
Footsteps in the River
by Michael Olsen

Characters: DANIEL, late 30s/early 40s, an academic

SARAH, late 30s, a nurse

JACK, under 10, their son

Lights come up on a domatio, or large room, in Naxos, Greece.  Stage left is 
the door to the room.  Stage right is a doorway to the bathroom.  Centrestage  
is a window that looks out over the town of Naxos.

In the background we hear the sounds of a crowd, plus the unmistakable sound 
of a bouzouki band playing in the hot summer air: there is a festival happening 
in the square below.

DANIEL, a Classics academic in his late 30s-early 40s, sits in one of the white  
plastic chairs in the room.  He has a book and a small container of pills which  
he gives a rattle.  Standing on the floor beside him is a bottle of ouzo.  He is  
watching a boy, JACK, in a corner of the room.  Jack is wearing shorts and a 
T-shirt and carries a football.

JACK: Come on dad.  Let's play!

DANIEL: Jack, no.  I—

JACK: But you promised!

DANIEL: I promised after I'd finished my work.

JACK: It's getting dark.  Come on join me.  Join me…

DANIEL: I know.  I won't be long.  Just a few more minutes.  I’m reading.

JACK: Stupid books!  Let's go now!  Why can't we go now?

DANIEL: I told you: when I'm finished!

JACK: Dad!  Please!

DANIEL: Jack!  That's enough!  Now please leave!

JACK: No.  Are you coming or not?

DANIEL: Jack!

JACK: Let's play here!  You can—

DANIEL: No!  I said that's enough!

SARAH: (off)  Hello!  I'm back!
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Jack stops and looks at his father.  Daniel quickly pockets the pills, and takes a  
quick swig of the ouzo.  SARAH enters.  She is a nurse, in her late 30s, early  
40s as well.  She wears a hat, sunglasses and a summer dress, and looks very  
hot and bothered.  She notices the bottle, and puts her hand out for it.  Daniel  
hands it over.  Sarah takes it into the bathroom and empties the bottle.

Jack leaves through the door Sarah has entered.

DANIEL: What is that goddamn music?  It's been going all afternoon.

SARAH: And it'll be going all night, I'm sure.  There's a music festival on.

DANIEL: And we just happen to be right above centre stage by the sound of things.

SARAH: I thought you liked Greek music.

DANIEL: I do I do.  It's just—I don't know.  Too much.  (Pause)  Why are you back so 
soon?  I thought you'd be out all afternoon.

SARAH: (holding up the bottle)  Obviously.  Do you have any more?

Daniel shakes his head: no.

SARAH: I'd had enough, that's all.   You can understand that.  (Pause)  Besides,  I was 
thinking.

 

DANIEL: About?

SARAH: About moving on, actually.

DANIEL: Don’t you like the food?

SARAH: Of course.  It's just—

DANIEL: You don't like Greece, is that it?

SARAH: I love Greece as much as you do, but there's something—it's  just time, that's 
all.  We've been here two weeks already.  I'm getting itchy feet.  (Pause)  You 
know you've been in a place too long when the café owner asks if  you want 
your usual.  Lovely man.  An Australian, actually.  And there's the old men at 
the other table playing cards and drinking.  Just like they do in Sydney Road. 
That's the funny thing about Greece.  It's got that vague feeling of familiarity. 
(Pause)  The worst was the little boy who came in to see his grandfather, the 
way the old man patted his head, his hand on the boy's shoulder.  (Pause)  I 
thought I was doing so well up till then.  Even the dead skinned goats hanging 
up in the market last week didn't bother me, all red and lifeless.  (Pause)  Let's 
just—go out.

DANIEL: Out?  Where?

SARAH: Anywhere.  I don’t care.  Just not this room, this street.

DANIEL: You go if you like.  I'd rather stay here.
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SARAH: For goddsake we've come all this way and all you want to do is sit inside and 
drink!  I thought you would have been chomping at the bit to get out and see 
this country!

Daniel moves to the window.

DANIEL: I can see it.  I see the harbour, and the ferry arrive in the morning, and in the 
afternoon.  I see the boats coming back from fishing.  The seagulls.  The sky. 
What more is there to see?

SARAH: We've come all this way for a room with a view.

DANIEL: It's one I'll always cherish.

SARAH: Why do you say that?

DANIEL: Say what?

SARAH: Say it like it's the last thing you'll ever see?

Daniel tries to smile, but finds he can't.

SARAH: The old lady?  Angela?  The one downstairs?  She says something and points 
to you.  Sounds like Πνίγεται στην απελπισία τού *.  What does she mean by 
that?

