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Love and Death and Isabella Stewart Gardner 
 
 
 
C H A R A C T E R S 
 

Willliam Man in his late thirties.   Artist.   
Alyson Woman in her mid thirties.   Rich art gallery owner. 
Rafael Man in his late thirties.   Divorced.   
Alex Man in his late thirties.   Art scholar.   College roommate of William and 

Rafael.  
 
 
 
S E T T I N G   
 

Gothic Gallery of the Isabella Stewart Gardner museum.  Boston.  Now.  
 
 
 
S C E N I C  E L E M E N T S  
 

None.  Stage is bare.  Gallery details and paintings referred to are invisible to the 
audience. 
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(Lights up. 

Gothic Gallery of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum.  

William and Alyson stand center stage.  Alyson wears expensive 
professional outfit that shows off her svelte, yet curvaceous figure.  
She wears a museum admission clip [ISGM] on her lapel.  She 
carries an expensive Coach bag.  William wears casually expensive 
clothing.  His clip is attached to his shirt pocket.   

They both face forward and peer up slightly as though examining a 
portrait that hangs directly in front of the audience.) 

WILLIAM 
There she is. 

ALYSON 
Isabella Stewart Gardner.  She’s my hero. 

WILLIAM 
Really? 

ALYSON 
What better role model?  

WILLIAM 
She was very rich. . . .  

ALYSON 
. . . A museum known all over the world.  She gave me courage to name the gallery 

after myself.  Who knows . . . in a hundred years Alyson Britney Walsh Meyerson 

and Isabella Stewart Gardner may be mentioned in the same breath. 

WILLIAM 
. . . a pretty deep breath. 

ALYSON 
And your portrait of me — whenever you get around to painting it — will stand in the 

corner of the main gallery as though I were greeting each visitor personally.   

WILLIAM 
A hundred years is a long time to stand.  I’ll paint you sitting down.   
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ALYSON 
Put yourself in there someplace.  I’ll need the company. 

WILLIAM 
What about Jack?  I believe husbands. . . . 

ALYSON 
A jet flying off toward the horizon should take care of Jack. 

WILLIAM 
A realistic portrait. 

ALYSON 
I did a case study for this museum when I was at the B. School.  I wonder if they 

ever used it.  Of course, that was before the robbery.  Heads rolled after that.  
Imagine, William . . .  $ 300 million worth of art . . . stolen . . . ripped right out of their 

frames.  $ 300 million dollars . . .  

WILLIAM 
And now there’s no trace of them except for their empty frames. . . 

ALYSON 
. . . which have to be kept on display because of a loophole in her will. 

WILLIAM 
Poor Isabella. 

 (Alyson squints her eyes slightly as she stares at the portrait.) 

ALYSON 
She wasn’t very pretty. 

WILLIAM 
Maybe she had . . . personality. 

ALYSON 
Hmmm.  

WILLIAM 
Or gave good head.   
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ALYSON 
Probably both.  Still . . . John Singer Sargent was such a resourceful painter and if 

that’s all he had to work with. . . . 

WILLIAM 
In 1888 rhinoplasty was in its infancy, darling.   

ALYSON 
Yes. 

(Alyson gets the reference to her.  She laughs good-naturedly.  
William laughs.) 

Tease.  Are you feeling better? 

WILLIAM 
Hmmm? 

ALYSON 
We’ve been worried about you. 

WILLIAM 
I’m going through my blue period, I guess.  (Referring to the painting:)  Do you think 

she was happy? 

ALYSON 
Why not?  She had everything. 

WILLIAM 
(Gently:)  I wish things gave me as much pleasure as they give you, Ali.  What about 

the painter?   

ALYSON 
Sargent had his own studio upstairs.  Just think of the parties and the famous people 

he must have met here. . . . 

WILLIAM 
What if he was in love with her . . . an impossible love . . .?   

ALYSON 
Hmmm. . . .  
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WILLIAM 
Maybe that’s why he painted her . . . because he couldn’t possess her. 

ALYSON 
Ah, honey. . . . 

WILLIAM 
Canvas stretched over a wooden frame is a poor substitute for the real thing.  

(Alyson is touched by what William says.  She assumes he is 
talking about her.  She puts her head on his shoulder.) 

ALYSON 
Venice should cure that blue funk.  Just think . . . in a few short hours the three of us 

are going to be floating down the Grand Canal in a gondola! 

WILLIAM 
Did you pack your fertility pills? 

ALYSON 
Oh, honey . . . . You take such good care of me.   Don’t worry about that.  I’ve got it 

covered. 

(Alyson kisses him on the cheek.  Then looks around the gallery.)  

Are we almost done?  I want to work out before we meet Jack at the airport.   

(William leads Alyson to the rear of the stage.  Their backs are to 
the audience.)  

WILLIAM 
There’s just one more.  The one I brought you here to see.  You’re going to hate it, 

Ali.  (Teasing:)  It’s one of those paintings that you have to look at to get. 

(They stop in front of a “painting.”)  

ALYSON 
(Being a good sport:)  Give me a break, William.  Can I help it if abstract 

expressionism is hot right now?  I can appreciate other oeuvres.  Which is more than 

I can say for Isabella.  There she was at the birth of modernism and there isn’t . . .   

(Alyson bends over as though to read a plaque next to the 
painting.)   

ALYSON (CONT.) 
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Oh . . . look . . . she actually labeled this one. Fra. Lippo Bandinelli.  Florentine.  

