thousand in cash out of his wallet, as well as a business card, and he puts it somewhere.

ISH: Please – you can pick up your rubbish. The answer’s still no.

JAKE: No or yes, I’m leaving this here – / shut up – I’m paying you for confidentiality.

ISH: / No, you aren’t –

As he leaves.

Jake –

He stops.

Why me for this Pussy Conquest Certain Death Mission?

I don’t even write about dating – I write about whether Crash bloody Bandicoot affirms the masculine id.

JAKE: You’re a – you know – feminist and –

The stuff I read about you – about the settlement with DeWitt – there was lot of it on the internet. I even read your blog –

ISH: … Before I ‘agreed’ to take it down.

JAKE: I probably know more about you than any woman I’ve met in ten years.

Beat.

ISH: That’s actually creepy.

Like, how spiders made of children’s fingers are creepy.

JAKE: You seemed like someone who needed the money, and that I could trust.

Beat.

Thanks for hearing me out.

And he walks out of the room.

She processes.

She wonders whether something bad will happen if she touches the money.

She’s half-terrified of it.

She can’t bring herself to touch it.

She tears a carrot from her box and eats it furiously.

She has barely finished one carrot when she shoves another in her mouth.

DENYSE comes in.

DENYSE: What the fuck?

ISH: Don’t judge me –

DENYSE: Are you panic-eating a carrot?!

What’s this pile of money doing here?!

Have you done a terrible thing?

TELL ME WHAT HORRIBLE THING YOU MAY HAVE DONE.

She picks up the money, goes through it. She finds a business card.

ISH: He wants to employ me as a dating coach to help him fuck some city librarian.

DENYSE: He’s offered you a thousand dollars?!

ISH: Fifty thousand.

DENYSE: THE FUCK WHAT?

ISH is now tearing into an apple.

ISH: Fifty thousand dollars if I help him convince this chick to go on a date with him. The thousand is so I don’t tell anyone about it.

DENYSE: But you’ve just told me about it –

A beat. ISH stops eating her apple.

ISH: Fuck.

Beat.

DENYSE: How’s that guy got fifty thousand dollars and that haircut?

ISH: You know, strangely, in the conversation I just had, we didn’t talk about haircuts, Denyse. It slipped my mind. Should I be concerned about early-onset Alzheimer’s, I just can’t fathom how JESUS CHRIST DENYSE HE WAS WEARING A FREAKIN’ HAT A HAT HE WAS WEARING A HAAAAAAAAAAAAT.

Beat.

He’s a management consultant.

DENYSE: How does a management consultant have a spare fifty grand?

ISH: Doesn’t it pay well?

DENYSE: How would I know? What do management consultants do?

ISH: I don’t know, Denyse, academic study is such a narrowing pursuit. I don’t even know what people do in my own department. What do you even do? Computer science? Is that where you grow a spare hard drive in a test tube, or put a baby in a hadron collider until an iPad comes out? I have absolutely no idea.

DENYSE: Are you going to do it?

ISH: Of course I’m not going to do it.

DENYSE: It’s fifty thousand dollars!

ISH: It’s bananas!

DENYSE: He wants you to coach him on how to pick up this girl, and if she goes on a date with him, you get the money –

ISH: I know, right?

DENYSE: You should go see her, and offer her some of the money if she agrees to going out with him. She’d probably do it for less than a grand. What’s stopping you?

ISH: Ethics. Morals. The fibres of my very character.

DENYSE: Then go fifty fifty. Even if you only take home twenty-five thousand, you’re still up on what you settled with DeWitt for –

ISH: It’s wrong, it’s wrong, it’s awful and wrong.

DENYSE: Some management consultant with a cheap haircut throwing around fifty thousand dollars is wrong. Putting the money to good use –

ISH: Isn’t it called laundering? Or embezzlement? Or one of those go-to-jail words?

DENYSE: Then just go play ‘dating coach’ until he stops paying. This – this – is money for jam! Or jamming for money, or money that could lead to jamming – who cares? You’re broke. Just do it.

ISH: I can’t believe you’re encouraging this.

DENYSE: Ishtar: no one should be overjoyed to see a carrot.

Besides, how hard could it be?

Beat.

I’d go out with him. He’s pretty cute.

ISH: He’s what?!

DENYSE: Don’t you think?

ISH: I thought you said he had a bad haircut?

DENYSE: Cheap, not bad. Pretty eyes. Good cheekbones.

ISH: I’d rather fuck the photocopier.

DENYSE: And when I had him in the headlock – I felt some guns.

ISH: Madam, should I arrange to have you spayed?

A knock on the door. Panic.

TOBY: [Through the door] Hello?

It’s Toby, ‘Your alternative is death’ …

/ DENYSE cannot believe that’s the actual password. ISH is triumphant.

ISH: / Come in, Toby –

TOBY: [Entering, with milk blisters and a kettle] I’m not disturbing something intense and personal, am I?

ISH: Well, some kind of reformed male pickup artist has just offered me fifty thousand dollars if I teach him feminist seduction techniques in order to bang a librarian.

TOBY: What?

DENYSE: Yes – he even left a thousand in cash as a [to ISH] guarantee of confidentiality .

Beat.

ISH: Shitballs.

TOBY: She must be one hell of a librarian.

ISH: I guess he finds her … really Dewey!

Silence from the other two.

TOBY: Are you going to do it?

DENYSE: We were in process of debating the ethics of this action when you walked in.

TOBY: As the mathematician present, I recommend zero deliberation until everyone’s had a cup of tea. [Presenting a box] Nature’s finest milk blisters AND a kettle of your own –

ISH: Oh, / Toby – !

TOBY: / Ex-display model, five bucks. [To ISH] In the midst of moral crisis, the convenience of boiled water stabilises every conceivable externality.

ISH: Denyse, your friendship with Toby is boring: you should marry him. [She embraces the box that the kettle and milk are in, like a baby] He is the definition of male kindness.

TOBY: Alas, it’s not enough to attract Dr Kim’s refined regard.

ISH: And why is that?

TOBY: I don’t know – guess it must be the shape of my head.

He, of course, means this as a joke – but the reaction of the two women results in an excruciating pause.

DENYSE seizes the box from ISH’s arms.

DENYSE: Water. For tea.

Is. Um.

Needed.

She leaves the room.

TOBY: … Denyse?

Beat.

ISH: For the record, I think there’s nothing wrong with your head – in its shape or otherwise. I find your facial roundness very pleasing.

Beat.

‘Moonish’ is a wonderful compliment. I’d love someone I cared about to compare me to the moon. ‘The sun has one kind of glory, the moon another and the stars another glory altogether.’ You own it. You be your glorious moon self.

TOBY: She really said that about the shape of my head?!

ISH: I can’t be a dating coach, Toby. I haven’t had sex in a year. I’m like a bomb that could stop all the sex in the world.

TOBY: [Shouting] Denyse! [Screaming, leaving the room] Hey – hey, DENYSE!

As TOBY leaves, ANNE enters the library with her pile of books.

ISH: [Calling after TOBY] Everybody loves the moon!

And ISH sees ANNE.


SCENE THREE

In which ISHTAR finds herself conflicted by utilitarian/deontological instincts when she decides to visit the library.

ISH has applied a disguise. She is one of those people who looks even more like herself when in disguise.

ANNE goes through her book.

ISH does not know what to do.

ANNE: Are you joining me in this scene, or are you staying behind in your own?

ISHTAR: The eternal question!

She demonstratively enters the scene.

ANNE: Welcome to the City Library!

Have you just come to stare at me?

Or are you gazing?

Which word do you think is more appropriate?

ISH: Sorry – What? – are you talking to me?

ANNE: You’ve been in a stasis for twenty minutes.

Is it my activity that fascinates you, or my books?

Or do you wish to ask me a question?

ISH: Um – ah –

ANNE: About the library perhaps? Or some function you wish to perform within it?

ISH: Yes.

ANNE: I haven’t seen you in here before.

ISH: I’m based at the university.

ANNE: – which has a most excellent library. So is it library tourism that brings you here today? A comparative journey of brackets and stacks?

ISH: What are you doing with the gloves?

ANNE: [With a book] Henri Matisse’s Jazz, 1947 first edition. A bequest. Should she be removed from the world, she could not be replaced – and yet this is a child any member of the public may be approved to handle. Every time I turn her pages, it’s with the fear they’ve been ripped or broken – worse – the fine prints cut from their binding with a scalpel.

Two crimes as old as the library itself are those of book mutilation and theft.

ISH: Why do they do it?

ANNE: For trophies. Those who cannot create, destroy. ‘Stealing books from libraries is one of the unspeakable crimes – like stealing coins from the eyes of dead men.’

ISH: You really are one hell of a librarian.

ANNE: In Boston once, a newspaper urged the citizens to lynch all book thieves.

ISH: Kind of an extremist response, for a moral person to condone.

ANNE: For a moral person, it would depend entirely on which book.

But have you come to the library researching my taste in rare books or what constitutes a moral crisis?

Beat.

ISH: Your name is ‘Anne’, right?

ANNE: / Yes –

ISH: / I have a friend who comes in here. He’s mentioned you to me, once or twice –

ANNE: I hope I’ve provided him effective service.

