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The Consul, the Tramp, and America’s Sweetheart received its world
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THE CONSUL, THE TRAMP, AND AMERICA’S SWEETHEART

CAST: 2 women, 2 men

MISS HOLLOMBE: early twenties, Personal Secretary to Mary Pickford.
GEORGE GYSSLING: 46, the Nazi Consul to Hollywood. German.
MARY PICKFORD: 47, retired silent film actress known as America s
Sweetheart.” Currently the co-founder and chief executive of United
Artists. Originally from Toronto.

CHARLES CHAPLIN: 50, silent film comedian and director, the most
famous man in the world. British.

Setting: The reception area and office of Mary Pickford, Hollywood,
California, Friday, September 1, 1939. The action is continuous.
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THE CONSUL, THE TRAMP,
AND AMERICA’S SWEETHEART

The stage is divided into two areas. The largest area, the main one, is a
studio executive s office in Hollywood. Among the furniture is a large
globe. To one side, separated by a door, is a small waiting area with a
receptionist s desk, atop which sits a typewriter and a nameplate reading

Miss Hollombe.” There is another door in this area which leads to the
hallway. At rise: The waiting room is the only area lit. The receptionist,
HOLLOMBE, sits behind her desk, doing paperwork. GYSSLING sits in
one of the chairs, calmly waiting with patience and superiority. Hollombe
finishes her paperwork, closes a manilla folder around it, and files it in the
file cabinet. She spots Gyssling—not for the first time, but she hopes for
the last. He smiles and nods.

HOLLOMBE. I m not letting you in.

GYSSLING. So I understand. (Hollombe returns to the desk.) Are you
letting her out?

HOLLOMBE. What do you mean?

GYSSLING. I m told American receptionists are strict. [ would hope their
severity stops short of kidnapping.

HOLLOMBE. A studio owner is free to come and go as she chooses.
GYSSLING. And there are no back entrances to the office? No fire
escapes”?

HOLLOMBE. No.

GYSSLING. Then I can wait. (Hollombe begins typing, poorly.) Where
did you learn to type? (She ignores him.) You re not very good at your job.
HOLLOMBE. My job is to keep you in that chair. I type for pleasure. —
Shoot (Hollombe attempts to erase a typo as Gyssling freezes. Hollombe
speaks out.) It was my first job. The second day. And I already got the
Third Reich. At least that’s what I wrote in my notebook afterwards. Who
can remember anything that far back? I’m pretty sure I lied on the
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application, saying I d gone to secretarial school. So sue me, I wanted to
work at United Artists! And it s not like it was a total fabrication. I mean, I

can type a little. Just not with Rudolf Hess breathing down my neck.

(Gyssling unfreezes. Hollombe types slowly. He looks at the nameplate on
her desk.)

GYSSLING. What manner of name is that?

HOLLOMBE. (Looking up.) What.

GYSSLING. (Mispronouncing it.) Miss Oh-LOAMB. French?
HOLLOMBE. (Correcting.) HAH-lum-bee. No. (She types.)
GYSSLING. I didn t think so. A French receptionist would have
surrendered by now.

HOLLOMBE. Not to you she wouldn t. Not this one, anyway. (Gyssling
stands and approaches the desk.)

GYSSLING. Why do you say that? Do you have a— personal animosity
toward me? (She stops typing.)

HOLLOMBE. Mind your own beeswax. Now sit down and shut up or I11
call security.

GYSSLING. That would not be in your best interests.

HOLLOMBE. Yeah? Neither i1s showing up on a Friday without an
appointment (Typing resumes. Gyssling reads from a paper off the desk.)
GYSSLING. You re much too formal, Miss Hollombe. Tell me, what is

your Christian name? (Hollombe snatches the paper from Gyssling s hand

and stands, staring him down.)
HOLLOMBE. Beeswax.

GYSSLING. I don t know what that means.
HOLLOMBE. It means I ve got work to do and you re not helping.

GYSSLING. It s a simple request, to tell me your name. If you re so

overworked, it takes less time to give me what [ want than to explain your
denials.

HOLLOMBE. I don t have to explain anything.
GYSSLING. You don t want me to know?
HOLLOMBE. Look, buddy: I ve got a boyfriend. And even if I didn t, I

don t date nazis.
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GYSSLING. I m married.

HOLLOMBE. That s even worse. One more stunt like that and I 1l have
you thrown out. (Hollombe sits, returning the paper to its rightful place.
Gyssling smiles.)

GYSSLING. I encourage you to try. (Gyssling sits smugly.) Not French.
And certainly not Austrian. Perhaps your father was from the
Sudetenland? Poland?

HOLLOMBE. You listing all the loser countries you ve invaded?
GYSSLING. Of course not. We haven t invaded France. Yet.
HOLLOMBE. You haven t invaded Poland either.

GYSSLING. Really? (Gyssling looks at his watch.) Don t be too sure.
HOLLOMBE. Listen, you. My father s one hundred percent American.
GYSSLING. To be one hundred percent American is to be the sum of
many other national percentages. Americans don t realize that nationality s
a bloodline, not a choice.

HOLLOMBE. You don t understand America.

GYSSLING. Not even Americans understand America. But being a
foreigner, I feel, gives me a clearer vantage point on this country than
some of its lesser inhabitants.

HOLLOMBE. Your best vantage point is outside this office. (Gyssling
smiles. Hollombe dials the phone. We hear it ring in the main area of the
stage as the lights rise to reveal MARY PICKFORD. Pickford answers the
phone.)

PICKFORD. Yes?

HOLLOMBE. [ m sorry, but he won t go away.

PICKFORD. Tell him [ m busy.

HOLLOMBE. I did but— He s asking personal questions.
PICKFORD. Welcome to Hollywood, kid.

HOLLOMBE. He s daring me to call security. What should I do?
PICKFORD. Sometimes the best option is nothing.
HOLLOMBE. You re gonna pay me to do nothing?
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PICKFORD. Sure. Pretend you re a screenwriter. (Hollombe sighs.) This

is part of the job, Miss Hollombe. Be patient. He can t stay there
forever. Even nazis get hungry sometime. (Gyssling pulls an apple from

his jacket pocket and begins to polish it. Hollombe reacts.)
HOLLOMBE. Oh, my God.

