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The Returning
(Tilbakekomstene / Retours)
By Fredrik Brattberg

Translated by Henning Hegland

Mother
Father
Gustav - their son in his late teens

The piece has two modes of speech.
One is normal speech within the scene,
while the other is direct audience address.

I

The Mother and Father

A living room and kitchen. A bay window.

A front door. A door leading to the parent’s
bedroom and a door to Gustav’s room.
Father is standing by the bay window.

He looks scraggly and unkempt. Mother is
sitting on the sofa knitting and watching TV.
Mother - Why am I knitting? I have no one
to knit for anymore. I can’t be bothered

to knit for you. You don't take care of
anything. You can’t even be bothered to
drop things in the laundry. You used to care
about your looks. Can’t you come here and
sit with me? Can’t you keep me company?
Father - I'm looking for the neighbors
pooch. It’s run away again.

Mother - I don’t know if this’ll end up
being a sweater or what. I'm just knitting.
Knitting and knitting.

Father - When you first get a dog, you
should take care of it. Is it that difficult to
keep it on a leash?

Mother - Why don’t you come here and sit
down. Here on the sofa.

Father - Some people shouldn’t have a dog.
Imagine, that they don’t whistle for it. That
they don’t go out and look for it.
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The father searches for a long time. Mother
is worried. She doesn’t like that father is at
the window searching.

They’re waiting for it to return on it's own.
For it to stand at the door and bark.
Mother - You should go fetch it yourself
then. You could fetch it and return it to
them.

Father - That’s not my job, is it. They can
take care of their own dog.

Mother - If it's bothering you so much,
I'mean.

Father - No, I have enough to worry about
as it is.

Pause.

Mother - Come on over here and sit down.
Here with me.

Father - Now it’s playing in the street.

A car could come and run it over.

Mother - You promised me youd stop
doing that. Standing there by the window.
Father

I'm looking for the pooch.

Mother - You imagine you see something.
But you never see anything. You know it
makes me worried. You know I don't like it.
Father - Is it that difficult to keep it on a
leash?

Pause.

There’s someone coming. There’s a car
coming up the street.

Mother - I'm sure it’s going to the
Pedersens.

Father - No, Its not going to the Pedersens.
Come look.

Mother - It could be anyone.

Father - Come look. No one on this street
has a car like that. And it’s not turning into
the Pedersens. It's heading over here.
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The mother gets up, goes to the window
and stands next to the father.

Mother - Excited. It looks as if it’s heading
over here.

Father - It's heading over here. No doubt.
Mother - We usually don’t receive guests.
This late in the evening.

Father -It’s him.

Mother - Oh my lord. Imagine, imagine if
it's him. Theyre turning.

Father - No, they’re not turning.

Mother - They’re turning in the driveway.
They made a wrong turn.

Father - That’s not certain.

Yes. Yes, they're turning.

Mother - I can't take this anymore. You
imagine you see something, but then you
see nothing. It’s just a normal car, someone
visiting someone else, someone turning in
the driveway. Can’t you understand, I can't
take it anymore.

You've been on sick leave for half a year,
and the only place you can stand is right
there, by the window. But you have to stop.
I won't let you stand there any longer. I
can't take it. I can’t take these false alarms.
Gustav is dead.

Pause. Gentler. I want Gustav to have a
grave. I want us to have a ceremony where
we can say he is dead. It's the only way we
can move on. The mother embraces the
father and comforts him.

My dear, can you do this for me? Can you
be a part of this, for my sake?

Suddenly the mother comprehends what she
has said, that she has admitted to herself the
certainty of her son’s death. She breaks down
and is herself in need of comfort.
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Father - Two months later a grave was
allocated for Gustav. Following the advice
of the pastor.

We asked friends and family to bring
objects which reminded them of Gustav,
objects that we could fill the coffin with
and bury.

We never knew Gustav had so many
friends.

The coffin was filled to the brim, and
more. Everywhere there were crucifixes
and photos and candles, objects to remember
our beloved son.

The mother sits down on the sofa with her
knitting.

Mother - The day after the burial he still
stood by the window and searched for
Gustav.

But Gustav didn’t come. Come and sit
yourself down. Here with me.

Father - I'm looking for the neighbor’s
pooch.

Mother - Can’t you come sit here, on the
sofa.

Father - Imagine, that they don’t whistle for
it. That they don't go out and search for it.
Now it’s playing in the streets again.
Mother - As time passed he spent less
and less time at the window. Gradually we
returned to our old life.

Why don’t you come over here and keep me
company.

The father sits down on the sofa,

next to the mother.

II

The parents are still sitting on the sofa,

as in the previous scene. The doorbell rings.
The mother gets up leisurely and goes to
open the door. It’s Gustav.
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Translators Note:

The food here was chosen for a US audience. The original used Fenalar
_-adried cured leg of mutton (a relatively fancy food which is eaten sliced
like Spanish jamon), and an almond cake - Kransekake - which is a traditional
cake used at weddings and funerals. We chose a whole turkey and pecan pie
Feel free to adapt the food to your needs.
o s - .
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Father - So, tell us.