ISH: Either way too much or way too little. I’m afraid he has a crush on you.

ANNE: Crush?

ISH: If he’s been getting in your face, or creeping you / out –

ANNE: / I have no awareness of such a person.

ISH: Bit younger than me, t-shirt and jeans kind of person, maybe a cap?

[Beat] He has pretty eyes and his cheekbones are not horrible.

He’s probably tried some half-arsed lines to chat you up –

ANNE: This is every young man from Jutland to Ontario since ‘librarian porn’ became a thing.

ISH: Wait – Jutland?

ANNE: Yes. Even in Aarhus, there is no dialect barrier to internet porn.

Is this progress for Denmark? Who can say?

ISH: You’re Danish?

ISH hands ANNE some kind of card.

ISH: If a guy like that bothers you, here’s a number you can get me on.

ANNE: Dr Denyse Kim, Faculty of Computer Science?

ISH: Uh – My name ‘Ish’ in biro underneath with an office extension number – But, yeah, Denyse’s mobile, long story.

ANNE: [Bellows] Ishtar Madigan – the feminist games writer?!

/ Beat .

Milde Moses! If I have treated you at all /2 disrespectfully – !

ISH is terrified she will be identified.

ISH: / Yeah, but if you could be slightly more subtle on the recognition there – /2 What? No –

ANNE: – I love your writing. I used to love your blog – And I read about what those men did to / you –

ISH: / That’s just what happens when you challenge / male power –

ANNE: / male power – I read your article where it said that.

ISH: – Quoting one of my own articles is a bit / embarrassing –

ANNE: / It isn’t. They’re brilliant – You’re /1 brilliant. And all that horrible harassment. Those threats and cruelty and those little game boys and pickup men and the male rights troll people everywhere /2 – is this why you do not publish anymore? Hold da helt ferrie – Anne Toft – My whole name –

ISH: /1 No … No, no no, 2/ it really was quite the cascade, you can understand if it’s made me a bit paranoid out in public –

ANNE: /2 I don’t have a card to give / you –

ISH: / you have mine, which I / guess –

ANNE: / I’ll call you. You know where I work anyway. If you want to call me. Which you should. About anything. Really. I’m such a big fan.

Beat.

ISH: Great.

ANNE: Do you want to have a coffee or something?

ISH: You’re – squeezing that book a bit tight, Anne –

ANNE: – Oh my god – !

ISH: – I just got the impression it was valuable –

ANNE: Yes – yes, I – and maybe I should just get to work –

ISH: We can coffee another time –

ANNE: Yes! I would like that. Coffee!

ANNE doesn’t move.

ISH: Yeah, I’d better go –

ISH leaves.

ANNE: And we’ll coffee!

At JAKE’s house, there’s a knock on the door. He’s back in his slob gear.

I’ll call you!

The knocking continues.

I have your number! ISHTAR MADIGAN!!!


SCENE FOUR

In which ISHTAR MADIGAN turns up at JAKE’s house, and tries to offer everyone a neat resolution to their present quandaries, failing utterly.

JAKE: Who is it?

ISH: It’s the feminist menace.

He freezes.

JAKE: You said you’d be here at four!

ISH: I’m early. Let me in.

Maybe he hides one or two Guy DeWitt things. He lets her in.

ISH: Yeah, sorry if it seems like I’m imposing, but it’s really hard to kill time when you don’t have an iPhone and you can’t pick a fight on the internet.

Of his place –

But I see you’ve already made the place ready for a guest.

As she removes her disguising accessories.

JAKE: [Of the disguise] Since when did ‘dating coach’ demand dressing like a homeless … pirate?

ISH: Since an army of trolls wrote ‘die, fat slut, die!’ on an Instagram post about gardening.

JAKE: Don’t you think you’re taking that stuff a bit seriously?

ISH: I don’t want them to find me.

JAKE: I found you through a staff directory. Your name is on your office door.

ISH: My first piece of dating advice for the young heterosexual male is that an eyeful of underpants glued to the floor is a real thigh-shutterer.

JAKE: You’d be surprised –

ISH: And, frankly, I’ve already had all the surprises I can take. [Handing him a wad of cash] I took $150 to pay Denyse back for some groceries – I’m not entirely noble. Take it –

JAKE: It’s a down payment –

ISH: It’s a lost cause. Pursuing that woman is a fool’s errand. A rocket straight into the sun. In likelihood-of-success terms, it’s Scott of the Antarctic leading Operation Market Garden. It is the Vietnam War in your pants.

JAKE: How do you know?

ISH: I went to see her today. [Beat] Jake – she’s Danish.

Beat.

JAKE: How Danish?

ISH: Forty years of legislated gender equality Danish. Culturally resistant to bragging Danish. Cradle-to-grave welfare state Danish, triumph of Scandinavian social democracy Danish, economically self-sufficient and independent from all men Danish.

JAKE: Yeah, but you can help me with that.

ISH: Mate – Alfred the Great couldn’t help you with that. That chick is so Danish I’m surprised she isn’t wrapped in ten layers of pastry and has an apricot for a head.

JAKE: I can’t believe a feminist just compared a woman to a bakery product.

ISH: Fine, I’ll compare her to a mathematical theory; that girl is Kolmogorov’s axiomatic basis for the calculation of probability and you have absolutely no chance.

JAKE: What did she say?

ISH: She doesn’t even know who you are! Such a steady stream of amateur masturbators are out seeking fulfilment of a book-pile fuck fantasy, she can no longer tell you apart. To her, you’re all like a homogenous mass of wank-Borg.

JAKE: Did you tell her I was the palmistry guy?

ISH: Of course not.

JAKE: Why not?

ISH: I might be an unemployable bankrupt who sleeps with a Xerox but I’ve got self-respect.

Beat.

You could at least offer me some food.

He hurls her something that’s close to hand [like an apple from a fruitbowl, or a can of Pepsi or something].

JAKE: [Stunned by how she’s devouring whatever he’s given her] Remind me to take you to lunch with my mum.

ISH: The tenant of this temple to household order has a mum?

JAKE: – Somewhere.

ISH: Under the discarded piles of underwear, or is that a bit too Freudian for us all?

JAKE: It’s not the last (apple) in the world –

ISH: I’m on the Paleo diet – the original one, where you eat like a sabretooth is chasing you across a clifftop in an icestorm. You don’t have to count calories when your life expectancy is less than ten minutes.

JAKE: Dear god, what made you like this …

ISH: Doxing. Letter-bomb. Settlement payout.

Fucking trolls.

JAKE: A letter bomb?!

ISH: You know your friend the registered trademark didn’t even turn up with his lawyers to shake me down? All that harassment from that army of dickclowns – and I was the one who lost everything –

JAKE: You must really hate him.

ISH: But I’ve also developed a new appreciation for things. Like beds and meals and showers.

Oh my god, are showers still as good as I remember?!

JAKE: Maybe you should just keep the money –

ISH: Nah – looks like you need it more than I do. This place is big but you’d have to pay an excavator to clean it all out. Or an archaeologist. No wonder you want to date a librarian. You need one just to archive your pizza boxes. I refuse to believe chicks come back to this.

JAKE: They’re happy to come back to it.

… It’s kinda the point that they’re also pretty happy to leave.

ISH: Relationship management the semen-stained-sheet way.

Beat.

What if you met a girl you didn’t want to leave?

JAKE: I have. And now you tell me she’s goddamn Danish. The most unfuckable women on the planet!

ISH: Not strictly true, given the continued existence of Danes.

JAKE: The guru of gurus couldn’t get laid in Denmark – goddamn social democracy like a nationwide bitch shield –

ISH: Bitch shield?!

JAKE: [Ignoring her reaction] Only you can get me through this –

ISH: Give it up!

JAKE: I can’t!

ISH: You don’t even know her. I spent five minutes with her and found out more than you have.

JAKE: Why did you go meet her if you’re not going to help me out?

ISH: [Beat] Maybe I went to see if – some arrangement – could be made. Fifty grand’s a lot of money to turn down –

JAKE: Yes!

ISH: It’s impossible! She’s more interested in me than she is in you. She used to read my blog. She wants to take me for coffee, for Christ’s sake –

JAKE: You have to do this for me!

ISH: Dude, I don’t even want to do it for me. I couldn’t tell if she was just fangirling or a really niche form of nuts.

JAKE: Did she invite you before or after you talked about me?

ISH: After – / but –

JAKE: / Pfft – as I’m some kind of ‘wank-Borg’ – she’s totally interested.

ISH: – I really don’t think –

JAKE: Classic chick move. She’s meeting with you so she can learn more about me. You said I was a friend, right?

ISH: – I kind of framed it with more of a ‘Jake’s a friend I’m concerned may be stalking you’ vibe –

JAKE: This is what we call the ‘indirect suss-out’. Make friends with the friends. Get the inside track. She’s considering options. Tell you what –

He reaches for his wallet.

JAKE: [Placing money in her hand] You keep the eight-fifty, and this is another thousand for what you did today – and, once you’ve met up with her and reported back, there’ll be a thousand more.

ISH: What if I don’t want to meet up with her?

JAKE: I thought you’d appreciate the opportunity for a free meal.

ISH: Wait – is this how corruption works? Because I’m a women’s studies major and the situation just never comes up.