PICKFORD. What s going on?

HOLLOMBE. Put that away!

PICKFORD. 111 be right out. (Hollombe hangs up the phone. Pickford
enters from her office. Gyssling stands and holds out a hand. He returns
the apple to his pocket.)

GYSSLING. Miss Pickford, such a pleasure. I grew up on your films. The
ones before sound.

PICKFORD. What can I do for you.

GYSSLING. This is very exciting for me, to speak with you and so many
other American stars in my work.

PICKFORD. (Tight-lipped politeness.) Mm-hm?

GYSSLING. Forgive me for being a little star struck, but we ve met
before.

PICKFORD. I remember.

GYSSLING. George Gyssling, German Consul to—

PICKFORD. I remember. (Gyssling drops his untaken hand.)
GYSSLING. —to Hollywood. I have business to discuss.

PICKFORD. And I d be happy to discuss it with you, Mr. Gyssling. But
not right now. Monday is Labor Day, a holiday over here, and there s too
much to do before I leave. Make an appointment with Miss Hollombe, and
I 11 be happy to see you next week. (Pickford tries to return to her office.
She is stopped by Gyssling s words.)

GYSSLING. You must not mistake my compliments for weakness, Miss
Pickford. I m afraid I cannot be put off. Sending me away could affect the
distribution of all films produced by United Artists in Europe s second

largest market for American cinema. (Pickford turns to Gyssling.) It would
be a shame to sacrifice so much money for a three day weekend.
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HOLLOMBE. I can put you in for Tuesday, you creep! (Pickford silences
Hollombe with a slight gesture.)

PICKFORD. How may I help you?

GYSSLING. Your secretary is outspoken for one so young.
PICKFORD. Youth enjoy more freedom in America.

GYSSLING. And yet you silenced her.

PICKFORD. State your business, Mr. Gyssling.

GYSSLING. Perhaps we should repair to your office. (Pickford gestures
for Gyssling to enter her office. He does.)

PICKFORD. Miss Hollombe?

HOLLOMBE. Hold your calls?

PICKFORD. No. Send them through. Invent some if you have to.
HOLLOMBE. Yes, ma am. (Pickford enters her office. Pickford and
Gyssling are frozen as Hollombe speaks to the audience.) Something they
never teach you at secretarial school? Eavesdropping. These walls are as
thin as a B-movie plot. If this Hollywood thing didn t work out, I could
always work for the government. (Hollombe pulls out her notebook to
transcribe the conversation in Pickford s office. All unfreeze.)
GYSSLING. I appreciate your understanding on this delicate subject,
Miss Pickford. For us, it s a matter of national pride.

PICKFORD. I don t see how that concerns me. United Artists has closed

its office in Berlin. We re not interested in working with your government.
GYSSLING. Perhaps not with our government, but with our people you
have no problem. You may have moved your office from Berlin, but your

studio s films are still shown there.

PICKFORD. So?

GYSSLING. An office is nothing. It s politics. A show. But the movies?
They are reality.

PICKFORD. No one s ever called the movies reality.

GYSSLING. Product and profit are ever-present realities. Are they not?
PICKFORD. We can t ignore a market.

GYSSLING. Precisely. Give the people what they want.” I believe that is
the marketing slogan you use in Hollywood?

9
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PICKFORD. It’s actually the punchline to a joke George Jessel tells.
“Give the people what they want, and they will come.” It’s the response to
a question why the funeral of a Hollywood producer is so well attended.
GYSSLING. Still, as an American—

PICKFORD. I m from Toronto.

GYSSLING. But they call you America s Sweetheart. How can America s
Sweetheart be Canadian?

PICKFORD. Somehow being Canadian makes me all the more American.
GYSSLING. Yes. The Americans are a welcoming people. Open and
friendly. I find it a pleasure to take advantage of their hospitality. But I
need not explain further. As a woman of business, I think you understand.
PICKFORD. I do. You re threatening to withhold my studio s films from
the German market unless I do what you want.

GYSSLING. (Smiling.) Not a threat, dear me, no. You shouldn t feel
threatened. I merely ask that Americans be aware of what the German
people find acceptable and unacceptable in a motion picture.
PICKFORD. Believe me: No one in America questions the difficulty of
entertaining a German.

GYSSLING. And that s why I m here, to make it easier for you.
PICKFORD. Whenever a man offers to make things easier for a woman,
he usually leaves her with a bigger mess.

GYSSLING. Which man is this? Charlie Chaplin?

PICKFORD. Just a joke.

GYSSLING. What can you tell me about him?

PICKFORD. Charlie? We founded the studio together. Brilliant
comedian. Old friend. He s a little boy who never grew up.

GYSSLING. What is he working on now?

PICKFORD. I couldn t tell you.

GYSSLING. You may trust me with industry secrets, Miss Pickford. |
have no dreams of Hollywood stardom. I won t sell Mr. Chaplin s story to
a rival studio.

PICKFORD. I couldn t tell you because I don t know.

10
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GYSSLING. How can the owner of a studio not know what her directors
are filming?

PICKFORD. United Artists isn t a typical studio with a top-down
structure. We re a collection of independent producers who agree to
distribute under the same banner. United Artists are only united in their
desire for separation.

GYSSLING. It seems an inefficient business model.

PICKFORD. Efficiency and Freedom rarely take lunch together. They

can t appreciate each other s table manners. Freedom never uses a fork, and
Efficiency always leaves hungry, as I m sure your government
understands.

GYSSLING. My government is efficient, but it doesn t leave hungry.

PICKFORD. True. It leaves its neighbors hungry.
GYSSLING. There is a far more sinister force devouring Europe than my

government, Miss Pickford. It is my government s mission to eliminate
that force. That is why I want to know about Charlie Chaplin.
PICKFORD. Chaplin s part of a sinister force?