1493.  Self Portrait.   

(Alyson stands straight.  Backs up.  Looks up at the painting.)   

Hmmm.  Nice. 

WILLIAM 
Do you see? 

ALYSON 
It’s a self portrait, William.  I get it. 

WILLIAM 
Look a little closer, darling.   

(William walks up to the painting.  His back is to Alyson.  He points 
out the portions of the painting he describes.)   

It  shows an artist painting a portrait . . . a nude of a young man.  There is his model.  

Perhaps his face is not much to look at, but his body. . . . 

(A mobile phone can be heard ringing in Alyson’s Coach bag.  
William doesn’t hear the phone.) 

ALYSON 
(Whispering:) Shit. 

(Alyson tip-toes away from William.  As she crosses stage, she 
reaches into bag and pulls phone out.   

Raphael enters the gallery.  He wears casual clothes with the 
museum clip attached to his shirt pocket.  He sees William.   

William, thinking Alyson is still standing there listening to him, 
continues. . . .) 

WILLIAM 
. . . in a pile behind the screen are the model’s clothes.  A peasant’s shirt and 

trousers.  Mud-stained and greasy . . . 

(Rafael smiles.   

Alyson moves off to the edge of stage.  She puts phone to her ear.) 

ALYSON 
(Whispering into phone:) Alison Britney Walsh Meyerson.      
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(Rafael crosses stage and stands behind and to the left of William.   

William doesn’t glance back.  He thinks Rafael is Alyson.) 

WILLIAM 
But the amazing thing is how the artist painted himself. . . . 

ALYSON 
Roger, I called to confirm our suite in Venice. . . .  The flight arrives in Italy tomorrow 

morning.   

WILLIAM 
. . . The painter is well into middle age.  He’s gray and balding.  He no longer has 

that reckless, youthful energy.  That joyful optimism. . . . 

ALYSON 
Yes . . .  I know it’s a week before the biennial opens . . .  

WILLIAM 
. . . Success has spoiled him.  Somewhere along the line he’s sold out and he 

spends his days painting whatever his rich patrons wish. . . . 

ALYSON 
Yes.  Three passes.   William, Jack, and I. . . . 

(Alyson wanders off stage left, speaking into phone.) 

WILLIAM 
. . . He’s lost something. His soul.  He’d give anything to go back in time and regain 
it.  How can you tell?  Look at the artist’s reflection in the hand mirror he’s holding . . 

. .  

RAFAEL 
His reflection is as youthful as the young man he’s painting.   

WILLIAM 
Yes.   

(William is taken aback by the voice.  He turns and sees Rafael.  
He is surprised.  Then very pleased.) 

WILLIAM (CONT.) 
Rafael! 
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(He moves to embrace Rafael.  But then stops abruptly and looks 
at Rafael with caution.  Rafael smiles shyly at William.) 

RAFAEL 
Bill.   

WILLIAM 
(Looking around the gallery:) Where is. . . ? 

RAFAEL 
The woman in yellow?  She had a phone call. 

WILLIAM 
Oh . . .   

(There is an uncomfortable pause.  Both look very awkward.) 

Why . . ?  How did you . . ? 

RAFAEL 
I was walking past the gallery and I heard a voice I’d recognize anywhere. 

WILLIAM 
You’ve changed.  You’re . . . you look great. 

RAFAEL 
It’s been a long time. 

WILLIAM 
Graduation.   

RAFAEL 
Fourteen years ago. 

WILLIAM 
Yes. 

(Uncomfortable pause.) 

What are you doing here? 

RAFAEL 
Vacation of sorts.  I flew in from L.A. 

WILLIAM 
With Molly — I assume you married her — and your 2-point-5 children? 
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RAFAEL 
Just one.  He’s five years old now. 

WILLIAM 
Oh.   

RAFAEL 
I’m alone. 

WILLIAM 
Oh.   

RAFAEL 
I mean . . . I’m here with Alex. 

WILLIAM 
Alex . . . is here? 

RAFAEL 
He’s back from New Delhi.  The story goes he got little fed up with not being 

recognized as the significant other of the minister for economic development . . .   

WILLIAM 
. . . Mahesh . . . 

RAFAEL 
So he went to an embassy wives tea in drag.   

WILLIAM 
What? 

RAFAEL 
He’s discovered cross-dressing.  

WILLIAM 
Inevitable, I suppose, but a long time in coming. 
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RAFAEL 
Everyone in the embassy thought it was funny.  But evidently the minister for 

economic development . . .  

WILLIAM 
. . . Mahesh, Alex’s boyfriend . . .  

RAFAEL 
No sense of humor.  He got pissed off.  Tears.  Accusations.  Recriminations.  

Frequent flier miles.  A big messy scene.  You know Alex.   

WILLIAM 
I’m surprised you still do. 

RAFAEL 
We’ve managed to keep in touch.  He hasn’t mentioned it? 

WILLIAM 
No. 

RAFAEL 
Alex hasn’t told you anything about me? 

WILLIAM 
It’s against the rules. 

(Awkward pause.) 

RAFAEL 
I’m staying with him.  He’s kept the old apartment in Harvard Square.  Can you 

believe it? 

WILLIAM 
Yes.  I lived there for twelve years.   

 RAFAEL 
I’m staying in our old room. . . . 

WILLIAM 
. . . My old room.  How long are you going to be in town? 

(Rafael shrugs.) 