DANIEL: I don't know.

SARAH: You’re the Head of the Classics Department!  (Pause)  Doesn’t matter.  Mark 
translated it for me.

DANIEL: Mark?

SARAH: The café owner.  He said that “Πνίγεται στην απελπισία τού” means "drowning 
in his own sorrow."

DANIEL: How would she know?

SARAH: It's all over you.  The way you talk.  The way you look.  The way you move. 
(Pause)  If I didn't know any better I'd say you wore it with pride.

DANIEL: For goddsake he's gone, alright?

Pause

SARAH: You know about next week?

DANIEL: Do you really think I'd forget our son died a year ago?

SARAH: I'm sorry.   I'm sorry.   It's  just—it  just  feels  like  this  is  where we've always 
been.  Stuck in a room, fighting about it.

DANIEL: I'm not fighting.

* pronounced: Pníyete stin apelpisia tou (Pni-ye-te stin a-pel-pi–sia tou)
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SARAH: (Under her breath:)  Of course you’re not.  You never have.  (Sarah goes to  
the window.)  This heat makes me think of the funeral.   (Pause)  You didn’t 
want any flowers, but people still brought them.  Hundreds of them.  The way 
you stood up and brushed all the flowers off the coffin.   I could have killed 
you,  but  then  you  leaned  over  and  touched  the  lid,  like  you  were  saying 
goodbye, sending him on his way.

DANIEL: I hated every moment  of it.   I couldn't  believe so many people could be so 
lame.  The platitudes.  The silences that were handed to us like gifts.  It was 
like we'd died and were there to collect tears from everyone.

SARAH: People don't  know how to behave  at funerals.   (Pause)  The worst was my 
mother saying: "there there dear you can have another one."  But I don’t want 
another one.  I want Jack!  (Sarah looks out the window again, sighing.)  You 
didn't say anything about the Portara.

DANIEL: The what?

SARAH: The Portara.  See it?  Over there?  That stone archway?

DANIEL: Oh that.

SARAH: I've  been  doing  some  reading  about  Greek  mythology,  and  Naxos  gets  a 
mention.

DANIEL: I know.  This is where Theseus left  Ariadne on his way back to Athens after 
killing the Minotaur.

SARAH: That's right.  And the Portara is all that's left of the temple built in honour of 
Ariadne.  (Pause)  After thousands of years those rocks are all that's left.  We 
still remember Ariadne.  (Pause)  I keep thinking that after a year I should be 
over it, but I'm not.

DANIEL: Who says you're meant to?

SARAH: I knew you'd say that.

DANIEL: What the hell does that mean?

SARAH: You don't get it.  A part of all this is you.

DANIEL: Me?

SARAH: I can't get over it  if you can't get over it.  (Pause)  Because he was a part of 
both of us, I can't see myself getting better without you getting better as well. 
(Pause)  Isn't it funny?  We came all the way to the other side of the world to 
get away, but we brought him with us.  It almost feels like hardly a day has 
passed, and I can still feel his soft hair—

Daniel looks away, remembering.  Sarah stops.

SARAH: (quietly)  Haven't you had enough of travelling?  Isn't it time to go home?

DANIEL: Home?
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SARAH: You know.  Our terrace in Carlton.  The french doors at the back that lead out 
to the patio and the BBQ.  The smell of the old gum, and the jasmine falling 
over the back fence like a waterfall.

DANIEL: I'm not going home.

SARAH: What do you mean you’re not going home?

DANIEL: I can’t go back.  If I go back I'll just tear the house down brick by brick, until 
nothing—nothing—is left.

SARAH: Do you want to sell?

Daniel snorts in disgust.

SARAH: You've never said anything about it before.

DANIEL: I've been thinking about it for a while.

SARAH: But where would we live?

DANIEL: I have no idea.  I don't really care.  Just not there.

SARAH: Well, I'm glad you've been thinking about things.  But really,  isn't  sellling the 
house a bit extreme?

DANIEL: I knew you'd say that.  Don’t you see?  If we go back, we'll  have to relearn 
everything.

SARAH: Relearn everything?

DANIEL: When the hospital rang to tell me … it was like everything had changed … was 
different.  I had to remember to breathe.  To take air into my lungs and breathe 
out again.   Everything suddenly became unknown to me.   A riddle.   I  don't 
know how I drove to the hospital.  I kept thinking about the goddamn ignition 
system and how it  worked to get the car going.  So many things.   So many 
things I did.  How? (Pause)  I can't relearn everything.  I don't want to.  That's 
why you're going to go home, and I'm going to stay here.