GYSSLING. (Ignoring her question.) He is working on a new film? Yes?
PICKFORD. He s been in development on it for three years.
GYSSLING. What is it about?

PICKFORD. If it s like all of his other movies, it will be about one thing:
Charlie Chaplin.

GYSSLING. You don t talk about these things when you see him?
PICKFORD. He s more my ex-husband s friend than mine. I don t see
him much since I remarried. And even if I did, he s very private about his
work.

GYSSLING. Then perhaps you don t read the newspapers?
PICKFORD. Let s stop dancing around this. I have a studio to run. Tell
me what it s about.

GYSSLING. (Retrieving a newspaper clipping from his jacket pocket.)
There. This morning. In Hedda Hopper s Hollywood.

PICKFORD. A gossip column? I thought you said it was news.

11
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GYSSLING. My government believes that gossip can be tremendously
effective in maintaining order. Simply because it comes from a gossip
column doesn t make it untrue.

PICKFORD. Tell that to Fatty Arbuckle.

GYSSLING. Mr. Arbuckle could have denied the charges.

PICKFORD. He did. And he was found innocent.

GYSSLING. That 1s immaterial. Mr. Arbuckle s downfall led to the
Morality Code in motion pictures. The Hays Office. Order was restored
then. And order will be restored now.

PICKFORD. What order.

GYSSLING. (Handing Pickford the clipping.) Look at the headline: “New
Chaplin Flick to Spoof Hitler.” What do you say to that?

PICKFORD. —Well, they do have the same mustache.

GYSSLING. (Folding the clipping.) Very well. Good day, Miss
Pickford. My government shall respond in turn. (Gyssling crosses toward
the waiting room and opens the door. Hollombe puts the notebook away.)
PICKFORD. It was a joke.

GYSSLING. Not to me. Not to Der Fiihrer. And not to the Hays Office
when I tell them about it.

PICKFORD. We don t even know if it s true.

GYSSLING. (Turning to her.) Then you must find out.

PICKFORD. I will.

GYSSLING. Now. (He closes the door. Hollombe pulls out the notebook
again.) I will wait. (Pickford opens the door. Hollombe hides the
notebook.)

PICKFORD. Miss Hollombe.

HOLLOMBE. Yes, ma am?

PICKFORD. Get Charlie on the line. (Hollombe speaks into the phone.)
HOLLOMBE. Charles Chaplin s office, please. —Hello, this is Miss
Pickford s secretary. Is Mr. Chaplin available? —Sorry, ma am, he s on set.
PICKFORD. Tell him it s an emergency. I need to see him in my office
immediately.

HOLLOMBE. Miss Pickford says it s urgent. He s needed in her office
right away. Thank you. (Hanging up.) Ten minutes.

12
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PICKFORD. Satisfied, Mr. Gyssling?

GYSSLING. (Entering the reception area, preparing to leave.) That
depends upon the outcome when I return ten minutes from now.
PICKFORD. The outcome will be determined by the truth.
GYSSLING. (Smiling. Philosophical.) I don t concern myself with truth; I
concern myself with outcomes. Truth is for the weak man, the man of
thought. Presented in the proper context, any pretty fiction may be easily
fashioned into truth. But no one can dispute an outcome. That is for the
man of action. (Gyssling bows and exits.)

HOLLOMBE. I don t like him.

PICKFORD. You don t get far in business working only with those you
like.

HOLLOMBE. Good advice. Thank you. I m going to write that down.
(Hollombe writes in the notebook.)

PICKFORD. Is that sarcasm?
HOLLOMBE. Writing down a good piece of advice from a successful

businesswoman? That s in earnest. See? Writing it down.
PICKFORD. Sorry. I ve been in Hollywood too long. Where inflection

breeds enemies.

HOLLOMBE. I like that one too.

PICKFORD. Don t write down everything I say. It makes it difficult to
deny.

HOLLOMBE. Ooh, but that was a really good one.

PICKFORD. Put the pencil down.

HOLLOMBE. I can t help it. For a silent actress, you say swell stuff.
PICKFORD. (Flattered.) | haven t acted in six years.

HOLLOMBE. Why not?

PICKFORD. You start right in on the personal questions.
HOLLOMBE. It’s part of my charm.

PICKFORD. Nobody wants to see me act anymore.

HOLLOMBE. Do you miss it?

PICKFORD. Sometimes. —In the end, it s just another way of making
money. Still, it’s fun to pretend. Movie characters do things [ would never

13
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try in real life. But a job like that can’t last. I always planned for the next
transition. That’s why I speak as a studio head now.

HOLLOMBE. And that s why 7 m writing down what you say. [ want to
be a studio head too, someday. Just like you. Anything that sounds like
advice goes right down here.

PICKFORD. You want my advice, Miss Hollombe?

HOLLOMBE. That s why I took this job.

PICKFORD. Then throw away your notebook. (Hollombe writes.)
HOLLOMBE. Throw... away...” (Pickford takes Hollombe s notebook
and throws it in the trash.) But how will I remember things?
PICKFORD. The only things you need to remember are names, faces, and
job titles. Forget everything else that anyone says. To you or about

you. You ll like your friends more and hate your enemies less. (Pickford
freezes as Hollombe speaks out.)

HOLLOMBE. Names and job titles. Hers used to be Gladys Smith. Her
mom put her in show biz at the age of six, after her dad passed. What else
could a widowed mother do? David Belasco renamed her Mary

Pickford. It was her Broadway debut. —Broadway! No vaudeville for
Mary Pickford. With all that training from the legitimate stage how did she
not thrive in talkies? (Pickford unfreezes.) Thank you for throwing away
my notebook.

PICKFORD. Sarcasm?

HOLLOMBE. You betcha. (4 beat. Pickford smiles, warming to
Hollombe.)

PICKFORD. Perhaps you 1l last longer than your predecessor.
HOLLOMBE. What happened to her?

PICKFORD. The same thing that happened to all the others. They got
above themselves. Forgot their place. (Pickford freezes. Hollombe speaks
out.)