Where’s Alex? 

RAFAEL 
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The gallery below us. 

(Rafael walks stage right and points down, as though he is pointing 
down a staircase to the gallery below.   

William crosses and looks down to where Rafael points.) 

WILLIAM 
Oh dear god.   

RAFAEL 
He wanted to play Society Matron for a Day.  It started with brunch at the museum 

restaurant. 

WILLIAM 
How many Bloody Marys? 

RAFAEL 
Three. 

WILLIAM 
Who are those people? 

RAFAEL 
Scandinavian and Japanese tourists.   

WILLIAM 
Why are they following him? 

RAFAEL 
It’s a new routine called Docent for a Day.  When I paid the bill, he marched into the 
first gallery, started expounding in a loud voice, and they lined up and followed him.  

It’s been going on for 45 minutes.   

WILLIAM 
He’s leading a tour of the museum? 

RAFAEL 
One helluva tour.  That decade it took him to get his Ph.D. in art history is finally 

paying off.  Though the tour isn’t so much about the pieces of art, but about the 

debauchery of the museum’s founder.   

WILLIAM 
Isabella Stewart Gardner. 
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RAFAEL 
He’s getting pretty . . . graphic.  Fortunately, his audience really doesn’t understand 

much English and he’s speaking in an accent so thick it’s almost impenetrable. 

WILLIAM 
French . . . German. . . Norwegian . . . Russian. . . ? 

RAFAEL 
Yes. 

WILLIAM 
He never could stay in the same country for long. 

RAFAEL 
I was laughing so hard I had to leave.  I was never any good at those games you two 

played, you know. 

WILLIAM 
All that “gay shit”? 

RAFAEL 
I guess I didn’t always get it.   

WILLIAM 
God were we young.  And fearless.  And pretentious.  And self-centered.   

RAFAEL 
And insecure.  And frightened.  And occasionally cruel. 

(Awkward pause.) 

WILLIAM 
Why did you hang around with us so much?  You were my roommate freshman 

year.  Just the luck of the draw.  But when we moved to the apartment for the 
second year, why did you come with us?  You had Molly and your uptight straight 

friends.  Why did you want to put up with all that gay shit? 
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RAFAEL 
 (Awkwardly:)  Do you ever wish that there could be some way. . . to go back in time 

and fix all the bad things . . . the cruel things you’ve done? 

WILLIAM 
But you can’t. 

(Rafael crosses closer to William.) 

RAFAEL 
I’m sorry about that night before graduation. 

WILLIAM 
No permanent damage.  Just a black eye.  It faded. . . slowly.  And then it 

disappeared . . . just like you. 

(Alyson enters.  Crosses to William.  She puts her arm through 
William’s.  William sees her.) 

Ali . . .  There’s someone I’d like you to meet.  Rafael Ravicci.  My college 

roommate.  Freshman year through . . . the night before graduation. 

ALYSON 
(Extending hand:) Alyson Britney Walsh Meyerson. 

RAFAEL 
(Shaking Alyson’s hand:)  Britney Walsh. . .  I’ve seen that name someplace before.   

WILLIAM 
You’ve pissed on it a million times.   

RAFAEL 
What? 

ALYSON 
A little joke of William’s.  My grandfather made his fortune in porcelain fixtures. 

WILLIAM 
Urinals.  

ALYSON 
Much to my family’s chagrin, he had our name stamped into everything he sold.   

RAFAEL 
Just thank god your name isn’t Tampax or Masingale . . .  
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WILLIAM 
or Ridd, or Echipep or . . . . 

ALYSON 
Yes!  Thank god!  (Changing subject:)  Roommates?  What a coincidence.  William 

and I are roommates. 

RAFAEL 
Really? 

ALYSON 
You should have seen his nasty little rat-hole of an apartment in Harvard square . . . 
and the people he shared it with!  Now William has his own studio and the run of our 

fifty-eight acre estate in Lincoln. 

WILLIAM 
Ali and her husband, Jack, are patrons of the arts.  They let me live and work on 

their estate. 

ALYSON 
I have a gallery.  The Alyson Britney Walsh Meyerson Collection.  Newbury Street. 

William is my first discovery! 

WILLIAM 
Ali and her husband, Jack, are patrons of the arts. 

ALYSON 
I’m sure I’ve seen you before.  What do you do for work, Mr. . . . Varicci? 

RAFAEL 
Portfolio manager.  I was a portfolio manager. 

ALYSON 
Oh!  We’re in the same business.  That’s what I learned at the B. School.  I went to 
the B. School.  When you think about it, what’s the difference between an art show 

and a public offering?   

RAFAEL 
Umm. . . . 

ALYSON 
In both cases when you buy, you purchase earning potential.  The only true value of 

a commodity is the buyer’s perception of the profit they’ll gain from its future sale.   



 

Love and Death and Isabella Stewart Gardner 16 

RAFAEL 
So the art doesn’t speak for itself. 

ALYSON 
It’s usually pretty mute. 

RAFAEL 
And Bill’s paintings? 

ALYSON 
Oh . . . well . . . William is always the exception.  Are you married? 

RAFAEL 
What day is it? 

ALYSON 
Saturday, the 23rd. 

RAFAEL 
No. 

ALYSON 
Divorced . . . 

RAFAEL 
She found someone else . . . a commodity with a little higher earning potential. 

ALYSON 
Oh . . . 