SARAH: What??!

DANIEL: I've worked it all out.

SARAH: Worked what out?

DANIEL: Just like Theseus—you'll go and leave me here on Naxos.

SARAH: Don't talk rot.  There is no way I'm letting you off that easy.

DANIEL: Easy?  You call this easy?

SARAH: I call  this thinking you've got the monopoly on grief.   Well welcome to the 
party.  We're in this together!  There's no way I'm going to leave you behind.  It 
doesn't work that way.  There are obligations you can't walk away from.
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DANIEL: Like what?  My job?

SARAH: Yes, your job.  You've said yourself that what you teach still matters, that the 
further away we get from ancient Greece the more important it becomes.

DANIEL: I could walk away from it tomorrow.

SARAH: OK, but  what  about  your obligations to me?  In sickness  and in  health,  for 
better, for worse?  Well, this is the worst.

DANIEL: You have no idea.

SARAH: No idea of what?  No idea about your little pills  and what you plan to do with 
them?

 

DANIEL: How the—

SARAH: Do you think after 15 years of marriage I don't know what's going on in that 
head of yours?  (Pause)  Every day I've left you alone in this room.  Every day 
I've walked down the stairs, and I've prayed, for the first time in my life,  I've 
prayed that you'll be alive when I come back.  And every day I've come back 
and you're still here.  But today was different, somehow.  I thought: I can't keep 
doing this.  It's like I was bungee jumping over and over again, tempting fate, 
tempting  that  rope to break  on me.   And  I don't  want  to do that  anymore. 
You're the only man  I've  ever  truly  loved.   I  don't  want  to let  fate  decide 
anymore.  I want you to decide.  I want you to decide to come back to me.

Pause

DANIEL: I didn't want this to happen.  You do believe that, don't you?

Sarah nods.

DANIEL: No-one wants this to happen.  But you think you're strong.  You think you can 
take anything,  that  you're  invincible.   I  had everything.   A wife,  a child,  a 
home.  (Pause)  Do you know the thing that scares me the most is how much I 
love him?  How much I still  love him?  I think I might  even love him more 
than I love you, because he's—because he was a part of both of us.  Something 
greater, more pure,  more blessed  than either of us.   When  I looked at him, 
when I touched him, there were these hidden acres of feeling that I didn't know 
were there.  I thought that being a dad meant just making sure he was happy, 
but I didn't realise how huge that was, how much of me it took to do that—and 
how much it gave back to me.  Can you understand that?

SARAH: I love him too.  (Pause.  Quietly:)  Let's go out.

DANIEL: Not today.

SARAH: Daniel.  Please.

DANIEL: You go.  I'll be fine.  Really.

Pause
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SARAH: I don't believe you.

DANIEL: Please yourself.

SARAH: Who's the one who wanted to come on this trip in the first place?

DANIEL: You.  Remember?

SARAH: Only because I thought it would do you good.  I know what you’ve been doing 
at uni day after day.  Just staring out the window!

DANIEL: No!

SARAH: It's the truth, isn't  it?  You've wanted to come to Greece for years.  You can't 
see it sitting in here drinking.

DANIEL: I just told you.  From this window—

SARAH: From this window you see fuck all.

Daniel  gives  Sarah  a look as  if  in  mock outrage  at  her  language.   Sarah  
doesn't buy the joke.

SARAH: I've had it Daniel.  I don't know what else to do.

DANIEL: I'm not your problem to solve.

SARAH: Yes you are.  Do you know what I've been doing since Jack died?  I've played 
the husband and the wife in this marriage.  I've been the stoic one, soldiering 
on while you've just gone quietly to pieces in the corner.  There were bills  to 
pay, food to buy, meals to cook.  You used to do all these things with me.  I'm 
getting tired.  I can't carry you anymore.  Like it or not, we go on.  We survive. 
We endure.  We want to live—any way we can.  That’s our life.  That's living.

Pause

DANIEL: Everyone grieves in their own way.

SARAH: Don't you think I know that?  I think if it takes another year, or ten years, or the 
rest of my life—or never—I will go on, no matter what, different, of course, 
because of what’s happened, but that will  just be another part of me.  That's 
what you have to do as well.  Get selfish.  Put one step down after another and 
reconnect.  (Pause)  Let's go.

DANIEL: No.

SARAH: I'm going to go without you.  You know I can't stand to be inside like this day 
after day.  (Pause)  Do you hear that? 

DANIEL: What?

SARAH: The festival.