HOLLOMBE. This should have been my first hint. Because no one got
more above herself than Mary Pickford. First woman to have her name
above the title, to demand a pay raise mid-contract. And she had full
artistic control of her productions. Only a handful of stars, male or female,
had that kind of power. Adolf Zukor felt so threatened, he once offered her

14
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a quarter of a million bucks to get out of the business. She turned him
down flat and started her own studio. (Pickford unfreezes.)

PICKFORD. If you want to learn from me, you Il have to do it by
watching, not doing.

HOLLOMBE. I ve already been listening. (Pickford reacts, amused, not

angry.) You can t blame a girl for being ambitious. There s a lot of
opportunity out here.

PICKFORD. Careful. The minute a woman seeks opportunity, she s shot
down.

HOLLOMBE. By men or by women?

PICKFORD. Yes. —By anyone with ambition.

HOLLOMBE. My Dad says women are like crabs in a pot. If one is
ambitious enough to try to climb out, the others will pull her back in.
PICKFORD. That only proves your father was a man.

HOLLOMBE. He says the best way to advance is to look perfectly happy
where you are. You Il make everyone so jealous, they 1l kick you upstairs
just to make you miserable.

PICKFORD. Only men get kicked upstairs. We need to fight our way up,
landing by landing. Stick with me, kid. I 1l teach you everything I know.
(Pickford gestures for Hollombe to follow her into the office. The dialogue
continues as Hollombe excitedly grabs a magazine from her desk and

follows.)
HOLLOMBE. You will?

PICKFORD. I m on your side. It s lonely up here.

HOLLOMBE. My Dad tells me to look pretty and keep my mouth

shut. But I don t like the way that sounds. (Pickford begins looking
through a pile of screenplays for her weekend s reading as Hollombe looks

on.)

PICKFORD. Neither did I when they said it to me.

HOLLOMBE. But you didn t keep your mouth shut.

PICKFORD. I was in silents. No one heard me. (Pickford tosses a
screenplay in the trash.) Listen: When you want something from them,
your best friend is silence. When they want something from you, talk. And
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talk loud. (Pickford tosses another screenplay in the trash.) Right now,
you re powerless.

HOLLOMBE. (Handing Pickford the magazine.) But I have ideas for the
future of this company.

PICKFORD. I won t hold them against you, so long as you never tell me
what they are. (Pickford throws the magazine in the trash. Hollombe
recovers it over the following.)

HOLLOMBE. I hope you Il tell me your ideas for the company.
PICKFORD. (Putting some screenplays in her bag.) I m always up for a
question.

HOLLOMBE. How will you deal with that Gyssling fella?

PICKFORD. I will do what I think best for United Artists. Weigh the
evidence and make a decision.

HOLLOMBE. And the men will snap to it?

PICKFORD. (Smiling.) You better believe it.

HOLLOMBE. You don t know how happy that makes me: to see a
woman with corporate power.

PICKFORD. The secret s not to show your cards too early. Don t tip your
hand before you have to. But don t be afraid to make the final call. Thing

with Gyssling, it s not entirely up to me. The other founders need to weigh
in too.

HOLLOMBE. Mr. Chaplin?

PICKFORD. And D.W. Griffith and Joe Schenck.

HOLLOMBE. And Mr. Fairbanks. Right? (Pickford stops what she s
doing.)

PICKFORD. —And Mr. Fairbanks. Yes.

HOLLOMBE. My grandmother worshipped Douglas Fairbanks! With the
thin mustache? And the way he threw his head back to laugh? (Hollombe
throws her head back and laughs like Douglas Fairbanks. Maybe she puts
her foot on a table and slaps her thigh. Her excitement compels her to
begin fencing.) Douglas Fairbanks was sex appeal with a saber! One day
you re big, and the next you re gone in an instant! (Pickford reacts.
Hollombe gets quiet.) Shall I get him on the line?
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PICKFORD. —Let s wait for Charlie. (Hollombe shows Pickford the

magazine. Pickford doesn t take it.)

HOLLOMBE. You should read this, Miss Pickford, if you care about the
future.

PICKFORD. Stubborn. I like that. —What do you say we get through

today first? I 1l think about the future tomorrow. (Pickford tosses the rest of
the screenplays in the trash.)

HOLLOMBE. Yes, ma am.

PICKFORD. Ring me when Charlie gets here. (Hollombe crosses to
reception.)

HOLLOMBE. Yes, ma am. (Hollombe s phone rings. Pickford watches
Hollombe answer the phone.) United Artists, Miss Pickford s office.

(Hollombe signals to Pickford that the call is unimportant.) 1 m sorry, sir.
Miss Pickford is unavailable for a phone call. I suggest you submit your
screenplay through a registered agent. (Pickford, pleased with Hollombe,

closes the door to her office. Hollombe s tone changes to an agitated
whisper.) What are you doing? You re gonna get me canned! —No. I cant
now. We Il talk tonight. —Dinner, sure. I Il make— ...Out? We can do
that. Where. —Are you nuts? You can t afford— What s going on?
(Hollombe is elated, but can t get too loud for fear of Pickford
overhearing.) Don t pull my leg! Seriously? Oh my God! When do you
start? —That s perfect, we can be married then and move in with my
father, like we said. (Her face falls.) New York? What s in New York? —I
know, but the movies are out here. Do you know who I m working for?

... That s what you think! When we are married I will not be working for
you! You know why? Because we won t be married! (CHAPLIN enters.) 1
wouldn t marry you if you were the last man on earth!

CHAPLIN. Hello. (Hollombe hangs up. Chaplin heads directly to
Pickford s door. Hollombe stops him.)

HOLLOMBE. Where do you think you re going, buddy?

CHAPLIN. I m here to see Mary.
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HOLLOMBE. I don t think so.
CHAPLIN. Is she in?
HOLLOMBE. (Looking through appointment book.) Not unless I say she

is. Do you have an appointment?

CHAPLIN. Not as such. She asked me to come.

HOLLOMBE. Oh, she did, did she? We 1l see about that. Name?
CHAPLIN. Charles Chaplin. (Hollombe looks out at the audience in
terror. Chaplin freezes.)