Mother - He'll tell us when he wants to.
Gustav doesn’t answer. He’s only concerned
with eating.

Finally the father slams his fist on the

kitchen table angrily and says:

Father - I want to know where my son has been!
The mother gives the father a disapproving
look, and then places herself behind

Gustav. She strokes his hair and tries to
diffuse the situation.

Mother - You must understand we've been
so worried. Weve just been so worried for you.
Father - Gentler. We've been so worried
you know Gustav.

Mother - Now then, why don’t you tell

us. Where have you been these last three
months?

Father - Tell us, Gustav. Why you haven’t
been in contact.

Mother - And Gustav told us. He told us
about the rowboat. He had finished early at
school and gone down to the sea.

Gustav - I found an old rowboat that was
drifting free. And I jumped in.

Mother - And then the boat began to leak.
Gustav - It began to take on water.
Mother - It got heavy.

Father - It began to sink

Gustav - I tried to bail out the water, but it
didn’t help.

Father - And then he couldn’t remember
anything.

Mother - And then Gustav?

Gustav - Then I can’t remember anything.
Father - We couldn’t understand it.
Mother - We told others what had
happened. But people didn’t believe us.

No one believed us.
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Father - They thought we sat at home and
invented it all.

Gustav - Salt.

Father - After a couple of days Gustav
went back to school.

Gustav - Could you pass the salt?

Mother - Daily life returned, and it was as
if Gustav had never disappeared.

v

Father and Mother
Time has passed. The mother comes out
of Gustav’s bedroom. She is very upset.

Mother - I was just in Gustav’s room and....
Father - What is it? What is wrong?
Mother - I went to wake him up.

Father - But, my dear, calm down.

Mother - And....and I.....And I don’t think...

Father - But calm down. Come here.

Sit down here on the sofa.

The father puts an arm around the mother
and leads her to the sofa.

Come here. That’s it. Sit down on the sofa
here with me. And then calm yourself
down.

Mother - Gustav, time to wake up, I said.
But he didn’t answer.

Father - Now lets calm down completely.
Breathe out. Breathe in. Slowly out.
Slowly in.

The father leads the mother in breathing
exercises in the hope she’ll calm down.

The mother is very upset, but tries her

best with the breathing exercises.

Then you let it all go. And relax completely.
The father massages the mother’s shoulders.
That's it. There.

Now, tell me. You were in Gustav’s room.
Mother - Tries desperately to keep calm,
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but becomes more and more upset as she
explains. Gustav, Gustav, you have to get
up, I said. But he didn’'t answer me, he
didn’'t answer. And as he didn’t answer me
I went over to him. I shook him. I shook
and shook and shook.

Father - Breathe in. Breathe out.

Mother - I shook and shook, but he didn’t
wake up.

Father - What on earth.

Mother - I think he’s dead!

Father - But did you check his pulse?

Mother - I checked his pulse. But he didn’t
have any pulse.

Father - He didn't have any pulse? Are you
sure?

Mother - Completely sure.

Father - Where did you check his pulse
then? On his arms?

Mother - His arms and his neck both.
Father - But you couldn’t find it?
Mother - No. He didn't have a pulse.
Pause.

Father - We have to drive to the hospital.
At once.

Full panic. They throw on shoes

and jackets.

Father - Where are the car keys?
Mother - Check your jacket pocket.
Father - They're not in the jacket.
Mother - Check the bedside table then.
You usually leave things on the bedside table.

The father runs into the bedroom.
He comes out again with the keys. They go
into Gustav’s room and carry him out.

Mother - Even though there was only a
microscopic chance that Gustav could be
resurrected we gave it all we had.
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Father - We drove him to the hospital at
full speed. And when we got there we both
grabbed Gustav and carried him past the
reception and directly to the emergency
room where we were met by a doctor.
Mother - We sat down in the waiting room
Father - We sat there. A long time.
Without saying much to each other.
Mother - Finally a doctor came out.
Gustav’s life was not possible to save.
Father - Our son was dead.

Mother - Our dear son was dead.

Home. Back from the hospital.

Father - Genuinely furious. Look at that,
It’'s run off again. The neighbors pooch. It
was playing on the street.

Mother - Well, then call them.

Father - Certain people just shouldn't have
adog.

Mother - Well then call them. Say it’s run
off. Say we almost ran it over on our way
back from the hospital.

Father - Yes, I will. Damn it I will.

Mother - Yes, call them. Say they have to
take better care of it.

The father calls.

Father - Angry. Hello, yes, it’s out playing
on the street again, you know. Your pooch.
While the mother speaks, we see the father
on the phone, speaking angrily, without us
hearing him.

Mother - After a while we began to appre-
ciate the extra little freedom. Gustav was
gone. We were childless parents. A new
world opened for us. We could travel more.
We could take more care of ourselves.
Father - On the phone. So youre not aware
of that, that there are cars driving in the
streets here?
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Mother - Still all the benefits were over-
shadowed by the deep loss off Gustav.