JAKE: All you have to do is describe me to her in favourable, pro-Danish terms.

ISH: You want me to lie to her?

JAKE: I want you to tell the truth!

ISH: ‘This ex-Pickup-Artist who I don’t even know turned up in my office one day and offered me a thousand dollars to have coffee with you.’ I get that chicks can be quirky, but no one is that fucking quirky.

JAKE: Chick gets told a stranger is willing to pay a thousand dollars to get to know her better. In some places, that sure sparks some interest.

ISH: It’d spark my interest to get an intervention order.

JAKE: How many times has a guy put up a thousand dollars for your time?

ISH: You’ve done it three times in 24 hours.

JAKE: Dropping money on women isn’t my regular game – but it does work for some.

ISH: So what is your ‘game’, then? You want me to unpick your learned behaviour, your unpicker is right here.

JAKE: Right now?

ISH: How soon do you want to eat Danish for breakfast?

JAKE: OK, basic game: you approach –

ISH: – You approach me when I’m on my own, I’m gonna think you’re a rapist.

JAKE: I never approach a woman alone, just for that reason. Better to approach a group. Makes you seem bolder.

ISH: Bold. Like a pirate?

JAKE: What?

ISH: Can’t get bolder than a pirate. Rum and staggering around on wooden legs and treasure chests, me hearties!

Sorry, carry on. What do you approach with?

A cutlass, right?

Beat.

JAKE: Always a question – you’re trying to open her up –

ISH: Arrh, arrh!

JAKE: – to build a connection, so you want to seek out her opinion.

ISH: What on?

JAKE: Anything. Like ‘Hey, my friends and I were just discussing whether blue is the new black or not.’ I’ve used that before.

ISH: – How can you obtain a meaningful answer when the question isn’t even substantive? Who gives a shit about blue and black?

JAKE: No one does – it’s just an icebreaker –

ISH: Surely it’d be better to ask her a question about politics, or the economy –

JAKE: ‘Economy.’

ISH: For example: ‘My friends and I are discussing the government’s plan to increase the marginal tax rate. Will that be a change that affects you personally? Will it be a net gain or net loss?’

JAKE: Why the fuck would I go into a bar and ask girls questions about tax rates?

ISH: So her insight can enhance your own understanding. It’s basic dialectical reasoning.

JAKE: Have you – ever had sex with a human man before?

ISH: The things I have learned about marginal tax rates are the reason I limp a bit when I walk.

JAKE: Learned from actual men in bars.

ISH: You realise progressive taxation underpins the economic prosperity of Denmark, yes?

Beat.

Please continue.

JAKE: The conversation continues, and this is where you have to raise your status.

ISH: By showing her your talking parrot!

No – wait – an impromptu demonstration of your talent for nautical knots!

JAKE: I’m not paying you to mock me.

ISH: Don’t worry, the mockery’s totally thrown in for free.

You just keep making this face –

JAKE: It’s my game face.

ISH: – like a baby who’s bitten a lemon.

JAKE: Game face.

ISH: ANGRY LEMON.

JAKE: You raise your status by lowering hers –

ISH: This is the negative thing?

JAKE: It’s something to get her attention – like, ‘Wow, you have really big eyes. They’re hard to avoid.’

ISH: And she says: ‘Wow, you have a really big cock – why’s it growing out of your face?’

JAKE: But she doesn’t say that. They never do. Pretty girl’s been told a thousand times how pretty she is. You neg that, you really make yourself stand out.

ISH: If a girl’s been told a thousand times how pretty she is, why not be the guy who appeals to her kindness or intelligence?

JAKE: Because she’s probably not kind or intelligent.

ISH: Why on earth would you want to fuck someone who you didn’t find kind or intelligent?

JAKE: Hey, sometimes you don’t even care if they’re pretty. Rare’s the man who hasn’t slept next to a monster just to enjoy the warmth of the cave. [Beat] Of course, always safer not to spend the whole night.

ISH: Hey, cave-man; before you get too judgy round the magical kingdom, just remember you’ve had to hire a monster to turn you into a real boy.

JAKE: You’re not a monster –

ISH: I’m genuinely disappointed that you think so.

Beat.

JAKE: The next step, you build your emotional connection with the girl.

ISH: Tell her she’s not a monster.

JAKE: Tell her you see something in her that no one else sees. A pain she can’t hide, a loneliness she can’t confess, a person longing to live their dreams.

ISH: Appeal to her uniqueness with a ubiquitous truism –

JAKE: – Yeah. And while she’s telling you all her problems, you engage your kino.

ISH: Is that a euphemism for the penis?

JAKE: It’s what gets you to using euphemisms for a penis –

ISH: – because God help us in the act of sex we should name the beastly thing itself.

JAKE: It’s from kinaesethics! Touch!

– you’ve got penis on the brain.

ISH: I know, right? Ahoy!

JAKE: Kino is your touch routine to build physical intimacy.

ISH: Show me.

JAKE: If you can’t get a touch on approach – that’s the palmistry thing, hand-massage, whatever – you try for with an accidental arm touch – not really accidental. Like this.

Then you grip her arm to emphasise a point.

You escalate. Touch her shoulder to make a point into her eyes.

ISH: [Touching his shoulder] ‘I’m telling you, blue really is the new black.’

JAKE: You deliver your next neg by patting her leg. ‘You really can’t let this blue thing go, can you?’

ISH: ‘Blue thing’, fnar fnar.

JAKE: Pat turns into a stroke. This is mid-kino.

ISH: She shifts towards you, yes?

JAKE: That’s usually what happens -

ISH: The experienced player learns to read the subtle physical signs of resistance and consent –

JAKE: You never overstep consent –

ISH: You never overstep consent – your hand takes a firmer hold of willing flesh –

JAKE: And soft touching –

ISH: She reciprocates –

JAKE: Yeah –

ISH: You touch her hair –

JAKE: I like to smell her neck –

ISH: Yes –

JAKE: Oh my god, the scent of her hair –

ISH: And what happens now?

JAKE: You ask if she wants you to kiss her –

ISH: If she wants you to –

JAKE: Does she want me to?

He leans in.

She pulls back.

ISH: And this, children, is how even monsters are able to reproduce!

She pats him on the leg.

ISH: You know women are onto you, right? The ones who engage with your sexual clown act are only nodding along to get you into bed.

JAKE: Women are not like that.

ISH: Said the man. To the woman.

JAKE: I have been with lots of girls and –

ISH: – And lots of girls want easy sex with someone they don’t ever have to care about. This is the routine that reveals that you, Jake, are that someone.

JAKE: They’ve screamed at me, cried, begged me to call them –

ISH: You’re not getting laid because you’re some MasterLordEmperorWorm of Seducers, brother; you’re getting laid because you’re there.

JAKE: – hands and knees, on the ground, begging to be my girlfriend –

ISH: Maybe you should fuck girls more than two years out of high school? You know, ones who have outgrown a teenage need for attention and their shame at expressing desire.

JAKE: Women a lot more than two years out of school have cried for me –

ISH: Yes, some women grow up too slow and sometimes never, that’s real sad – but if Queen Anne of Denmark were that super-needy, I just don’t think you’d be so into her.

Beat.

I still reckon you open with tax policy.

JAKE: How is that possibly a turn on?

ISH: Any insight to character is a ‘turn on’.

Building intimacy is how you make friends, remember?

Remember, friends? They’re, like, people who you spend time with and don’t fuck or hate.

You have friends, right?

Beat.

What are you most grateful for in your life?

JAKE: Is this a taxation question?

ISH: It’s a question you may wish to ask Anne. We’re going to try things my way. Like, foment the kind of intimate conversation in which a young woman, intrigued by your curiosity, may grow to like you.

JAKE: I’m grateful for my hair.

ISH: What – specifically – about it?

JAKE: Chicks dig it, so I spend a lot of money getting it cut.

Beat.

ISH: Really?

JAKE: It’s good hair.

ISH: The thing – you are most grateful for – in your life. Is your hair.

JAKE: Is this intimacy?

ISH: Hair.

JAKE: Have we built intimacy yet?

Beat.

ISH: OK, what’s the most important thing to you in a friendship?

JAKE: To never let anyone touch my money.

ISH: But, Jake, you have heaps of money.

JAKE: – that’s because I don’t let anyone touch it.

ISH: I guess you had a bad incident with somebody in the past –

JAKE: No.

ISH: Would you give a friend some money if they really needed it?

JAKE: No, because I’d expect something back. And that would mean I was lending it. Unless I was buying a service. But that would have to be performed first, before a cash transaction. And that’s technically a job. So, still, no.

Is something wrong?

What do you want me to say?

ISH: Anything human. Like, good human. Not ‘bad robot, who won’t lend money to his friends but will hand it all over to a shitty barber’ –

JAKE: Hey – !

ISH: When did you last cry?

A silence.

JAKE: That’s not something I’m going to talk about.

ISH: So you don’t want to get the girl – You’re just paying me thousands of dollars to sit on your couch and piss you off. Best job ever – I’m happy to piss you off all day.

– If meals are included.

JAKE: Why would I ever tell a girl about the last time I fucking cried?!

ISH: Not a girl. Me. I’m asking because I want to know. And I’m hardly a real girl. Look – I’m just mockery, with tits.