HOLLOMBE. Oh my God! You mean he doesn t really have the little
mustache? And what s with all the gray hair? That s the way it really
happened. I completely blew it. But here s how I tell people it happened,

thanks to the flexibility of time. (Hollombe and Chaplin rewind their steps
and dialogue to just before his entrance. Hollombe yells into the phone.)

That s what you think! When we are married I will not be working for
you! You know why? Because we won t be married! (Chaplin enters

jovially.) I wouldn t marry you if you were the last man on earth!

CHAPLIN. At least give me a chance, my dear.
HOLLOMBE. I gotta go. (She hangs up.)

CHAPLIN. You won t regret it. I assure you. We 1l only be married until
my next picture, at which point I promise to leave you rich.
HOLLOMBE. May I help you?

CHAPLIN. Ah, that s why you play coy with me. You don t recognize the
most famous man in the world?

HOLLOMBE. (Playing with him.) You re awful short to be Clark Gable.
CHAPLIN. And you re awful short of the mark. Imagine a hat and cane.
(He does the Little Tramp s walk.)

HOLLOMBE. Fred Astaire.

CHAPLIN. Astaire hasn t half my grace!

HOLLOMBE. Maybe not, but he knows how to talk into a microphone.
CHAPLIN. Is that the only thing that appeals to young women these

days? Talk? And what do you think I m doing with you now?
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HOLLOMBE. Wasting your time. (Smiling.) Have a seat, Mr.

Chaplin. I'1l ring Miss Pickford. (Hollombe picks up the phone. Chaplin
takes it from her hands.)

CHAPLIN. Yes, but we don t need to ring her directly, do we? You said
you wanted to talk.

HOLLOMBE. I said I wanted Fred Astaire to talk. I want you to be quiet.
CHAPLIN. And I shall, as I gaze into your eyes.

HOLLOMBE. Gaze into Miss Pickford s.

CHAPLIN. My best friend s ex? What do you take me for? I m an
honorable scoundrel. Besides, Mary s eyes were never worth the

gaze. They re business eyes, seeing nothing but dollar signs.
HOLLOMBE. So are mine.

CHAPLIN. I won t know that until you show them to me.

HOLLOMBE. Listen. I m too old for you.

CHAPLIN. Yes, but I m more than willing to overlook that. Perhaps you d
like to come visit me on the set someday? I m making a wonderful film.
HOLLOMBE. With Paulette Goddard, right? Your wife.

CHAPLIN. I prefer: current wife. We only married so she could audition
for Gone With The Wind. But you re at the head of the queue of new
applicants.

HOLLOMBE. Forget it.

CHAPLIN. Paulette s not on set every day. Come by on Tuesday. Just one
afternoon, you and me.

HOLLOMBE. An afternoon with you and 7 // be known as The Little

Tramp.

CHAPLIN. A lot of young women would leap at the opportunity to spend
an afternoon with Charlie Chaplin.

HOLLOMBE. So would my grandmother.

CHAPLIN. All right. I m not picky. How old is she?
HOLLOMBE. She s dead.
CHAPLIN. [ m sorry.
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HOLLOMBE. That s all right. I didn t know her very well. She didn t
speak English. The only thing we shared were movies. The silents, like
yours and Miss Pickford s. We could enjoy them together, laugh and cry,
and nod at each other in dumb agreement. She would save up nickels to
take me.

CHAPLIN. Then you definitely need to see me in action. I think your
Nana would want it.

HOLLOMBE. She wasn t a Nana.

CHAPLIN. What did you call her?

HOLLOMBE. It doesn t matter. Grandmothers never come back.
CHAPLIN. Neither do my wives. (Hollombe buzzes Pickford on the

intercom.)
PICKFORD. Yes?

HOLLOMBE. (Joking.) Mr. Chaplin s here and he won t let me use the
phone.

PICKFORD. (Standing.) He won t let you use the what?
HOLLOMBE. Miss Pickford will see you now.

CHAPLIN. And Mr. Chaplin will see you later. (Pickford heads toward
the waiting room. She and Chaplin freeze. Hollombe speaks out.)
HOLLOMBE. Back to the truth: You can t even imagine the kind of
poverty he grew up in. Dickensian in its horror. Father died when he was
young. Two stints in the workhouse by the age of nine. And his mother
committed to an asylum when he s fourteen. I can understand him wanting
to be rich and famous and loved. But how did someone with a past like
that find the strength to create joy? (4ll unfreeze. Pickford enters

reception. Chaplin pretends to speak into Hollombe s phone.)
CHAPLIN. No no, I couldn t possibly. I m meeting a woman for an
assignation. —Hang on. I ve spotted a vision! An old friend. —Well, the
friendship is old. She is as young as ever. (Chaplin hangs up the phone
and reaches his arm out to Pickford in mock romantic longing.) Mary!
How good to see you!

20



THE CONSUL, THE TRAMP, AND AMERICA’S SWEETHEART

PICKFORD. Hello, Charlie. (Chaplin pirouettes over. He and Pickford
share a kiss on the cheek. He immediately feigns graceful, comic shyness.)
I haven t seen you in awhile. Can I get you anything?

CHAPLIN. I m suddenly in the mood for a secretary.

PICKFORD. My offer is restricted to coffee.

CHAPLIN. I 11 take them both, if they are sweet enough.

HOLLOMBE. The secretary won t be.

CHAPLIN. Then coffee it is. Black, like my mood. (Pickford nods at
Hollombe, who pours Chaplin a cup of coffee over the following.)
PICKFORD. Let s head into my office. She 1l bring it in. (Chaplin and
Pickford enter the main office.) When do you need to get back?
CHAPLIN. [ m all yours. The minute you rang, I wrapped for the day. I
figured you d have lots of questions.

PICKFORD. Then you know why I called?

CHAPLIN. As soon as he arrived, I knew you d want to know
everything. I m here to commiserate.

PICKFORD. Well, he came to see me too.

CHAPLIN. That was brave of him. He told me he daren t see you with her
in tow.