WILLIAM 
Did I tell you that Ali and her husband, Jack, are patrons of the arts? 

ALYSON 
You look so familiar. Where did you get your MBA?  

(Alex enters the gallery.  He is six-foot-four-inches tall and is a large 
and powerful man.  He is dressed in a woman’s riding habit — 
jacket, jodhpurs, riding boots, riding hat with veil.  The ISGM clip is 
attached to the brim of his hat.  He carries a riding crop.  He is 
followed by a line of foreign tourists.  Like the paintings, these 
tourists are not visible to the audience.) 

ALEX 
Please to hurry into rim.  Please all.  Komen.  Komen sie herien! 

ALYSON 
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Oh . . . my . . . god.  Is that Alex?!  I thought Mahesh took him away to Delhi . . . for 

good.  What is he doing here? 

WILLIAM 
Leading a tour, darling. 

(Alex uses the riding crop to heard the people into the gallery.) 

ALEX 
All into rim.  Bitte.  Bitte. 

WILLIAM 
What is that?  A riding habit? 

RAFAEL 
He’s going for that Fresh from a Wellesely Fox Hunt look. 

WILLIAM 
Fox hunts . . . in Wellesley? 

ALEX  
Sis ist da lost rim.  Zee lost stop on da tooor.  Anyvun to . . . as we say . . . 

summarize . . . vat vee learn zo far?  No?  Humph!  Well then.  I go.  Her name?  

Isabella Stewart Gardner.  Zis is her museum.  Zeez are wery nice thing she collect.  

Her husband?  Monsieur Jack.  Wery rich.  Wery Evil.  So goes hand und hand most 
of time, yah?  Isabella.  Wery Irish.  Wery Catholic.  Wery drunk.  Irish.  Catholic.  

Drunk.  Hand und hand. 

ALYSON 
What!? 

WILLIAM 
Whoops . . . ! 
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ALEX 
Vee know zat ven she drink too much — most nights — she go on rampage through 

gallery and throw excrement at favorite paintings.  That’s why they so dingy.  

Remember?  I answer the why so dingy question before.  Dats why. 

ALYSON 
(Appalled:) Jesus! 

ALEX 
Vee alzo know zat some of ziz brick brack — zom Rembrandts, Titians, Degas, und 

other minor painters — vas stolen.  Vee see da empty frames.  But who by is sis art 

stolen . . . by?  In ziz, da lost ruuuum, vee tie up all da loooose strand of da story.  

And zen vee are dun.   

WILLIAM 
(To Rafael:) How many Bloody Marys? 

RAFAEL 
Three? 

ALEX 
We have come to za last gallery called gothic gallery.  Very pretty, nicht var?  Yah?  

Nein.  Sis rim . . . sis gallery . . . sis museum is . . . DEATH!  Is a tomba.   

WILLIAM 
(Raising his hand:)  Aber Madame!  (Pointing to a portrait:)  Vat of sis lovely still life 

of spring flowers und apples und brot und cheese.  Zo butte-ful, und life reaffirming. 

(Alex sees William for the first time.) 

ALEX 
(Happily:)  Oh!!  

(Then he sees Alyson and his face becomes dark.) 

Ugh!!!  (To William:)  No no no no no, monsieur.  You can doll sis still life up all you 

vant, but it is still Death!  (To the rest:)  In sis rimmm we have za combination of za 

sacred und za profane.  Like all aspects of Isabella’s life zay fur in constant  
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ALEX (CONT.) 
dynameek tension. Now zen . . . In minds eye, I take you back to za last night of 

Isabella’s life.   

WILLIAM 
(To Rafeal:) He’s going for broke. 

ALEX 
Poor Isabella.  Vidowed und lonely all zeez years . . .  Her zoziety friends?  Gone.  
Only her art left to amuse her.  Now she going blind.  And da art too vill soon be 

gone.  What to do?  She summon groundkeeper, housekeeper. . . . 

 WILLIAM 
. . . bookkeeper. . . . 

RAFAEL 
. . . beekeeper. . . . 

WILLIAM 
. . . keykeeper. . . . 

ALEX 
Yah! Und newspaper editor, mayor . . . . 

RAFAEL 
. . . governor. . . . 

WILLIAM 
. . . senator. . . . 

ALEX 
Only one, she democrat — she bring all to ziz wery ruuum za last night op her life.  

When come, she says to dem, “I summon you all here to zee zeeze things.   I know 

you all zee dem many times before, but I vant you to loooook at dem as though vit 

new eyes.”   

(Alex points center stage to the portrait.)  

Den she cross to her portrait dort druben.  Paint by Yawn Singer Sargent in 1888.  

She says, “I vant you to look at me as though for first time.”  Beautiful, nicht var? 

(Alex strikes his jodhpurs with his riding crop.) 

ALEX  (CONT.) 
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Not me!  Da portrait, dammit!   

(Alex points again to portrait.) 

Here vee have za sacred Issabella . . . St. Issabella.   

(Alex uses crop to point out the sections of the painting.) 

Za halo behind da head.   

WILLIAM 
Za purity of expression, sacred martyred rapture. . . . 

RAFAEL 
Za pearls wrapped round da throat und da vaste. . . . 

ALEX 
Strings of pearls!  Und vat do we know about pearls?  Vat do zey mean?  Hmm?   

(William and Rafael are about to respond.  Alex points at an 
invisible tourist.) 

Yah! . . . Ovaries.  You’ve been listening!  Muzer of pearl.  Pearls before swine . . . 