Beat.

JAKE: Shalane DiStasio.

ISH: Is that some kind of infection?

JAKE: Sure was. She was about my age at worked at Starbucks. Always got my name wrong on the cup. Jack, mostly. Jay, sometimes. Jock. Even wrote ‘Jick’ a couple of times. And one day I asked her out – and she said … Yes.

Couldn’t believe it. Cut my hair, bought a new shirt. Rented a hot car just to take her to a movie. Can’t even remember what it was, I was just fixated on how close she sat next to me.

Seventeen years old. I had it all planned out – we’d finish the movie, we’d go to this place Galactic Circus and play video games, we’d eat ice cream and walk along the river and I’d kiss her where the lights were lit up on the bridge.

But the movie finished and before I could say anything, Shalane turned and said, ‘I shouldn’t have come. I don’t like you. This was a mistake.’ And she just picked up her coat and left.

I just sat there. Then I cried. And an usher was coming to vacuum all the spilled popcorn from the seats, and he saw me and I saw him and he said ‘Chicks are bitches, huh?’. My face was all wet and he handed me a cleaning cloth. ‘Yeah, chicks are bitches.’

Beat.

ISH: Shalane didn’t owe you anything just because you asked her out.

JAKE: I know. But rejection can sting when you’ve been drinking shitty coffee for a year.

Beat.

A car horn sounds.

ISH: [Calling out] Coming!

She stands.

I have to go.

DENYSE bounds up to and in the door.

DENYSE: Are you ready? Toby’s out in the car –

ISH: Can you tell him to give us two minutes?

DENYSE considers the situation, she hops outside.

ISH: So today’s lesson summary is this: Drop your entire routine. Anne is an adult woman, not a teenage girl. Speak to her like an adult – like you just spoke to me – and the rest is all down to attraction.

Beat.

– Though I did like the hair smelling.

DENYSE comes back in.

DENYSE: Toby’s happy to wait.

ISH: Yes – a quality that’s come to define what it means to be Toby. [To JAKE] Is it safe to use your bathroom? There aren’t actual bits of your mother bleeding out in the bath or anything?

He nods, ISH departs.

DENYSE and JAKE.

DENYSE: I know why you picked Ish for this.

JAKE: Do you now?

DENYSE: [Identifying objects in the room.] Consoles. Game shelf. You were once quite the gamer. Lot of dust on these, though.

JAKE: I lost interest.

DENYSE: When?

JAKE: A while ago.

DENYSE: Why?

JAKE: I just got into other games. [Beat] Can I see your hands for a second?

She allows him to inspect her hands.

Do we really think you could have choked me to death with these?

DENYSE: I reckon I could snap you like a breadstick.

JAKE: It must be a relief to be strong if you’re not that feminine.

DENYSE: I’m plenty feminine.

JAKE: Maybe I can’t hear it amongst all your tough talk.

DENYSE: And I thought we were talking about you.

He places his hands on her shoulders, drops his head.

He hums.

JAKE: Nope, can’t hear anything.

He hums again.

JAKE: Still nothing.

DENYSE: Maybe you should stop humming?

JAKE: Then I’ll have to get closer.

He arranges DENYSE’s hands to hold his shoulders. He holds hers.

JAKE: Stay still.

Close your eyes.

He leans his head directly against DENYSE’s forehead.

DENYSE: What are you doing?

JAKE: Shh. I’m absorbing your thoughts. Through osmosis.

DENYSE: Good move – you’ll probably get better at maths.

JAKE: Shh. Almost done.

He takes his head away.

God – wow –

DENYSE: Oh my god – I’m being gamed, aren’t I?

JAKE: Wow, give me space –

DENYSE: This is so exciting!

JAKE: – all these numbers whirling around my head – streams and streams of complex equations – was that one quadratic? I can’t even tell – so many thoughts –

DENYSE: Can you give me pi to ten characters?

JAKE: Can you give me your phone number?

With a pause, she hands him her business card. He rubs it against his head.

JAKE: Hang on, the numbers are falling … They’re falling into binary – they’re forming sentences – oh wow – what they’re saying –

DENYSE: They’re saying this is quite a performance, the pickup artist is very experienced.

JAKE: – they’re saying that it’s not easy being the brainy girl all the time – they’re saying it’s really lonely when you’re so much smarter than anyone else –

DENYSE: I want to hear this in the original binary –

JAKE: I feel weak – I need to sit – I can’t speak loud, you’ll have to sit close to me – Denyse – they’re telling me that you compete with men to push them away – that it’s a pre-emptive shield against rejection – but Denyse – Denyse, give my hand a little massage – the only person who’s rejecting you is you –

He strengthens his grip on her hand, stops his play-acting voice.

You know that, right? Real men aren’t afraid of you. I’m not afraid.

He’s rubbing her hand. He moves stray hair from her face.

He pauses.

You just smell too good to be scary.

A toilet flushes.

JAKE has timed kissing DENYSE to ISH walking out of the bathroom. He is kissing her when ISH emerges from the bathroom.

ISH claps.

ISH: Extraordinary work, Mr Newhouse. I’m sure that experience was revivifying.

Denyse, get in the car.

No one moves.

Get in the car!

DENYSE hops to it.

JAKE dabs his mouth, puts DENYSE’s business card into his pocket.

I realise your ego is hurting, but you’re not going to heal it up by tonguing an overgrown child who’s only knowledge of the world lies between a motherboard and a lab.

I will go meet this librarian, on the condition you stay far away from Denyse.

Do you understand?

Beat.

Do you understand?!

He nods.

Okay.

As she’s leaving:

The one I feel most sorry for is Toby.

JAKE: Who the fuck is Toby?

The door closes.

JAKE takes DENYSE’s business card out of his pocket and types the numbers into his phone.

The computer blares a computer voices.

CAPTAINASS: Women are bitches.


SCENE FIVE

In which JAKE NEWHOUSE reverts to what he knows, and finds the experience somewhat jejune.

JAKE’s house. JAKE frantically trying to hook himself into his headphones and do his live internet radio show.

CAPTAINASS: I have no problem with the opposite sex, I love women, I love being friends with women, but women are bitches. Are you listening?

JAKE: Caller, this is Santa Claus … Is Coming – a live podcast recording and you’re on the air.

CAPTAINASS: I just get fucking friendzoned, man. These filthy, disease-ridden ho’s are exploiting my good nature. I’m a nice guy and not a single one of them will suck my cock.

JAKE: CaptainAss, your name is?

CAPTAINASS: In all caps, CAPTAINASS. I used to call into to this show as ‘LonelyGamer93000’, but I’m CAPTAINASS now.

JAKE: You have stumbled on to a powerful truth, my friend: yes, women are bitches. They will squeeze the nice guy like a melon and they will fuck a jerk in the pulp left behind. I can tell you this; I’ve been the melon, and I’ve been the jerk – but I didn’t get to be the jerk until I stopped letting myself be the melon. She’s not escalating her relationship with you, because she likes your relationship the way it is – where you’ve agreed to have your mind remote-controlled by her vagina.

CAPTAINASS: I do think about her vagina a lot, yeah –

JAKE: And you want to learn from me exactly how to make someone who treats you like a dog beg for your attention like a bitch in heat.

You want that?

CAPTAINASS: Oh, yeah!

JAKE: You want your guru, me, your hero, me the master pork-swordsman, the man who stands atop moot-mountain, you want me to open my riches of fuck, my empire of bang, to you? Yeah?

Fuck it, let’s have a giveaway today. Let’s offer you some merchandise for free, ASS. Would you like that, ASS? OF COURSE YOU WOULD.

When she’s so desperate for your withheld attention she suggests that you meet, you say yes –

CAPTAINASS: Yes!

JAKE: You say, you can get some dinner – but you’re real busy now. Maybe she should come by your house to pick you up. If she says yes, you’ve just struck a nail through her first paw.

As JAKE tells this story, ANNE appears in her own apartment. She is shoeless, in a robe and drinking a half-glass of wine. JAKE watches her.

ANNE: This scene takes place without you, Jake. You are not invited. You cannot come in.

JAKE: She gets there – answer the door in a robe, half glass of wine in your hand. Explain you’re just finishing an email, would she like to come in?

A yes to coming in, and you’ve just struck your second nail – because she wants to be there, in your space, with you. Now, tell her you rock your apartment Scandinavian-style; please, would she take off her shoes?

If those shoes come off, that’s the third paw down – because she’s already taking some clothes off for you. See where this is going?

You offer her a wine. If she says yes, that’s four paws to the floor and the bitch can wag her tail all she likes when you’re nailing her ass, because that’s where your evening’s gonna go. All you have to do is get her drunk, because she’s already agreed to fuck you four times, she just needs an excuse for letting go.

Bitch is yours!

Bitch is on the ground!

ARE YOU HAPPY, ASS?

ARE YOU FUCKING HAPPY YET?!

CAPTAINASS: I think I’ve come.

JAKE: And that’s my other powerful truth for today, listeners. There’s an easier and quicker way out of the friendzone, and it’s not giving a shit. Seriously, I’m so tired of fucking women I’m seriously tired of fucking them. And I feel no sense of obligation to have any in my life.

A doorbell rings. ANNE goes to answer it.