PICKFORD. Her?

CHAPLIN. The girl. Doug s girl. Wife, I should say.

PICKFORD. Doug?

CHAPLIN. Our Doug. Fairbanks. Thin mustache? Throws his head back

when he laughs? He stopped by this morning to see the sets of the new
film.

PICKFORD. (Visibly affected.) Oh. I didn t know. (Hollombe enters the
office and hands Chaplin the coffee.)

CHAPLIN. Thank you, my dear. (He downs the coffee in one gulp and
hands Hollombe the cup. She begins to cross to reception.) No no.

Stay. (She ignores him. Chaplin watches her. Hollombe closes the door
and leans her ear against it. Chaplin speaks to Pickford.) —Who did you
think I was talking about?

PICKFORD. —Is Doug still here?
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CHAPLIN. Popped off for the holiday.

PICKFORD. No matter how many people are in a room. The minute
Doug leaves it, the room is empty.

CHAPLIN. He talked about you.

PICKFORD. Oh?

CHAPLIN. He brought up that night with Elinor Glyn. When she said she
could hypnotize you? And you just lay there, pretending to be asleep for a
full hour to be polite!

PICKFORD. I had to! She was our host! (Chaplin laughs. She is enjoying
the memory.) The two of you were merciless, trying to make me laugh.
CHAPLIN. Good times. —We took some publicity shots, if you d like
something for the gossip rags.

PICKFORD. No, that s—If she’s in them...

CHAPLIN. I knew he wouldn t stop by, but I thought you might have
heard through the grapevine and required a shoulder.

PICKFORD. I don t need a shoulder.

CHAPLIN. Not a problem. It s here when you need it.

PICKFORD. Thank you.

CHAPLIN. Because I know, in the past, you ve had some difficulty—
PICKFORD. Not at all. —How did he look?

CHAPLIN. Absolutely awful: tanned, jocular, forever flashing that
roguish smile. Happiness like that could kill a man.

PICKFORD. He brought %er, did he?

CHAPLIN. Lady Ashley? Of course, I just told you. They were headed
north. I asked him to stop by on the way.

PICKFORD. How did she look?

CHAPLIN. Young. (Pickford is hurt.)

HOLLOMBE. You don t have to be cruel! (From his chair, Chaplin looks
around for the voice. Hollombe quietly mouths, Shoot.” Chaplin opens

the door, catching Hollombe.)
CHAPLIN. Youth is not a cruelty.

HOLLOMBE. You don t understand.
CHAPLIN. Is a young wife to be the only measure of success?
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HOLLOMBE. That seems to be how you keep score.

CHAPLIN. (To Pickford.) 1 like her. Encourage her to speak up more.
PICKFORD. Miss Hollombe— (Pickford points vaguely toward her
desk.)

HOLLOMBE. Yes, ma am. (Over the following, Hollombe crosses to

Pickford s desk and retrieves a corked bottle containing an amber

fluid. She places it on a tray with tumbler and a tablespoon.)

CHAPLIN. It s nothing, my dear. She knows I meant no harm. It s the
rough and tumble of familiarity, right Mary? (Hollombe crosses to
Pickford with the tray. Pickford takes the bottle, leaving the spoon.
Hollombe returns to the reception area.) What is that?

PICKFORD. Nerve tonic. You ve got me rattled.

CHAPLIN. Nonsense. Take the proffered shoulder.

PICKFORD. I don t want condescension. I want medicine. (Pickford
uncorks the bottle. Chaplin takes it from her.)

CHAPLIN. Brandy s a nerve tonic?

PICKFORD. In this case, yes.

CHAPLIN. Perhaps all you need is to hear something pleasant. Which
will make you happier, hearing he s well or hearing he s awful?
PICKFORD. Which is the truth?

CHAPLIN. The latter. He s barely scraping by. No work. Few profits
from here. And far too many medical bills. His heart is going.
PICKFORD. (Reaching for the bottle.) Stop trying to cheer me up.
(Chaplin hands her the bottle. Pickford pours herself a glass and downs
it. She exhales with pleasure and gratitude.)

CHAPLIN. How much and how often do your nerves require soothing
over the course of a day?

PICKFORD. —Not often. (Pickford and Chaplin freeze. Hollombe speaks
out.)

HOLLOMBE. Often enough. Yesterday she went through two bottles.
My mother used to pull the nerve tonic gag. I know how it works. Both of
them told me to learn by watching, without quite realizing what they
showed. (Hollombe reaches into her desk and pulls out a bag of popcorn.)
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But if you re gonna watch, you might as well enjoy it. Because we all
know how the story turns out. Taken far enough everyone s story ends the
same way. But how did we get there? That s what s interesting. How might
we have affected important events? (She gestures at the door separating
the offices. It magically opens.) Not bad, huh? We re always the directors
of our memories and imaginations. (She sits at her desk and eats some of
the popcorn.) And, action! (Chaplin and Pickford unfreeze.)

CHAPLIN. (Referring to the bottle.) My father died of that, you know.
PICKFORD. Your father died of dropsy.

CHAPLIN. If you prefer. Give it here. I won t discuss business over
drinks. (Pickford corks the bottle and hands it to Chaplin. He returns it to
the silver plate.)

PICKFORD. If you knew what was going on now, you d be drinking too.
CHAPLIN. Tell me all.

PICKFORD. First you tell me what you re working on.

CHAPLIN. A film, of course.

PICKFORD. A comedy?

CHAPLIN. A talkie.

PICKFORD. You re doing a talkie?

CHAPLIN. I can t fight it any longer. I turned fifty this year. There are
other battles I need to fight.

PICKFORD. How will sound affect the Little Tramp?

CHAPLIN. I can t have the Little Tramp talk, it would ruin him.
PICKFORD. He sang that gibberish song at the end of Modern Times.
(The lights change to a spot on Chaplin, who sings a small verse of the
gibberish song. Lights return to normal.)

CHAPLIN. And away went his magic. I m done with the Little Tramp.
The world is ready to move on.

PICKFORD. The world is, or you are?