Ovum.  Zay mean fertility.  But. . . vat do vee know about St. Issabella?   

(Alex points at an invisible tourist.) 

Yah!  No babies.  Barren.  Ziz vas decades before mad scientist invent fertility drugs 

for evil people who God decide don’t deserve children.   

ALYSON 
Oh!  

WILLIAM 
(Shaking head:)  Alex . . . . 

ALEX 
Vee look clozer.  Corsett.  Wery tight.   

(Alex clenches hands.) 

Hands.  Clench wery tight.  Strangle womba.  Halo.  Pearls . . . . 
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WILLIAM 
. . . clench corsette . . . 

RAFAEL 
. . . strangle hands . . .  

ALEX 
Barren.  Sargent very witty man have little joke, nicht var?  Isabella, she have good 

sense humor.  Iz zare little joke togezer.  Zare joke on no-fun, stupid, rich 

Bostonians who have very big modern gallery on Newbury Street. 

WILLIAM 
Ouch! 

ALYSON 
(Under breath:) The son of a bitch . . .  

RAFAEL 
(Not getting the references:)  I think he misses teaching. 

ALEX 
But sat night, sa night she die, she have flood light.  She shine light at painting und 

audience gasp in horror.  Do anyvon know what pentimento ist?  Hm?   

(Alex points at an invisible tourist.) 

Ya!  Zehr goot.  Pentimento is za picture underneath.  You see Sargent have nother 

joke.  Only visible under flood light.  He paint Mr. Jack, za husband, underneath.  In 
zis pentimento painting, Monsieur Jack has red skin and is wearing horns on head.  

Za DEVIL!  Only visible under bright light.  That is za real reason za gallery only 

exhibits ooonder sa natural light.  Don’t believe zose other docents!  “Oh, it make za 

paintings look zo natural!”  Zay lie.  Only I tell truth.  

RAFAEL 
But, madame, vy za red skin und za horns?   

WILLIAM 
Ach!  Goot kvestion, mine herr!   
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ALEX 
It vas no zecret zat Isabella und Jack . . . zay have no talent.  Those that can not 

make art most feed off za talent of others.  Zay must zuck it dry.  Zargent know 

zumthing he can’t tell, but for his art!.   

(Alex changes to confidential, diabolical tone.) 

Jack, he is evil man. Za night of her death, Isabella tell audience Jack vas vant to 

collect more zen art.  He must have people too!  He use Isabella to lure beautiful 

talented boys.  “Come.  I give you studio on fifty-eight acre estate in Lincoln.  You 

leave friends who are vierd.  You paint.  You be happy.  You get fucked by my 

husband.”   

ALYSON 
Oh! 

ALEX 
Shocking.  I know.  But vee must never fear sa truth.  And seez beautiful boys?  Zay 

paint.  Zay get fucked.  Zay get depressed.  Almozt zuizidal because zay can’t be vit 

der friends.  Because zay zell dare zouls to da devil and paint only vat Isabella vant 

dem to paint.  Und sa boyz grow old und unhappy.  Und Isabella sell art und make 
more money zat she don’t need.  You zee sis vas no beautiful menage et twa.  No 

run-of-mill three vay vit love und respect und passion by all three partners.  No.  Ziz 

vas evil!  Zoon, Monsieur Jack, he get tire of each za pretty boy.  Zayz not zo pretty 

when day lonely und depressed und moping around da estate.  And zen vat 

happen? 

ALYSON 
William, stop him! 

WILLIAM 
It would only make it worse.  Trust me. 

ALEX 
It was no secret zat between 1860 und 1891 more zen twenty promising young 

painters disappear without trace from za Boston art scene?  Poof!  Where go?   

(Alex crosses stage left and points.) 

ALEX  (CONT.) 
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From behind siz alter, Isabella takes . . . sledgehammer.   

(Alex pantomimes picking up sledgehammer.  Then he crosses 
himself.) 

She cross self like good Catholic, und she drag hammer to sis wall.  And she 

pounds.  Und she pounds.   

(Alex pantomimes pounding the walls with a sledgehammer.) 

RAFAEL 
Und she pounds.  Und she pounds!  Und she pounds! 

ALEX 
Enough pounding already!  Und sa bricks come down and what do za horrified 

audience zee?  Za boyz.  Not zo beautiful no more.  Dead.  Just bones.  Vit 
manacles around hands and feet.  Za mouth is open.  Screams.  Evil Mr. Jack.  

Every vall of gallery hides bones of beautiful young painter boy. 

ALYSON 
Oh, my god.  William, this is too much. 

WILLIAM 
Yes. 

ALEX 
Yawn Singer Sargent?  He escape!  But not so the beautiful boys.  See?  There vas 

reason Isabella construct building in shape of za lovely Roman sarcophagus vee 

view downstairs.  Because this museum is filled with death!  And all the works inside 

Death!   

(Alex crosses himself.) 

Poor Isabella.  She drop dead when bones discover are.  Sa people?  Za important 

people she summon to hear her confession?  Zay cover up.  Of course.  Zay are 

men of power.  No story must appear to ruin memory St. Isabella.   

(Alex changes to an ominous tone.)   
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ALEX  (CONT.) 
But zare is something zay can’t cover up.  No one can cover up!  I have seen sis vit 

mine own eyes.  Each year at za stroke von midnight on za anniversary of St. 
Isabella’s death . . . You can hear za moans and groans from deep within zeez werry 

valls . . .  vich are, ya, tombs.  It is sa spirits of sa murdered boyz comes back to life.  