If the good lord wanted us to be friends with women, he wouldn’t have provided us with hands.

ANNE opens the door.

JAKE: [Staring at ANNE] This is Guy DeWitt, Admiral of the Open Hole, yada yada, something about the ocean. Signing – out.

He hits the button that plays ‘Santa Claus Is Coming To Town.’ Darkness.

ANNE: Hello! I’m so glad you could make it. I hope you had no problem getting here –

ISH: You’re not dressed?

ANNE: I’m just on a Skype. Would you like to come in?


SCENE SIX

In which certain truths become apparent about ISHTAR MADIGAN’s ill-preparedness for human contact and the world.

ISH: Nice place.

ANNE: It’s okay. [Concluding her call] Bye, Mommi!

ISH begins to wipe her feet on a mat. She is wearing a little less of her disguise than usual.

If you don’t want to do that, are you happy to remove your shoes? I tend to go without them indoors.

ISH: Of course. [ ISH removes her shoes – much like Agamemnon steps onto a red carpet] Busy day for you?

ANNE: I’ve been catching up with my Mom –

ISH: She’s in Aarhus?

ANNE: Copenhagen. She works at the national opera.

ISH: Impressive.

ANNE: It is a low-level job, but she gains great enjoyment from it. My father is dead. Do you still have your parents?

ISH: They sold up and moved out west. They’ve bought an old cinema and they’re trying to turn it into a café.

ANNE: They are entrepreneurs?

ISH: [Laughing] They are so not. They’re three hundred years old and can barely work out how to do a staffing roster, and they’re running out of money. Basic life skill incompetence is kind of a family trait.

ANNE: You must forgive my rudeness – I am halfway through a glass of wine. Would you like one? I should have probably waited until we got to the restaurant –

ISH: My resistance may be pretty low – I haven’t had a drink in a while –

ANNE: It is a pinot noir, and not too bold.

I can pour you half a glass …?

ISH: A Pinot shouldn’t kill me –

ANNE: In my experience, a Pinot cures everything.

ISH: … Then sure, why not?

ANNE pours her a glass.

ANNE: It is still a marvellous treat, not paying a Scandinavian price for alcohol –

ISH: How long have you been here now?

ANNE: Not long enough to grow too used to anything. Skol.

She charges her glass.

ISH: Is there a special way you do this?

ANNE: I like the Austrian way. You stare into my eyes, or you get seven years of bad sex.

ISH: That’s not a toast. That’s a PhD programme. Ho Ho Ho.

Cheers.

She bangs down some wine.

Oh, man. That goes down so nice.

ANNE: It really does.

But I sense you have withdrawn yourself from life during your doctorate. You are not publishing your blog anymore – ?

ISH: My blog was shut down as part of the settlement with Guy DeWitt. And my Twitter, and my Facebook …

ANNE: I didn’t know – !

ISH: You cannot imagine how completely that dude dismembered my life. I got served his first ‘concerns notice’ for defamation in the faculty office, right front of the Dean. While I try to finish my thesis, my old students collect food for me. I’m only ever one bag of carrots away from utter starvation.

She gulps.

How could I forget wine is so freaking delicious?

ANNE: Would you like another?

ISH: I shouldn’t –

ANNE: I’m going to …

ISH: Then I must, really.

ANNE pours.

– Especially if I’m going to blather on about DeWitt like this. I didn’t come over here to talk about my problems –

ANNE: – why did you come over here?

Beat.

ISH: We can talk about my problems if you like –

ANNE: Skol.

They stare into one another’s eyes. They drink. ANNE accidentally bumps against ISH.

ANNE: Sorry – I’m so clumsy –

ISH: Pfft, no problem, I’m going to be as clumsy as a clown in a few minutes. [Of the wine] This is quality stuff.

ANNE: Please tell me your story. I can see events have wounded you.

She pats ISH’s leg.

You present yourself to the world as a warrior, but fighting is hard. There must be times to heal between battles –

ISH: The Pinot is helping.

Beat.

Note: the action of the scene is not what ISH is saying. It’s what ANNE is doing.

ISH: So, I’d never heard about this DeWitt guy. I was just writing my thesis and got asked if I wanted to be part of a secret Facebook group of female game developers. They’re always talking about the game industry dweebs they work with and the dweebs worship him. Turns out this dude does his own blog and I’m down the internet rabbit hole one day and start reading it – and it is shocking, total misogynistic garbage; women are bitches, women are sluts and dumb and con-artists, feminists are whore-whales who take up the ocean and want to steal all the water, whatever. DeWitt doesn’t have his photo anywhere – nowhere on the site – he’s just a cartoon avatar of massive cocksmurf. And I posted a link to it on Twitter with a caption: ‘Surely, we must presume you are a feminist, given you are yourself too ugly to present a photo, Sir.’ My real name on this. I am an idiot, and there’s massive explosion.

Is it rude to ask for more wine? This is going straight through me but it’s so good.

ANNE: I’ll open another bottle.

ISH: I’d already pissed off every squealy male gamer on earth with my research blog, now I’ve poured petrol in the ant-hole of the manosphere. The world’s shittest Venn overlap makes itself known – gamers, incels, pickup artists, ‘men’s rights activists’ – and they come after me on Twitter, Facebook – even my Instagram. Emails. YouTube. There was a hashtag. I trended.

And then DeWitt himself wades in. He starts a goddam poll on his site with every ugly photo of me ever taken, asking his dweeb army what monster I look most like. The answer is Cthulhu, by way – some kind of subterranean dark lord devil thing with a face that’s basically a vagina made of tentacles. You know, my twin.

ANNE has a hand on her shoulder, and places a wine in her hand.

ANNE: Skol.

ISH: Then the memes start. Variations on the Cthulhu joke. There are hundreds from his tribe of man-babies but this one strain of them sticks out. An account I decide MUST be DeWitt. Same grammar and syntax – mark eight years of undergraduate essays and you can pick someone from a single phrase. This is relentless – morning till night and through to morning again: Cthulhu, Cthulhu, Cthulhu!

She takes the bottle and pours herself and ANNE more wine. ANNE strokes ISH’s shoulder. Over the course of the below, she also strokes the inside of ISH’s leg.

I was losing my mind. The doxxing had started. They had my address, family photos, hacked medical records … and then this thing that blew up my letterbox. I lost it. One night, I go on the twitter rant to end all rants, outing him the anonymous troll – I called him a pig, liar, harasser, misogynist, motherfucking king coward-bastard … and I had no proof, and he threatened me with defamation. So I sold everything I had, settled with his lawyers, sleep in my office now and blah blah blah.

ANNE: [Stroking her] Blah blah blah. It’s all nonsense.

ISH: I’m quite drunk.

ANNE: I think you are beautiful, Cthulhu.

ISH: You know the character, right?

ANNE: ‘You are Old of the Ancient Ones, monster of the Elder Gods, bearing many names, hidden in the depths of the earth beneath oceans – a lurker beyond time who stirs in mankind’s darkest dreams …’

[Beat, sniffing her neck] And your neck smells amazing.

ISH: I’m really drunk.

ANNE kisses ISH.

A telephone rings. TOBY stares at it, unsure what to do.

TOBY: Um …?!

ANNE kisses ISH.


SCENE SEVEN

A rare moment of uncomplicated human feeling takes place in ISHTAR’s office.

ISH’s office. TOBY is here. The office phone is ringing. He doesn’t know what to do. It is excruciating.

He takes the phone in hand the precise moment that ISH appears in her office and shrieks: ‘No!’

She gestures wildly that she is absolutely not here.

TOBY: Ishtar Madigan’s office, Ishtar is absolutely not here. This is Toby. Can I – ?

Beat.

Yeah, sure. Let me just get a –

He looks to ISH for a pen – she gestures, no way.

TOBY: – [Without a pen] I’ve got a pen. Shoot. [To ISH] ‘Anne has called’. ‘Numerous times.’ ‘She’s very worried you haven’t been in touch. She will come over there.’ There meaning here? ‘Yes, here’. ‘Yes, today.’

Got it.

Thanks – I’ll see what I can –

But ANNE has hung up.

TOBY: Someone sure wants to talk to you –

ISH: Yes – I have to get out of here as soon as possible. Is there any room at your house?

TOBY: My parents are visiting from interstate –

ISH: You have a car, right? I could stay in your car for a day or two. I take up no space.

ISH shoves her meagre possessions into a box.

TOBY: [Mobile phone in hand] I’m trying Denyse … it’s ringing out again.

I’m starting to think she’s screening my calls.

ISH: Toby, I’m sure she’s not doing that. You’re her best friend in the world. She’s probably just at jujitsu learning how to kill a man with a thrown hog or something.

TOBY: You can stay in my car if you need to but I have concerns about your human need for oxygen –

ISH: I’m overreacting. Pfft, this is just panic.

… I have a whole photocopier room I can seal myself into! I can sit still for hours – she’ll never find me.

TOBY: What happened with ‘Anne’?