CHAPLIN. I ve been the Tramp for twenty-five years. I need to expand
beyond him. Just as the world has expanded. Show the world I m capable
of more. Something different. Something big. Something I need to do. (He
has said too much. She knows it.)
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PICKFORD. Tell me about it.

CHAPLIN. That s it, really. It s a Chaplin picture. What more do you
need?

PICKFORD. The details. The plot. [ own twenty percent of every Chaplin
picture. Who s the main character?

CHAPLIN. —A barber.

PICKFORD. Just a barber?

CHAPLIN. It s wonderful. He shaves a customer s face to Brahms on the
radio. (Chaplin moves one of Pickford’s chairs. Hollombe becomes
Chaplin s customer. Hungarian Dance Number 5 plays and Chaplin
pantomimes the shaving scene from The Great Dictator. Chaplin and
Hollombe bow. Hollombe returns to the sidelines. Pickford doesn t smile.)
PICKFORD. I m hearing rumors that this picture might hurt people.
CHAPLIN. Who can I hurt? The Little Tramp is always the victim, you
know that.

PICKFORD. You guarantee me that no one will be offended?
CHAPLIN. Heavens, no! My pain may be the reason for somebody s
laugh. But my laugh must never be the reason for somebody s pain.
PICKFORD. All right, then. Let s say that somebody is Adolf Hitler...
(Beat.)

CHAPLIN. Who told?

PICKFORD. Hedda Hopper.

CHAPLIN. How did she find out?

PICKFORD. That s not important, Charlie. What s important is that the
press says you are making a picture that openly mocks a powerful world
leader, at a politically delicate time. Who knows how he 1l respond.
CHAPLIN. I hope he 1l respond by buying a ticket.

PICKFORD. Charlie, I m not against you. We ve been through too much
together. But you know the way this works. You can t make Hitler a
barber.

CHAPLIN. He s not. The barber is a completely different character.

PICKFORD. Played by you?
CHAPLIN. Played by me.
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PICKFORD. You can assure me that you are not playing Adolf Hitler?
CHAPLIN. I do not play Hitler. —We can t stop it now. The sets are
built. The cast is assembled. We start shooting on Tuesday.
PICKFORD. Promise me, as a friend, that it s not about Hitler in any

way. We don t want to incite anything. If Hearst could get us into Spain
with a headline, you could end the world as we know it with a moving
picture.

CHAPLIN. Others destroy. I want the world saved. (Chaplin crosses to
the globe and picks it up. Over the following, he pantomimes an edited
portion of the globe ballet from The Great Dictator to the music of
Lohengrin.) Sound and pantomime will co-exist on film. Graceful
movement underscored by music.

PICKFORD. Beautiful. But you’ll still be telling jokes like every other
comedian.

CHAPLIN. Occasionally. But time passes. The earth moves. And we
grow along with it. Suddenly, those things we were purists about no longer
apply.

PICKFORD. Talking?

CHAPLIN. And the crime of remaining silent.

PICKFORD. Big ideas for a light comedy about a barber.

CHAPLIN. Well, if  m going to speak to the world, there must be
something I need to say to it.

PICKFORD. And what is that? (Silence from Chaplin.) If you need to say
it, tell me what it is.

CHAPLIN. Describing it will only break the spell. (Friendly.) Youll see
it when 1t s complete. When the entire world will see it.

PICKFORD. This isn’t a game, Charlie. United Artists does not want to
provoke another Great War. (Pickford grabs Chaplin s balloon, ending the
ballet and music. She puts the globe back.) 1 think that s a reasonable
demand.

CHAPLIN. (Taking her hands.) Mary, please. I need to make this picture.
PICKFORD. And I want the picture made. If you can assure me that it s

in the best interest of the company, I m all for it.
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CHAPLIN. I assure you that it will be the biggest film of my career.
PICKFORD. (Releasing her hands from his.) That s not the same thing. Is
Hedda Hopper right or do we force her to retract?

CHAPLIN. I showed Doug everything this morning,.

PICKFORD. And?

CHAPLIN. And he loved it. He s one hundred percent behind it.
PICKFORD. Shall T call him?

CHAPLIN. —Can you?

PICKFORD. If I need to.

CHAPLIN. How much nerve tonic would that require?

PICKFORD. Miss Hollombe? (Caught unaware, Hollombe desperately
runs to the door of Pickford s office. She pokes her head in, her mouth
stuffed with popcorn.)

HOLLOMBE. Yes, Miss Pickford?

PICKFORD. Call Doug Fairbanks.

HOLLOMBE. Yes, Miss Pickford.

CHAPLIN. Just remembered. You can t. He s on the road to Santa
Barbara with Lady whats-her-face. The young one. You Il simply have to
trust me.

PICKFORD. —That will be all, Miss Hollombe. (Hollombe returns to her
desk.)

CHAPLIN. Don t dismiss her; I like her.

HOLLOMBE. (Shouting.) 1 like you too! (Pickford and Chaplin, not
wanting to be overheard, speak softly over the following. Hollombe pushes
a button on the intercom and places her ear against it.)

PICKFORD. Is Hedda telling the truth?

CHAPLIN. Hedda’s a vulture, you know that. Always out to shoot me
down. And none of it’s ever true. Look at how often she prints that I'm
always debauching young women!

PICKFORD. You are always debauching young women!

CHAPLIN. Not debauching. Marrying! —And I always get the mother’s
consent.

PICKFORD. There s too much riding on this for you to be so glib. There
are unintended consequences to fame.
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CHAPLIN. Save the melodrama for the movies, please.

PICKFORD. Gloves off: You know how much I care about you. Can you
assure me that it s not an overtly radical film?

CHAPLIN: The only radical thing is that Chaplin speaks.

PICKFORD. Good American virtues?

CHAPLIN. They’re all there. Equality, hard work, pacifism, a celebration
of our differences. 1 don’t know why we’re even talking about this.
(Chaplin pushes the button on the intercom.)

HOLLOMBE. Yes?

CHAPLIN. Miss—?

HOLLOMBE. Hollombe.