We thought of Gustav. Every evening.

Every day.

Father - (..) I'll go get it, I will, if you won't.
Yes, if you won't do it, I'll go out and get it.
(...) Fine, T'll go get it. Fine. Puts down the
phone. Damn it.

The father leaves angrily.

VI

Time has passed. The doorbell rings.
The mother opens. It's Gustav. When
the mother sees it’s Gustav she lights up
with joy. She immediately gives him a
warm hug.

Gustav’s clothes are dirty and torn, and it
seems he hasn’t eaten in ages.

Mother - What on earth, Gustav, this is
fantastic. Yes, you'll have to come in.

Gustav - Is it possible to get some food?

Mother - Of course you can get some food,
Gustav. Come on into the kitchen.

Gustav sits down at the kitchen table, ready
to be served.

Look at that. The bread is already out. You
can cut yourself some slices.

Gustav - Some slices?

Mother - The bread’s already on the
counter.

Gustav - You won't make something good?
Some meatballs?

Mother - I took it out of the freezer this
morning. Mom’s homemade.

Gustav fetches the bread and the bread
knife and brings it to the kitchen table and
slices it. The mother searches the fridge for
some spreads and cold cuts.

Mother - Oh my dear boy, this is fantastic.
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To think you've come back to us. Here’s the
nutella, yes. You love nutella.

The mother gives Gustav the Nutella and
Gustav starts to eat. He eats in a terrible
tempo. One slice after the other.

Mother - Still with her head in the fridge.
My lord here’s a lot of old food. Reads the
date. April 20th. My god this is way past
it's date. Throws the food into the garbage.
Fetches the bin to the fridge and begins to
sort out old cold cuts while Gustav keeps
eating. Gustav, how we've missed you.
Reads the date. April the 15th. Throws it in
the garbage. It’s been so sad here without
you, you know, the 4 weeks you've been
gone. You brighten up the house. Smells an
old milk carton. And old milk. This smells
terrible. Yuck. No, Gustay, it’s fantastic to
have you back, you know. Mother’s little
boy. Sees something really rancid. No, oh
my lord, look at this here. It’s full of mold.
Gustav - But where’s dad?

Mother - He’s at work. He'’s not due home
for a couple of hours.

Gustav - Aren’t you going to call him?
Mother - What?

Gustav - Aren’t you going to call him

and tell him I'm back?

Mother - Yes, of course. Of course

I'll call him.

Gustav - You have to call him and tell
him I'm back.

Mother - Of course I will, Gustav.

I'll call him at once.

Gustav - Yes, do that.

The mother closes the fridge and goes

to the telephone. She calls but the father
doesn’t answer.

Mother - He’s not answering. He must

be in a meeting.
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Gustav - But he must have his cellphone.

Mother - You know he’s busy with his
meetings.

Gustav - But he must have his cellphone.

Mother - Oh yes, he always has his cell-
phone.

Gustav - In case there’s something
important.

Mother - He’s always got his cellphone, yes.

Gustav - You'll have to try his cellphone
then.

Mother - Yes, I guess I do.

Gustav - You can call him on this cellphone
and tell him I'm back.

Mother - Yes, of course I will.

Gustav - Yes, call his cellphone.
Mother - I'll do that then.

Gustav - Yes, do that.

Mother - Hes sitting in meetings, you
know.

Gustav - Call his cellphone.

Mother - Yes, I'll call him on his cellphone.
Gustav - Tell him I'm back.

Mother - Yes, then I'll do that.
Gustav - Do that. Tell him I'm back.

Mother - I'll call him and tell him youre
back.

Gustav - Do that.
Mother - Yes.

The mother lifts the receiver. She stands for
a moment and looks at Gustav who's still
shoving bread into his mouth with his face
full of nutella.

Mother - I'll call him on his cellphone
then?

Gustav - Call his cellphone.
The mother calls.
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Mother - Into the phone. I called his father
and he was happy to hear that Gustav was back.
Gustav - Calls out to his father who's in the
bedroom. Dad!

Mother - Sadly he couldn’t leave work early,
but we agreed to have an extra nice evening
later on.

Gustav - Dad!

Mother - Gustav immediately claimed his
place in the family. He was the boy we all knew.
The father comes out of the bedroom.
Gustav - Come out to the yard, dad.
Mother - Good old Gustav.

Gustav - 've brought out the scooter. It
needs an oil change.

Father - What are you saying, Gustav?
Gustav - Come with me to the yard?
Father - The yard? What on earth would I
do in the yard?

Gustav - I brought out the scooter. It needs
an oil change.

Father - You have a scooter don't you,
Gustav. That’s right.

Gustav - Come on out to the yard. Put on
your overalls.

Father - When did you get that? Was it for
your confirmation?

Gustav - Mom, he wonders if I got the
moped for my confirmation!

Mother - Oh yes.

Gustav - To father. You know I got it when I
turned 16. For my birthday. Come out with me.

Father - Come where?
Gustav - Out to the yard.
Gustav drags his father out.
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