ISH: Have you ever had a drunken one night stand where they were really into and you just kind of went along with only because you felt a bit lonely and then you woke up with a hangover and felt so guilty you knew you had to get out of there so you told them you were going to get your other shoes from the car except you had no other shoes and you didn’t even have a car and instead you were just legging it to the nearest bus station where you hoped your one night stand wouldn’t come looking for you before a bus appeared but a bus did appear and you got on it with such relief and enthusiasm that you didn’t even look where it was going until you were actually in the city which was okay because you’d escaped except when you finally got home you realised you hadn’t because there were a thousand messages from them asking where you were and you didn’t want to be hurtful so you just ignored them?

Has that ever happened to you?

TOBY: Yes.

That’s happened to literally every sexually active single person over the age of sixteen.

ISH: Oh god. Oh thank god. I’m really out of the loop, aren’t I?

Beat.

Wait – what are you doing in my office?

TOBY: I need to tell someone that I’m in love with Denyse.

ISH: Honey, you don’t need to tell anyone you’re in love with Denyse. It’s the most obvious thing in the world.

TOBY: What isn’t so obvious – or easy, for me, to understand – is why Denyse – my best friend – is not in love with me.

ISH: Because, sometimes, that’s just the way things go.

TOBY: I don’t want to give the impression that I think I’m entitled to her affection or that it’s something I deserve, because I don’t. I’m a mathematician. My job is to look at a pile of numbers doing things to one another and work out what the result of that is. And I look at Denyse – the minutes spent together in the car, the hundreds of in-jokes that we have, the amount of coffees we consume, and all those nights she has called me at midnight and we play music to each other until we fall asleep – and my only calculation is just how much happier I am when she’s around –

ISH: Love can’t just be about what you want, Toby –

TOBY: Yes, I know. And I hate this feeling.

ISH: Everyone hates this feeling. The entire history of human literature and song is basically just people hating this feeling.

TOBY: I guess that’s why someone then invented mathematics. Finally, it makes sense.

ISH: Oh, there’s mathematics to human feelings, don’t doubt it. The factor you haven’t considered in your equations is timing. My mum was a 40-year-old ex-band groupie who had more notches on the bedpost than she had bed. She got talked into going a barbecue where she met my 30-year-old dad – firefighter, Christian and massive virgin. Love at first sight. But even a week earlier, he may have thought she was too wild, she may have thought he was too square.

Denyse is very brilliant but she’s also very young. The numbers fall in different places and the luck of them falling at the same time is fragile and you can’t game it. Sure, you can talk someone into bed with you. And then she’ll spend the next day hiding in her office, not taking your calls.

TOBY: What do I do?

ISH: Get over yourself. Tell the truth and face the consequences. That’s all anyone can do.

There’s a knock on ISH’s door.

Ssh, don’t open it –

Another knock.

Like a statue! Just – be – a – statue until it goes away!

The knock continues.

ISH closes her eyes and makes TOBY hold her hand. They are statues now.


SCENE EIGHT

In which disaster transforms itself into catastrophe.

Knocking continues. It’s JAKE’s house, but JAKE does not appear to be home.

The knocker shakes the lock of the door. The door comes open – it’s unlocked.

ISH lets herself into JAKE’s apartment.

ISH: Hello?

There’s no answer. She walks in and trips over a shoe.

She picks it up – it belongs to a woman.

Hey, dicksmack – you home?

He appears not to be. She has a look around the room. Something she moves reveals to her a pile of something else. Something she does not like.

JAKE enters – looking somewhat the worse for wear.

JAKE: How did you get in here?

ISH: You left the door open. You look a bit rough. [Waves the shoe] Did I catch you dressing up as your mum or something?

JAKE: You shouldn’t just barge in –

ISH: I shouldn’t do a lot of things and one of those things we have to talk about –

JAKE: Phone ahead!

ISH: Except I have no phone to hand and Denyse has gone missing with hers. I don’t know why you’re snapping at me. I’m the one with the shame, guilt and hangover and I’m being entirely pleasant. I repeat: there is something that we really have to discuss –

JAKE: [Calling] You might as well come out. I don’t think she’s going anywhere.

ISH: Reverting to your base nature, I see. I just found your stack of Guy DeWitt instructional fuck pamphlets and –

DENYSE emerges from JAKE’s room, wrapped in a sheet, holding one shoe. Her state, however decorated, is unambiguous.

DENYSE: – I can’t find my shoe.

ISH brandishes the shoe in her hand.

ISH: Oh, Cinderella – weren’t the instructions clear? You’re supposed to fuck the prince, not one of the rats.

JAKE: Is the great feminist slutshaming a friend for spending the night here?

ISH: There’s a discernible difference between slutshaming a young woman and questioning her taste. But who hasn’t slept with a monster to enjoy the warmth of a cave?

JAKE: Denyse is no monster.

ISH: I am not describing Denyse.

DENYSE: Hello, I am in the room –

ISH: [To DENYSE] Was everything all right? Did he treat you with respect?

DENYSE: Do you want a blow by blow?

ISH: Just reassuring affirmation.

DENYSE: Jesus Christ – I have done this before, you know –

ISH: ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?

DENYSE: I’M FINE!

ISH: Then collect up your shit and get out –

JAKE: You don’t issue commands in my house!

ISH: So you wish her to stay, do you? That’s something of a turn-up. Denyse, my mistake. Put all your things down. Settle in so Jake can entertain you for the day, or forever.

DENYSE: [To JAKE] What’s going on here?

JAKE: Look – Denyse – I have some things to do today –

DENYSE: Things?

ISH: Things, Denyse! An indescribable list of tasks, all of them excluding you.

JAKE: Shut up – This is not my ideal exit conversation –

DENYSE: ‘Exit conversation’?

JAKE: I had a really great time last night –

ISH: If he’s saying it in front of an audience, it must be true.

DENYSE: Shut up! [To JAKE] What’s an ‘exit conversation’?

ISH: It means he’s happy to fuck you once, but he does not want to be your boyfriend.

DENYSE: He’s going to call me, Ishtar – he’s been calling me all week.

Beat.

ISH: Oh, Denyse – !

DENYSE: Tell her you’re going to call me!

ISH: Why don’t you ring Toby to come pick you up?

DENYSE: Why don’t you shut your fucking mouth? You’re not my fucking mother! And even if my mother said what you are saying, she could fucking shut up, too!

JAKE: I’ll always remember we had a really good time –

ISH: God – you’re not using that line, are you?

JAKE: Sometimes things are special because they don’t last long –

DENYSE: Oh, fuck you.

[To ISH] And fuck you.

Fuck you both. Doublefuck each other. Fuck EVERYTHING.

She tears out the door with her stuff.

ISH: No really, superbly handled, well done.

JAKE: That was the cruellest thing I’ve ever seen one woman do to another.

ISH: I’m not the one manipulating an innocent young woman for five minutes of gratuitous spearing –

JAKE: Denyse is not as innocent as maybe you’d like to think –

ISH: Spare me the details of the porn-themed acts you talked her into – it’s obvious she’s never had a one-night stand!

JAKE: She knew what she was doing –

ISH: Which is why she fled in a sheet –

JAKE: – because YOU humiliated her!

ISH: because YOU put her out like trash!

JAKE: Lady, I don’t know how much you’ve seen of the 21st century, but here we call that ‘Friday night’ –

ISH: Offering me thousands of dollars because you’re supposedly so obsessed with Anne the Dane –

JAKE: Because – unlike women – I can keep my sexual and emotional connections distinct!

ISH: Oh, who are you kidding? You’re so emotionally fucking disconnected you’re having to outsource your feelings TO ME.

JAKE: While you’re projecting your sexual frigidity out in my direction –

ISH: ‘Frigid’.

JAKE: You’re so terrified that sex won’t be covered in lovehearts and flowers you’ve bitch-shielded your every detail of your life –

ISH: – ‘Frigid’, though, really?

JAKE: From the way you dress / to the way you carry on – all that inane shit about pirates and swearing, swearing, all the time.

ISH: / What is wrong with the way I dress?!

JAKE: You radiate sexual disinterest. You are a weapon of mass celibacy. You emit an electromagnetic pulse that shrivels every hard-on in a thousand-mile radius.

ISH: A detail of curious irrelevance to the sex I had last night.

JAKE: You. Had sex. What with?

ISH: WITH ANNE.

Beat.

JAKE: Bullshit.

ISH: Inspired by an earlier conversation about honesty, I thought I’d come round and talk through this one of potentially a thousand reasons why she has zero sexual interest in you.

JAKE: Utter bullshit.

ISH: You want to have a sniff under my fingernails, Jake, or taste the Danish glazing on my face? If you want a map of her anatomy I could probably give you one but I’d have to do it with my eyes closed.

Beat.

JAKE: You fucked Anne?!

ISH: She’s a bit emotionally intense for me so I’m not pursuing a relationship – but fuck her I did. On her couch, her bed and a bit in the shower.

JAKE: It really is a day for revelations.

ISH: I can’t believe you fucked DENYSE! The ONE condition I made, the ONE thing I told you not to do. What kind of wilful, childish shit is this?! Do you get out of your car at every intersection to ram your junk into the stop signs? Is it a territorial compulsion to smear your wang on everything you see?! Or are you so fucking lonely you use that thing between your legs as a compass needle to point you at what a human person is?

JAKE: Been thinking about it, have you? My junk, my wang, my schlong, dick, penis, penis, penis – did you discuss with Anne what was really on your mind?