CHAPLIN. Miss Hollombe, please call David Griffith and Joe Schenck.
HOLLOMBE. Yes, sir. (Hollombe picks up the phone over the following.)
CHAPLIN. I m sure the others will agree with me too. Let s take a full
vote of the ownership.

PICKFORD. (Entering reception.) Hang up, Miss Hollombe. —If you
and Doug are in favor of it, mine is the only other vote you need.
CHAPLIN. Then give it to me.

PICKFORD. I will if I can, but I may need to defer to a higher authority.
CHAPLIN. What authority is higher than the owners of the corporation?
(Gyssling enters suddenly.)

GYSSLING. Ah! T see that my return is timely.

CHAPLIN. Thank you. Leave your photo with the secretary. If we re

interested, we 1l call. (Chaplin enters Pickford s office. Gyssling is

amused. He directs Pickford to explain.)

PICKFORD. (Following Chaplin.) Charlie, this is—

CHAPLIN. Why didn t you tell me he was involved? I thought this was an
in-house discussion. Now I see the full extent of what Hedda Hopper s
Hollywood hath wrought: Georg Gyssling, professional nazi.

GYSSLING. (Entering Pickford s office.) Forgive me, if you please: I am

no longer known as Georg. I ve changed it to good, old George. A certain
degree of informality helps me fit in with the locals. It makes me
American. Though everyone has been so accommodating, I suspect I
would be just as welcome whether I am George or Georg.
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HOLLOMBE. (Standing in the doorway.) Or just as unwelcome.
GYSSLING. Maybe so, being the higher authority. (Gyssling hands his
hat to Hollombe and slams the door on her.) 1 hope this won’t take too
long; I’'m spending the holiday at Gary Cooper’s house in La Crescenta.
He’s formed a celebrity horse militia. And he’s asked me to advise them
how to ride down Foothill Drive in a show of force.

PICKFORD. Against what?

GYSSLING. He didn’t say.

CHAPLIN. —So you re here to stop production on my picture.
PICKFORD. Not necessarily—

CHAPLIN. You think he will leave here accepting anything less than the
complete destruction of my work?

GYSSLING. I assure you that is not my intent.

CHAPLIN. But it will be your last resort.

GYSSLING. You must admit Miss Hopper s column brought to light
some issues that should deeply concern the German people and their
government. Certainly, we could simply banish your picture outright, but
that seems unduly cruel.

CHAPLIN. Even for you?

GYSSLING. If you like. I am here to keep open the diplomatic channels,
to see that German ends are met through American means.

CHAPLIN. Meaning blackmail.

GYSSLING. To every nation its economic speciality. The Swiss make
clocks. The Americans make deals.

CHAPLIN. I am not an American. I m an artist, a citizen of the world. I
bring joy to all, no matter their nation.

GYSSLING. And you may continue bringing joy to Germany if your
picture meets the standards of our people. Article fifteen of the German
film code states that if a single film from a studio is found to be antithetical
to Aryan principles, then a/l films by that studio will be forever banned
from our market.

PICKFORD. You understand, Charlie? It s not just you. The whole studio
is at risk.
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CHAPLIN. But it is just me. All of it hinges on the destruction of my
picture.

PICKFORD. Let s not jump to conclusions. We’re all friends here,
Charlie. From what I understand, Mr. Gyssling wants only to finesse your
picture to make it acceptable to the German market.

CHAPLIN. You know better than that. This man is not a bridge, he s a
roadblock. Since when does Adolf Hitler tell us what to do?
PICKFORD. Adolf Hitler tells everyone what to do!

CHAPLIN. Since when do we listen?

PICKFORD. Since he started controlling our bottom line.

CHAPLIN. This is about more than money.

PICKFORD. There is nothing more than money, Charlie. Remember
where you came from.

CHAPLIN. How can I forget? That memory of poverty pervades my
work! It s that memory that compels me to speak!

PICKFORD. But the only thing that a/lows you to speak for the
downtrodden is the fact that you are no longer downtrodden! With all our
money, we do good things here, Charlie. We give independent artists a
voice. We provide good jobs to thousands of people, from the studio heads
to the girls who sell the popcorn. And we brighten a world that is rapidly
spiraling out of control. —I think those things are worth protecting.
CHAPLIN. My film is part of that too. It s also worth protecting.
PICKFORD. I m not saying it isn t. I m just pointing out that even the
Sistine Chapel ceiling wouldn t be here without an investment from the

pope. Every artist must adjust to please the patron. —So let s be
reasonable. Out of friendship. Will a few tweaks make that much
difference? We don t need to shut down production if you re willing to
work with us. There might be some changes we can make that will please
everyone.

GYSSLING. I m willing to listen. (Chaplin reluctantly gestures for

Pickford to proceed. She speaks to Gyssling.)
PICKFORD. Charlie assures me that the story is about a barber.
CHAPLIN. It is.

30



THE CONSUL, THE TRAMP, AND AMERICA’S SWEETHEART

GYSSLING. From what I understand, the barber is a defenseless little
Jew.

PICKFORD. (To Chaplin, significantly.) And here s where Charlie —is
going to cooperate. (Hollombe buzzes Pickford s office.) Yes?
HOLLOMBE. (Happily surprised.) Sorry, I couldn t help overhearing. Is
the Little Tramp Jewish?

PICKFORD. Miss Hollombe, what did I tell you earlier?

HOLLOMBE. You said you liked that I was stubborn and you were
always up for a question.

CHAPLIN. (Opening the door to reception.) Come in, my dear.
(Hollombe enters Pickford s office.)

PICKFORD. Charlie, what are you doing?

CHAPLIN. Why not? She s going to listen anyway. Besides, I like having
a neutral observer present. Someone without a vested interest. Keeps us all
on our best behavior.

PICKFORD. (To Hollombe.) Just remember my advice. (Pickford
gestures for Hollombe to lock her lips and throw away the key.)

THE PLAY IS NOT OVER!! TO FIND OUT HOW IT ENDS--
ORDER A COPY AT WWW.NEXTSTAGEPRESS.COM

31



