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STEPHEN POLIAKOFF

Coming in to Land

Pale, dun light, late in the afternoon, the gray-shaded walls of the ELTE’s English Department.

      The room is composed entirely of tired, mild, colours. There is a large window, a plain expanse of glass, overlooking the brick wall of another wing.

       There is hardly any decoration at all, bare walls with no marks on them, and almost no sign of people ever using the place. There are a few chairs and tables, a desk against the far wall with a large screen television on it. The effect is of plain effortless exertion.

      None of this is visible yet, there is dark yellow light outside, dusk going down, an almost totally dark stage. The light continues to change outside the window through the scene, sliding into a shred of night.

       Noise, talking and silent clamor is coming from outside, in the gray light onto an empty stage. The talking is about devaluation of the Forint, unemployment, and local news about university life in general all muddled together.

       JOHN comes onto the darkened stage, closely followed by DANIEL and OTHERS. JOHN is in his mid forties, and has an exquisite manner, authoritative and reserved, but he also shows a sudden charm. He is immaculately dressed in a white shirt and jumper. DANIEL is much younger, tired East-European appearance, well disguised in jacket and white cardigan.
JOHN.  I am ever so sorry, but I completely disregarded you had plans of the degree. (He smiles anxiously.) I am not sure whether I am the apt person to consult on such matters.

DANIEL. It’s the only time I - or anybody else - will ever get a chance, I’m afraid.

      The clamor continues in the background.
JOHN. Although it seems very appropriate somehow - positively pertinent to our topic.

      JOHN moves around the stage switching on all the lights.

    Good Evening ladies and gentlemen, are we ready to discuss Mr. Poliakoff’s’ short play? (Glancing across them.) I see you are all looking your usual selves again, ready to take on the challenges I provide you with; and tonight we have a special one.

DANIEL (To JOHN) Are you sure its a good idea to get them involved?

JOHN Involved in what?

DANIEL Perhaps it would have never crossed their minds.

JOHN (charming, authoritative). Of course. (pause, thinking) Or it should at least do so. I told you, I accept people to react to what they read. (Very slight pause.) If somebody has not so far, it is high time to start now.

DANIEL They may not be reacting exactly the way you expect.

JOHN They are Hungarian students like you, so you should by law have things in common, and more than that, I would like to see how you all react to such a proposal. It could well have an effect on your life.

DANIEL (smiles) You won’t I hope interview the heads of this department now will you!

JOHN (seriously) No, just these people here. And anyway, it was your decision to raise this matter in the first place - so don’t get yourself in any more trouble than you are now.

JOHN (To OTHERS) This is Daniel - Daniel Miklos Tarr, that’s right, isn’t it?

DANIEL Yes, (To OTHERS) hello guys.

OTHERS What is this Tarr Dániel Miklós stuff? Sounds very serious.

DANIEL Yes, I think so.

      DANIEL goes across the room and turns troubled.
      I happened to raise a rather serious question with Mr. Drew, and I think he would like to discuss it openly with you.

JOHN Because of the strictly limited time for this meeting, we must get down to business at hand immediately.

    Indicates DANIEL to sit  at one of the few chairs; he sits in his gray jacket cross legged.

DANIEL I must say before you begin, the absolutely, the completely last thing I want to do is cause anymore trouble.

JOHN (businesslike) Of course. Now, to save any more comments and speculations I will raise the problem that Mr. Tarr has presented me with immediately. (glancing at OTHERS) Our question for today is, (Slight pause.) is there any alternative, to land Daniel in England - perhaps through a University scholarship or something similar?

DANIEL takes a deep breath, staring ahead.

OTHERS You mean any possible way of getting Daniel in for good.

      Pause.

      (Surprised, looking across at DANIEL) Well, that’s an interesting thing to ask.

JOHN LANDING Daniel - to use the language of immigration officers.... we have to be brutally honest about the position.

DANIEL (staring about) Please be brutal, yes.

JOHN It has to be a bald selection of pros and cons.

OTHERS (taking out paper and pen, deciding to take notes). T-A-R-R.

DANIEL That’s right, yes.

JOHN (Moving across room, up and down, stroking his beard with one hand.) To start with the cons - with the negative factors.

    Firstly, there is a general detestation of foreigners coming to England from post-communist countries, being aware of the unstable situation that has developed after the change of governments. They are intensely suspicious, they are paranoid about all sorts of odds and sods being dumped on them from Eastern Europe. However this might be lightly eased by the fact of a university scholarship.

      Secondly, every attempt to land is made in context - the context of world events, and that isn’t too good at the moment is it. There is a generally peaceful situation; there is no tension between East and West in terms of Central-East Europe, and the Serbian war has been on too long to cause any more excitement, not entitling any possible interpretation of threat.

DANIEL It is quite an average situation, yes.

OTHERS (writing) Wrong time.