You hear za beautiful boyz cry “let me out!  Please someone.  I can’t breathe. Let 

me out!”  And you can zee zer long thing fingers, hands und arms creep through the 

cracks in za valls and reach out. . . reach out . . . for what?  No Mr. Jack.  He dead.  
No Isabella.  She dead.  Zay reach out. . . for za art.  For za art zat Monsieur Jack 

und St. Isabella stole from them.  Zay reach out und hold za art und caress it.  It is 

zare only solace. . . And if on occasion they happen to take back a painting. . . back 

to the spirit world, who is to blame them?  Yah, mein madames und herren . . . Zat is 

vat became of sa stolen paintings.  Za Rembrandts, Titians, Degas . . . Zay have 
been reclaimed by spirits of za museum.  Za beautiful boyz zo cruely murdered at 

the hands of Monsieur Jack.  Zat is vy zeez paintings vill never be zeen by meer 

humans again.  No.  Never to be seen again! 

(Alex changes to a light, happy tone.)   

Und dat is za end of my story Love und Death und Isabella Stewart Gardner.  

(Rafael claps his hands — he hasn’t understood most of Alex’s 
innuendo.  William has been hurt by a great deal of what Alex has 
said, but he smiles despite himself.  Alyson seethes.)  

RAFAEL 
Brava!  

ALEX 
Zank you.  Zank you very much.  Now don’t forget on your way out to stop at za gift 

store.  Zer are some lovely pieces zer.  Und by the way, gratuities are not included in 

za price of admission. 

(Alex crosses to William, Alyson, and Rafael.  He dabs the sweat 
off his face with an expensive handkerchief.  William shakes his 
head at Alex.) 

It feels so good to be back in the Boston art scene. 

RAFAEL 
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(Laughing:)  Brilliant. 

ALYSON 
Disgusting! 

(Alex embraces William.) 

ALEX 
Billy, Baby!  When are you coming back home to Harvard Square? 

WILLIAM 
Rafael told me about India.  Are you okay? 

ALEX 
I did a bad, bad thing. 

WILLIAM 
(Shaking his head sadly:)  You can’t help yourself, baby.   

ALEX 
The embassy was like a gloriously decorated tomb.  Can you imagine being 

something no one has a name for?  Gay boyfriend for the minister of economic 

development didn’t fit on any of the place cards, so I wasn’t even invited to the 

dinners! It was like being buried alive.  But Mehash wouldn’t listen and now I’m 

afraid he’ll never forgive me.  I guess I’m just not cracked up to be a diplomat’s wife. 

WILLIAM 
If he really loves you, he’ll forgive you. 

ALYSON 
But what you did right now was pretty unforgivable, if you ask me. 

WILLIAM 
(Trying to placate her:)  Let’s talk about this later, honey. . . . 

ALEX 
Alyson, I had my head down the toilet a few weeks ago and there you were, right 

before my very eyes. 
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ALYSON 
I see you’re shopping at Lane Bryant these days, Alex. 

ALEX 
Fag hag-ery becomes you, Alyson.  You’ve kept Billy for two whole years and you’ve 

hardly gained 30 pounds. 

ALYSON 
Put a wig on a man and he becomes an absolute bitch. 

ALEX 
At least I can take mine off. 

ALYSON 
Why do drag queens always seem to leave out a woman’s nurturing side? 

ALEX 
What have you nurtured lately, Alyson?  Besides, of course, the giant grudge you 

have for me and the rest of Billy’s friends? 

ALYSON 
What you did today in this gallery is unforgivable!   

ALEX 
Really?  Which part? 

ALYSON 
All of it.  Jack and Isabella were good people, Alex.  They dedicated their lives not 

only to art and culture, but to the poor and disadvantaged.  She wasn’t barren, Alex.  

They had a child, but he died when he was three and that nearly destroyed her.  

They may have been a little eccentric, but they did not seduce boys and wall them 

up in the galleries! 

ALEX 
I’m glad I nailed all the other details. 

ALYSON 
People come from all over the world to see this art.  And you ruined it for them!  Why 

didn’t someone stop him.  Where was security? 

WILLIAM 
(Trying to pacify her:)  Unfortunately, the ISGM isn’t known for its security. 
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ALYSON 
Lies all of it!  You know, Alex, those who can’t create, or who can’t even appreciate, 

or nurture talent . . . do you know what these invidious little people do?  They 
destroy.  That’s what you do, Alex.  I don’t care how clever or educated you are.  

You go that extra 5 steps too far and you ruin things.  You destroy. 

(The last remark has visibly wounded Alex.) 

The only reason you hate me is because you’re a confused, pathetic little man who 

resents the success of others.  I didn’t take William from you . . . He ran!  Childish.  
When are you going to grow up, Alex? (To William:)  See what I’ve rescued you 

from? 

WILLIAM 
Ali. . . .  

ALYSON 
I’m going to call for the car, William.  We’ve got a lot of little errands to run before our 

flight. 

(Alyson takes phone out of bag and storms off stage left.) 

ALEX 
Flush!!  (Feigning ignorance:)  What do you suppose she meant by all that?   

WILLIAM 
Alex . . . what are we going to do with you? 

ALEX 
Can’t you see what she’s doing to you?  It breaks my heart.   