DANIEL: Whatever.
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SARAH: Have you noticed how sad and joyful Greek music is all at the same time?  It’s 
like they know you can’t have one without having the other.

Sarah moves to the door.

DANIEL:  I still see him, you know.

SARAH: What?  Where?

DANIEL: I still see him.  Wherever.

SARAH: So do I.

DANIEL: No I mean, actually see him.  See him playing.  See him laugh.  That sort of 
thing.

SARAH: Oh.

DANIEL: Is that crazy?

SARAH: No.

DANIEL: I mean, I like seeing him.  He looks—good.  You know?

SARAH: Do you see him now?

DANIEL: No.

SARAH: What was he wearing last time you saw him?

DANIEL: Just his shorts, and the T-shirt you got at that craft market a couple of years 
ago.

SARAH: He always liked that one.

DANIEL: Yeah.  (Pause)  Will you leave me?

SARAH: You know I'm never going to leave you.

DANIEL: When you're with me I can't imagine not living my life without you.

SARAH: You couldn't believe how much I need to hear you say things like that.

Pause.  Daniel reaches down and picks up a number of books.

DANIEL: I don't know why I brought all these books with me.  I remember you telling 
me not to bring so many,  but I felt  I had to.  I couldn't travel without them. 
Thucydides—The Peloponessian War.  Livy's  Rome and the Mediterranean. 
And  one  of my  favourites,  nothing  to  do  with the others.   The  pessimist's 
philosopher: Schopenhauer—Essays and Aphorisms, the only book that seems 
to make more sense the older I get.
"For the world is Hell, and men are on the one hand the tormented
souls and on the other the devils in it."1 

1  Schopenhauer, Essays and Aphorisms, Penguin Classics edition p.48
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SARAH: Don't.

DANIEL: Don't what?  Torment myself?  But it's already done.  There's nothing more to 
be done, nothing more can be taken from me.  The moment  I unpacked the 
books I realised I hated them.  Hated them with a greater passion than I loved 
them previously.   I was astounded.  How could things have come round this 
way so quickly?  And then I realised that in all my reading there was nothing 
that could offer me an answer,  a way out, even just  one footstep to place in 
front of me, going in the right direction.  All my learning, all my culture, all my 
understanding of the Greeks, and it still came down to me crying quietly in my 
office after everyone had gone home, crying these poor pitiful  tears that had 
nowhere  to go, no-one to weep for  except  myself.   All  I  had become was 
emptiness and I couldn't bear the sound of it.  I did find one consolation, I must 
admit.

SARAH: Really?

Daniel pulls a book out of the pile.   It is  Green Eggs and Ham,  by Doctor  
Seuss.  Sarah smiles.  Daniel hands the book to her.

DANIEL: "Do you like green eggs and ham?"

SARAH: I was looking for this everywhere!

DANIEL: He particularly liked the beginning bit: "I would not like them here or there.  I 
would not like them anywhere.  I do not like green eggs and ham.  I do not like 
them, Sam-I-am."  (Pause)  You know what the danger is  with me?  I don't 
know if I do want to feel "better."  If I stop feeling him, I'll stop seeing him.  If 
I stop seeing him,  there's just this emptiness again.   If I stop feeling  him, I'll 
stop loving him.  Can you understand that?

Pause.  Sarah nods.  She moves towards Daniel, but changes her mind, and  
stops.

SARAH: I don't want to tell you what to do.  But there comes a point when the way you 
feel just works against you, and that's when you have to change.  You have to 
bend otherwise you'll break.

DANIEL: That's what was so ironic about you talking about Theseus.  Do you know the 
end of the story?  After he left Naxos and headed back to Athens, Theseus was 
so happy he forgot to change the black sails  on his  ship that were meant  to 
signal that  he'd  been killed  in  his  attempt  to slay the Minotaur.   His  father, 
King  Aegeus,  seeing  Theseus’  ship  sail  into  harbour,  saw  the  black  sails, 
thought his son was dead, and threw himself off the cliff into the sea.

SARAH: Hence the Aegean Sea.

DANIEL: Yes.

SARAH: It's just a story.

DANIEL: I know.  But I can understand why Aegeus did that.  Just straight away.  No 
thought.  Bang.
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Pause

SARAH: You know I'm here to pull you out of the river.

DANIEL: The river?  What river?

SARAH: The River  Styx.   The one you're  drowning  in.   The river  that separates the 
living world from the land of the dead.  We're still a part of the living world. 
We belong here.  On this side.  If you were to do something—silly—and I was 
to find you, I'd breathe into you till I had no breath left, and I would pound on 
your chest and I would bring you back by God I would.
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