JOHN Moreover Daniel cannot get involved in the traditional ritual ‘hate’ propaganda about his homeland, for that is no longer valid, being a democratic country.

      (Sharply.) Lastly - Daniel is not unfortunately a famous dissident, no genius scientist or even a member of any radical political party; no fashionable reason here, nor obviously is he something nationally desirable, like a ballerina, olympic athlete, boxer, squash player, or even a film director!

DANIEL (sitting with hands folded, staring ahead) No, I think that’s probably right.

JOHN And that brings us to the personal history of the case, and the chances of media or parliamentary exploitation, of Daniel. Is there any possible angle his story suggest?

OTHERS (lightly, looking across at DANIEL) There must be something isn’t there? Perhaps putting the emphasis on how difficult things can get at politically ‘stabile’ times.

DANIEL (briskly) See if you can spot anything. As a child I had a very normal “late socialist” life, with young pioneers, later pioneering and even the remnant of the young communist association; while on the other hand having a strict roman catholic upbringing by my parents with holly communion, altar-serving, and visiting Transylvania often, taking books and other stuff with my father, who has been exuded from Rumania after a while. But all that had a happy outcome - nothing there.

OTHERS How about before?

DANIEL Oh, that would lead us too far: On my mother’s side, most of my grandfather’s family had been deported and killed in the Second World War, being Jews of course, while my grandmother’s family had also been deported after it, for being “kulák”; a minor, but wealthy aristocratic line. A lot of the relatives emigrate in ‘56 to America. Not much wealth left from either lines I’m afraid. On my father’s side its difficult to follow both parents being orphans; a lawyer and teacher. It is difficult for my father to get into the uni - granddad being a world war one ‘hero’ -, but eventually he does; a happy outcome - nothing there.

JOHN Daniel finds normal avenues to him all free, gets into primary school, and high school without difficulty,

      DANIEL staring ahead
      spending much of his time traveling Europe, especially England. Later he goes to the so called ‘Gates of Dharma Buddhist College’, and finally reaches the ELTE’s English Department.

      Pause, DANIEL moves on chair holding a pencil.

      But unfortunately this story is very mild, it could not arouse an influential interest in the authorities, I am afraid.

DANIEL Yes, I know.

JOHN Even worse, Daniel has not completed his studies yet, therefore he stands no chance of a recognized attention. Unfortunately there is no room for subtle gray areas, mournful little tales like this. Daniel is a victim of a tiny little, insignificant spec of history, no more than a pimple, so small his story could not possibly move anyone’s imagination, so to speak.

      Silence, DANIEL staring ahead.

DANIEL Putting the pencil away. Absolutely.

OTHERS (laconic smile) Maybe we ought to move on to the plus side now.

JOHN Of the plus side, the pluses - Daniel is young. It is generally considered easier for young people to manage better with their lives.

      He stops, silence.

OTHERS That’s it? That’s all?

JOHN Yes - On a scale from A to G, I would put the chances of a straight application succeeding between F and G. (Slight pause.) This analyses is devastating I know - and it is intended to be.

DANIEL Of course.

      DANIEL stands up and starts walking up and down.

      Are you suggesting there is no alternative?

OTHERS How about the University scholarship idea - couldn’t you do something about that?

DANIEL (pointedly) Mr. Drew may need more time to decide if he’s not too busy to do this.

JOHN (staring at DANIEL) I just have to weigh up a couple of things on my schedule. (Pause.) Of course the secret of successful landing through University programs is picking the right people at the exact moment.

OTHERS And you will find one of these?

JOHN Yes. (To DANIEL) As in every case a sudden important “factor” might change the course of the decisions of every person. As personal relations suddenly inflame, people may be more cooperative, of course.

OTHERS It is only fair to remind you, this is an illegal act, there is a risk attached, it is very small, but is there, and for Mr. Drew too, if he agrees to help you, as a member of the legal profession, he could face...

JOHN (sharp) We know this. (Watching DANIEL)

OTHERS If you decide to go further Mr. Drew, there is the question of what happens after the scholarship expires - since landing Daniel is going to be complicated - a professional status of some kind for a few months after the study visit, in case of official investigation would be desirable. It will cease immediately afterwards.

DANIEL (turning) No, that will not be necessary, I’m causing too much bother already.

JOHN It is perfectly all right, there is plenty to think about.

      DANIEL moves agitated.

DANIEL Please - I don’t want to be such a nuisance. I don’t want to disturb anything! Please do not, I needn’t have told you this!

JOHN (sharp) It’s all right - I told you.

OTHERS (steering him across the room) John - are you sure you want to do this, this is the time to say no.

JOHN I realize that.

OTHERS Obviously it will make a hell of a difference to Daniel.

JOHN (watching him) I know. I don’t need more time, I don’t think (Pause.) I’m willing - I think...

DANIEL (by window) I do not want to look as if I’m begging.

      Pause.
JOHN (firm) Yes.... I’ve decided.

      Pause.
      I will do it.
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