WILLIAM 
Because I’m no longer living with you? 

ALEX 
You’re not the same William.  You used to be so happy in Harvard Square.  And now 

look at you . . . and your art . . . it sells, but it may as well have been painted on an 

assembly line.  I can tell you’re not happy. 
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WILLIAM 
(Trying not to get upset:)  I’ve finally found a way to paint and feed myself, Alex.  I 

just don’t have the time or energy to be as obnoxious as I used to be.  I’m getting 

old.  

ALEX 
Billy, I’ve been to Lincoln for dinner.  I’ve seen . . . that man . . . that woman . . . It’s 

creepy. . . . 

WILLIAM 
… Alex. . . . 

ALEX 
… It’s like you’re their household pet . . . their lapdog.  She’s domesticated you, Billy.  

After a hard evening of playing fetch and bury the bone with Mr. Jack, I can just see 

you sleeping on a little pillow at the foot of their bed!  They’ve bought you, Billy.   

WILLIAM 
. . . Alex, your little game was cruel. . . . 

ALEX 
. . . Only art usually increases in value over the years.  What do you do with an old 

dog who can’t fetch as well as he used to Billy?  Trust me, when the next cute little 

puppy comes along. . . .  

RAFAEL 
Stop!  (To William:) I’ve always sucked at these games. 

WILLIAM 
(Upset:)  I’m there because I choose to be.  They’re not evil.  They’re just rich.  It’s 

not perfect . . . it’s not exactly what I would have predicted for myself 14 years ago.  

But you can’t just hang around and wait for something better to come along and 

make you happy. To be a success, at some point you just have to settle, Alex. 

RAFAEL 
Alex, I think you better. . . ? 
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ALEX 
Ok . . . ok . . .  I’m an asshole.  We all know that.  I’m sorry.  I went too far . . . like 

usual.  I was just having so much goddamned fun.  You, Raffie, and I . . . just like old 
times.  I haven’t had that much fun since the time freshman year when we switched 

the restroom signs at the stadium right before halftime. . . .  

RAFAEL 
Or the time we got kicked out of that sex-addict support group.   

ALEX 
It’s been a long time, hasn’t it? 

WILLIAM 
(Chiding Alex:)  Murdered artists, Alex? 

 (William sighs and shakes his head at Alex.) 

ALEX 
I’m sorry I went too far.   

WILLIAM 
You always do.  It’s like a test you put us through over and over again. 

ALEX 
Forgive me? 

WILLIAM 
(Giving up:)  I always do.  I don’t know why, but. . . . 

(Alex embraces William.) 

ALEX 
I worry about you so much.  You’re not the same old William.  I miss him. 

WILLIAM 
How did you know I’d be here? 

ALEX 
(Feigning ignorance:)  What do you mean?   

WILLIAM 
(Knowing better:)  Alex . . .  
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ALEX 
Alyson needs to fire that new secretary.  He’s a complete sieve.  I couldn’t have you 

sprinting of to Venice without seeing Raffie.  He has something he has to tell you 

and you’re going to listen. 

WILLIAM 
You broke the rules, Alex. 

ALEX 
Fuck the rules, William.  I’ve put up with fourteen years of that goddamned rules 

nonsense.  Raffie, if this little plan is going to work. . . . 

(Rafael holds Williams elbow and leads him to the side.) 

RAFAEL 
Bill, the fourteen years I spent with Molly . . . I did what was expected of me.  What I 
was supposed to do.  Every night, “I love you, dear.”  “I love you too, sweetheart.”  

Then one day I came home from a business trip and she was gone.  She had 

packed up our son and moved in with her new man  . . . And it was like all of a 

sudden a fourteen-year-old fog had lifted and I didn’t know where I was.  In the 

bright light of day, my whole world was frightening and lonely.  You know what I 

mean? 

WILLIAM 
I don’t know, Raffie . . .  for some reason I’m doubting the sincerity of this heart-

wrenching little story. 

RAFAEL 
The night before graduation . . .  You and I had lived together for four years.  We 

went to class together, ate all our meals together, spent summer vacations together.  

You know, your mother still sends me a Christmas card every year?  Remember . . . 

in our room in the apartment in Harvard Square?  How we’d talk late into the night 
about . . . everything . . . our classes  . . . your boyfriends . . . my girlfriends?  For 

four years we shared everything.  And then the night before graduation . . . you said 

something . . .  I didn’t want to hear, because if it were true it would ruin everything a 

man is supposed to do to be a success.  Get married.  Raise a family.  Work your 

ass off to support them and then have a heart attack  

RAFAEL  (CONT.) 
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before you’re 60.  And that’s the life I was living with Molly, until . . .  She had been 

cheating on me for over a year, Bill.  Why hadn’t I seen it?  That’s the big question . . 

.  How can you spend fourteen years with someone and wake up one day and find 
you’ve been living with a complete stranger?  Or was it me?  Who was the stranger?  

Maybe she woke up one day and for the first time  . . . saw me.  And then I suddenly 

thought about that night.  The night before graduation.  You said something that 

night . . . something I couldn’t handle.   Because it would have meant something . . . 

that every moment we had spent together for four years was . . . was . . . What you 

said . . . that night . . . I just want to . . . I need to know . . .  did you really mean it?  

WILLIAM 
That was fourteen years ago, Raffie.  You can’t put a bookmark in someone’s life 

and come back fourteen years later and expect to find your place.   