ISH: You can’t discuss much with A MOUTH FULL OF CLITORIS.

JAKE: I envy she found a means to avoid your rants about taxation!

ISH: My rants about taxation are the most human communication you have had in years. You’re not shelling out the dollars for advice. You’re such a calcified, friendless hermit, you have to pay adults to talk to you! You do everything you can to drive women screaming from you in a sheet because you’re terrified they’ll discover that your dick is all you’ve got.

JAKE: Why did you fuck Anne?!

ISH: Why did you fuck Denyse?!!

JAKE: Well, technically, she was also fucked by Guy DeWitt.

In case you hadn’t worked out that WE’RE THE SAME GUY.

Long pause. ISH finally registers the reason there is more than one copy of Guy DeWitt’s book.

She EXPLODES. She throws everything she can at JAKE. She attacks him in a fearless dervish of wilful destruction. He has to fight back. To defend himself, he has to hold her in restraint.

A pause.

And then they are at it with a breathless passion. In their entire lives, these two people have never kissed anyone this way … their clothes are in perilous danger of renting asunder.

… But ISH is having none of it.

ISH: No! No way – get fucked. You don’t get to have everything you want, just because you want it.

She gets up. She wipes her mouth with theatrical fury. She leaves.

JAKE is on the floor amongst the wreckage of his home and everything he understands.

On the computer …

TOBY: Hello?

Beat.

Hello, am I on the air?


SCENE NINE

In which Guy DeWitt, whose name is really JAKE NEWHOUSE, must face some certain truths about himself.

JAKE’s house. TOBY, on the computer.

TOBY: Hello?

JAKE: Caller, you’ve reached Santa Claus … Is Coming – ahoy – broadcasting live at you from the starship Open Hole, this is Guy DeWitt – or what remains of him – you’re on the air.

TOBY: Hi, um – I’ve called you before using a different name –

JAKE: Which one was that?

TOBY: – I’d rather not say. But my real name is Toby.

JAKE: Hi, Toby. Why are you calling today?

TOBY: I’m calling because a woman’s broken my heart –

JAKE: That’s a regular a theme on this show. What’s this bitch like?

TOBY: She’s not a bitch.

JAKE: You’ve never even made out with this girl, have you – ?

TOBY: No, I haven’t –

JAKE: And she’s banging someone else, right? And he’s the worst fucking person you could possibly imagine –

TOBY: Yeah, I think so –

JAKE: Toby – this chick’s a bitch.

TOBY: No, Jake – she’s not. She’s my best friend. She’s smart and she’s pretty and, whoever she’s fucking, she’s still all the things that I love her for.

JAKE: Are you calling us to share some special insight into what it means to be a man eaten by a pussy, Toby?

TOBY: I was calling to ask you some questions.

JAKE: ‘What’s it like to have a spine?’ ‘How do I tell if I am still a man?’ ‘Will my balls ever grow back?’

TOBY: I just want to know if you’re happy with your life.

Stunned pause, and recovery.

JAKE: Well, yeah – I’ve got my boat, enough cash to swim in, I’ve listeners and fans and I sell books and lesser men worship me like a god. I get a new bitch every night – I had one last night as tight as a peanut’s asshole and this morning she left, without drama.

TOBY: You don’t worry that tomorrow’s just gonna be some reenactment of yesterday?

JAKE: That doesn’t sound so bad – my yesterday was pretty good.

TOBY: And pretty good’s good enough, good enough is okay, okay is you’re surviving, what’s under that? Despair?

JAKE: This is Santa Claus … Is Coming, this is Guy DeWitt speaking to ‘Toby’, a victim of a theft in which his balls were stolen – by a bitch.

TOBY: You live in a flat you don’t clean. You don’t go out most days of the week. You pick up these girls, fuck them and you don’t even talk to them. When’s the last time you had a decent conversation?

GUY: I’m the happiest guy that I know.

TOBY: How many people are with you now?

JAKE: You’re here.

TOBY: No, I’m not. Right now, I’m walking into a room where the girl that I love is gonna come smash into pieces what remains of my heart.

Then I’m probably going to go home, listen to at least three Radiohead albums, drink whisky in the bath and cry. And, yeah, sure I could resurrect some game routine and run a script that would talk her into a farewell pity-fuck but I don’t want to have sex with bullshit, Jake. Sex with bullshit is even more lonely than Radiohead.

Beat.

JAKE: Why are you calling me ‘Jake’? Who’s ‘Jake’? Who’s that guy? Is ‘Jake’ who you’d rather be with, because if he’s hanging around your sexual thoughts, dude, there’s a conversation you need to have with yourself. About how you want guys. Maybe it’s not really about the girl here, know what I’m saying?

JAKE hates himself for even saying this.

TOBY: No, it’s not about the girl.

I don’t want to be lonely anymore, Jake.

I don’t want to be alone. Do you?

/ I don’t want to be alone.

JAKE: [To himself] / I don’t want to be alone.


SCENE TEN

In which a difficult reconciliation occurs amidst an intense intake of carbohydrates.

A park.

DENYSE is here. ISH approaches, carrying a milkshake for herself and one also for DENYSE.

The milkshake is handed over. The two women drink. There is silence.

DENYSE manages the world’s most passive-aggressive milkshake slurp ever.

ISH: Oh, come on!

DENYSE: I can’t believe you kissed him!

ISH: I can’t believe you were staring through the window like a massive fucking creeper.

DENYSE: I was kicked out when I was wearing a sheet –

ISH: You ran –

DENYSE: – I had to get changed on the goddamn verandah!

ISH: Denyse, if you have to stare through a window to put your underpants on you’re doing underpants completely wrong.

DENYSE: You don’t even like him!

ISH: You don’t like him either! What the fuck was that pathetic business about wanting him to call you? What’s that guy ever going to call you about? Help with a maths problem? Installing a new operating system? You really want him to talk to you about hot, sexy management consultation?

DENYSE: Management consultation got you on your back pretty quickly.

ISH: I feel really sorry for him, ok?

DENYSE: I refuse to believe you slutshamed me onto the street just so you could ‘feel sorry for him’ with your tongue in his mouth.

ISH: I was just so angry and I’d run out of things to yell.

DENYSE: And, like, if you don’t like him, why even were you angry? I’m not your kid, I’m a consenting adult – that whole scene had zip to do with you.

ISH: Denyse, porn has come to frighten me.

DENYSE: Porn? What?

ISH: And I have seen some terrible stuff. Those trolls did not hold back. Oh, here’s an email about a gardening club, no it isn’t, although that woman is using a bucket. And many, many penises. And – a spade.

And these pickup guys – these fucking DeWitt guys who are everywhere – they lurk, hide, give you false names and false impressions – they’ve been raised on porn. Bad porn, worse porn – a whole potting shed of truly terrible porn scenarios, Denyse, oh my god. And they think of women’s bodies like they’re big jizz spittoons –

DENYSE: ‘Jizz’ what?!

ISH: / That we’re all just big flesh ashtrays to shove themselves in … and I know you didn’t get laid at high school, you’re just coming into your sexuality now and I want you to have a nice time, a pleasant time, and think of sex as something fun and comfortable not some kind of extremist cruelty yoga that involves gardening tools and pain.

DENYSE: Ish, there were no garden tools. I had a nice and pleasant time. The sex was fine.

ISH: You don’t really want him to call you, do you?

DENYSE: I want someone to call me.

You’re right – I didn’t get laid at high school. I studied as hard as I could to be the best I could, at everything. Now, I am. I really am, and I’m here, and I’m ready, and I’m totally amazing. And the universe of men just … doesn’t care.

ISH: Toby cares.

DENYSE: Toby has never said a word about it.

ISH: Toby told me yesterday that he’s in love with you.

DENYSE: Doesn’t seem much like love if he can’t even broach the subject with, you know, me.

ISH: If you’re not interested, you have to stop spending time with him.

DENYSE: ‘You haven’t actually told me you’re in love with me, Toby but in case you are, this thing is over.’

ISH: Tell him the truth. The truth. The truuuuuuuuuuth.

… But maybe don’t mention the getting-spadged-by-a-pickup-artist bit, though. That wouldn’t be kind.

DENYSE: This whole thing has been so humiliating.

I couldn’t find my underpants. At Jake’s. I had to get a bus home with just a skirt on and my thighs got stuck on the seats.

ISH: Oh, man, I am sorry. They kinda tear and sting make that rip noise when you get up – ooh, yeah, that’s the worst.

They are reconciled.

They both slurp their milkshakes.


SCENE ELEVEN

In which there is no happy outcome, although there is also a happy outcome.

JAKE goes straight up to ANNE.

ANNE: Hello, can I help you?

JAKE: My name’s Jake. I’m sort of … trying to be a writer and I come into this library all the time to work – I work over there. I like the peace and quiet.

And I saw you handling the rare books one day … and you were just so connected to this simple thing that since that time I have been so curious about who you are and what you do I have created an infinite number of stories in my head about who you might be. I’ve spoken to you a couple of times –

ANNE: This is a public institution and I handle many enquiries in a day –

JAKE: I don’t expect I stand out much in a crowd –

ANNE: In Denmark, we have great regard for those who understand what it means to be ordinary.

JAKE: I just wanted to say … you’re fascinating. And if you ever wanted to have coffee with a very ordinary person who’s spent so much of their own time trying to imagine all the things that you think about, I would love to be that person.

ANNE: I’m sorry, but that wouldn’t be – appropriate. [Beat] I have a boyfriend. He’s just asked me to marry him. It’s a very personal time.

Beat.

JAKE: I understand.

ANNE: My name’s Anne, for when you’re in next time. Be sure to say hello.

JAKE: I’m Jake.

They shake hands.

ANNE: Jake. I’ll remember it.

He walks off.

Jake – are you … are you that friend of Ishtar Madigan?

He doesn’t know how to answer the question.

Can you pass on a message?

Can you tell her –

Beat.

My boyfriend – he came over, from Denmark, and surprised me.

It’s probably for the best – if she … If she doesn’t call.

He nods. She leaves.


SCENE TWELVE

Finally, a love scene.

TOBY is in ISHTAR’s office.

DENYSE: Hey.

TOBY: Hey.

DENYSE: Thanks for – agreeing to meet.

TOBY: Why are we in Ishtar’s office?

DENYSE: No one comes in here. And, you know – private conversation space is … good.

TOBY: Is this conversation going to be awkward?

DENYSE: Pretty much, yeah, I think so –

TOBY: Have you and her reconciled?

DENYSE: Yes. How’d you know we were fighting?

TOBY: I worked it out. In a world of chaos, the patterns of your friendship are reassuringly predictable.

DENYSE: Did she tell you what it was about?

TOBY: She’s as loyal to you as you are to her, you know.

DENYSE: I mean, I can tell you about it, if –

TOBY: – Evidence suggests she was trying to protect you from yourself.

DENYSE: So you know.

TOBY: I concluded – I was not told – you got yourself involved with that Jake guy. How’d that work out?

DENYSE: It’s none of your business.

TOBY: You’re right. And I’ve thought up a cure to my intrusive curiosity.

I’m breaking up with you.

DENYSE: You can’t break up with me. We’re not going out.

TOBY: I ran some calculations. Discounting the hours devoted to sleeping, pure maths and jiujitsu, we spend more time together than the six closest couples I know.

DENYSE: Toby, that’s just – heaps unscientific. The sample dataset is much too small.

TOBY: Denyse –

DENYSE: You haven’t even run a control.

TOBY: To furnish my assumptions, I reviewed some journals and obtained hard data that affirmed what I’d concluded.

DENYSE: You have to name the journals!

TOBY: Denyse, I can’t do this anymore! I am in love with you. Me and my stupid big moony face, my faulty datasets and my bullshit journals are in love with you and while it’s totally fine – it’s understandable – it’s even mathematically fair – that you are not in love with me, I cannot chart the trajectories of thrown stars or propel rockets on a course past meteors if I’m thinking about kissing you all the time.

DENYSE: You’ve never asked me out.

TOBY: I picked you up from the bloody airport!

DENYSE: Can someone PLEASE EXPLAIN how that’s supposed to be some kind of signal?

TOBY: The airport is far! The airport is hassle! The airport is very, very expensive!

DENYSE: You’ve never even tried to kiss me.

TOBY: We don’t have that physical rapport.

DENYSE: You don’t have that physical rapport. I touch you all the time.

TOBY: Yes, Denyse: my god, you do.

DENYSE: You do know what to do, right? You have been with girls before?

TOBY: You are a feminist who knows martial arts, I’m not doing anything without an explicit ‘go’.

DENYSE: How is touching you all the time NOT a ‘go’?

TOBY: How is paying for airport parking not ‘I’m interested’?

DENYSE: You couldn’t say it’s blatantly seductive move.

TOBY: No. I’m not gonna do a seductive move. I don’t want to ‘seduce’ you. I maintain, despite everything – Doctor Jujitsu Blackbelt Maths Genius – you are actually better than that.

DENYSE kisses TOBY. He can’t believe it.

Beat.

DENYSE: Your face isn’t that moony.

ISH, in the street, belts out a few bars of ‘Mood Indigo’, drunk as a pirate.

TOBY: I can hear singing. Actual singing. Can you hear it?

DENYSE: Singing?

TOBY: It’s a cloud of numbers, storming through infinite space. Probabilities, flicking their binary lights on, and off, crystallising as the suddenly possible.

TOBY kisses DENYSE.

TOBY: Come on.

He takes her hand and the young lovers run out into the street.


SCENE TWELVE A

In which those who lie under heaven give thanks for the roundness and light of the moon.

ISH is staggering down the street where JAKE lives, quite drunk. She has a six pack of beer that she’s carrying but she’s swigging from one bottle and has another under her arm. She’s singing.

Neighbours will yell at her.

ISH: [Singing lines 6–9 of Duke Ellington’s ‘Mood Indigo’]

… hear that, world?

ISH continues singing lines 10–13 of ‘Mood Indigo’.

She calls to JAKE’s window.

Hey, spudwank! Wake up!

Maybe she hurls a bottle.

What’re you doing? Fucking someone? Get down here.

JAKE: [At the window] What are you doing?

You’ll wake up the entire street!

ISH: I know, right?

Come downstairs. It’s a magnificent celebration and I have six plus two beers.

JAKE: Are you drunk?

ISH: Ho ho ho, am I drunk?

JAKE: Come inside – I’ll let you in.

ISH: NO. I have been trapped in this sticky trap before. I want to talk to you, and I want to talk to you outside.

Beat.

JAKE: Do you promise to keep it down?

NEIGHBOUR: Yeah, do you think you could KEEP IT THE FUCK DOWN?

ISH: Did I hear someone calling for an encore? Ahem!

JAKE: Just keep quiet. I’ll be out in a second.

He disappears.

She admires the moon.

Finally, he appears.

JAKE: What’s this about?

ISH: Shh! See that?

JAKE: The moon?

ISH: YES, the moon! Big stupid shiny thing, being big and stupid shiny in the sky. When I was a kid I used to think it was following me. Over one shoulder, there’s the moon. Run somewhere else, there she was.

JAKE: How do you know the moon’s a woman?

ISH: Fucking look at her.

She shoves a beer at him. He takes it. They will both drink until the end of the scene.

JAKE: When did you get so drunk?

ISH: Not long after I went to the bank today. Which is not usually the most joyous of experiences for me personally, but imagine my surprisedness when I discovered something like fifty thousand dollars had been put into my account.

JAKE: That.

ISH: That, yes, that, you sentimental old fool.

JAKE: I felt it was the least I could do.

ISH: The least? It is more than three times than every cent you took from me in the defammmmmation settlement. You should totally sue me more often. Although it will push me into a different tax bracket, which is – you know – always a serious consideration. I’m not giving it back, there’s no ‘I don’t need your money’ at the end of this story. I told you, I’m not that noble. And I treated everyone in the department who’s lent me a dollar these past couple of months to a drink at the bar.

JAKE: How’s Denyse?

ISH: She and Toby were finally making out when I chanced to see them through my office window so the universe unfolds as she should. Impossible things have a habit of coming together, merely by virtue of their being impossible.

JAKE: If you want me to explain why I did those things to you –

ISH: Oh, SPOILER ALERT: I already know why you did them. I represent a threat to male power. I’m writing a fucking thesis on it.

Were you the troll I thought you were?

JAKE: No. If I was once. I’m not now.

Can you forgive me?

ISH: For fifty thousand dollars, fuck yes. Wait – are you drowning your books, Prospero?

JAKE: ‘Breaking my staff, burying it certain fathoms in the earth.’ [That he knows the reference visibly stuns ISH] With my podcast and website and manuals and tapes and a bunch of other useless shit. I’m thinking of buying an actual boat.

ISH: Are you Jake now, or Guy? Which one were you first?

JAKE: Jake.

ISH: Let’s hope that he turns out OK. I’m sorry I shagged that girl you like. I’m not even particularly into girls. I’m just sort of carelessly bisexual – like, oops! I tripped and fell into some vagina again!

She was into it, though, I can tell you. My Lordy.

JAKE: I saw her today. She had a message for you.

ISH: Really?

JAKE: She said she was back with her boyfriend from Denmark, they might be getting married, please don’t call.

ISH: No problem, lady. No problem at all. Sounds like a really uncomplicated situation, where absolutely no one will possibly get hurt.

JAKE: To the moon, and the light she shines on how other people’s problems are always much more messy than your own.

ISH: [Clinking her bottle to his] To other people’s problems!

A lovely pause. She rests her head on his shoulder.

Do you know why I got into games, Jake? Did I tell you? Because when I was a kid I always wanted to be part of the fantastic story. I always wanted to know that my actions, however small, could affect the outcome.

He touches her face.

She moves his hand away.

ISH: None of that, Giacomo Casanova. None of your sexy ways. I’m not engaging that business with you.

JAKE: You know every time a woman has said that to me, I’ve always got to fuck her later on.

ISH: Yeah, but I’m going to give you something better than that, buddy. Something bigger and brighter and more fantastic.

JAKE: The moon?

ISH: Pfft, the moon. No.

A beat.

A friend.

She rolls her head onto his shoulder again, and now he leans his head into hers. These two ancient, worldly humans are transformed into children, and the moon passes over their heads.

Curtain.

THE END
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