RAFAEL 
Bill. . . . 

WILLIAM 
What do you expect from me, Raffie?! 

RAFAEL 
Help . . .? 

WILLIAM 
Don’t include me in your mid-life crisis, Raffie.  Happiness for you is just a twenty-

year-old cheerleader in the passenger seat of your new Italian roadster.  

(Alyson enters stage left.) 

ALEX 
Quick!  Somebody grab a plunger! 

(Alyson crosses to William.) 

ALYSON 
Change of plans, William.  Jack managed to get an upgrade on an earlier flight.  

Unfortunately it leaves in two hours and you know how angry he gets when we’re  

ALYSON  (CONT.) 
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not there at least an hour in advance.  (Shaking Rafael’s hand:)  It’s very nice to 

meet you, Raphael.  You look so familiar . . . I know I’ve seen your face someplace 

before. 

ALEX 
You’ve seen it a thousand times, Alyson. 

ALYSON 
Really, Alex?  Where? 

ALEX 
How about in the great room of your estate in Lincoln?  The portrait hanging over 
your fireplace that Billy painted?  You can’t mistake those soulful eyes, that 

sensuous mouth . . .  

RAFAEL 
You’ve painted a portrait of me? 

ALEX 
Only three dozen in the past fourteen years.  I took one with me to New Delhi.  

WILLIAM 
Alex! 

ALEX 
Ooops!  I guess zat vas a zecret! 

RAFAEL 
Bill. . . . 

ALYSON 
(Disturbed:) Oh . . . Yes.  I guess there is a resemblance.  Vaguely.  (To William:)  

You told me he was an old friend who had died. 

ALEX 
Vell, he’s risen from sa dead, Alison.  Valled up for fourteen years . . . he’s 

retuuuuurned to reclaim his. . . . 

 (Alyson tries to rush William out of the gallery.) 



 

Love and Death and Isabella Stewart Gardner 33 

ALYSON 
Shut up, Alex.  We better hurry, William. 

RAFAEL 
Alyson, could I ask you a favor? 

ALYSON 
Yes? 

RAFAEL 
Bill and I have a lot of catching up to do.  One of those old roommate things, you 

know?  Could you go alone to the airport?  I have a car.  It’s only a rented Camry, 

but I think it will get Bill to the airport in time. 

ALYSON 
Is that . . . okay with you? 

RAFAEL 
Please? 

WILLIAM 
Camry’s are perfectly reliable cars, darling. 

ALYSON 
Hurry, okay?  Jack’s really been looking forward to this trip.  Just the three of us . . . 

and . . . and all that art!   

(Alyson reaches into Coach bag.  Takes out a ring box that’s 
wrapped in Tiffany, robins-egg blue paper.  Alex’s eyes widen.) 

Jack and I got you something.  You can’t open it now.  Jack made me promise to 
wait until we’re under the bridge of sighs.  It’s our two-year anniversary.  Two years 

since . . . since you moved in with us.   

(Alyson places box back in bag.) 

I’ve got some other news, William.  Jack wanted me to wait until you open the gift, 

but if you promise to act surprised . . . 

WILLIAM 
I promise, Ali. 
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ALYSON 
We waited to tell you until we were sure everything was okay.  I’m pregnant.  Three 

months.  You’re going to be a daddy! 

(William smiles.   

Rafael looks shocked. 

Alex looks the most shocked.  He drops his riding crop.) 

WILLIAM 
Ali . . . That’s wonderful. . . .  

ALYSON 
We decided not to tell you right away . . . all those false alarms, you know.  But this 

time . . . You’re going to be a daddy, William!   

WILLIAM 
And Jack. . . ? 

ALYSON 
Ecstatic.   I don’t know what we’d do without you, William.  You mean so much to . . . 

us.   

(Alyson embraces William. Kisses him.) 

So very much. 

(Alyson steps back.  She wipes tears from her eyes.) 

I’ve got to run.  The car is waiting and you know how much he hates it when we’re 

late.  See you at the airport, darling.  Don’t forget to act surprised! 

(Alyson exits stage left. 

Rafael and Alex stare in disbelief at William for a beat.) 

ALEX 
So you. . . ? 

WILLIAM 
Yes. 

ALEX 
. . . because Jack. . . ? 

WILLIAM 
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Sterile. 

ALEX 
. . . and Alyson. . . ? 

WILLIAM 
Two years worth of fertility drugs. 

ALEX 
Oh dear.  Artificial?  I hope . . .?! 

WILLIAM 
. . . Alex! 

ALEX 
Oh, Billy!  Why didn’t you tell me what was going on? 

WILLIAM 
They’re public people.  It’s really no one’s business.  Do you understand? 

ALEX 
And all along I thought they were just a “fun couple.” 

WILLIAM 
Well. . . . 

ALEX 
Thank God I was right about something!  I . . . I . . . I can’t believe it.  You’re going to 

be a father!  Congratulations, Billy, my love.  In celebration of this wonderful day, I’ve 
decided to forgive you for moving out.  And for being depressed and for painting all 

those awful assembly-line paintings for Alyson’s dreadful gallery.  And for being so 

obviously patient with me every time we’re seen together in public. 

(Alex hugs William.)  

Now if we can just figure out a way of rescuing your child from that evil man and that 
bitch, Alyson.  I know this charming little remote village way up high in the 

Himalayas.  Just think of it . . . you, Raffie, and me fathering a child in an open and 

free-thinking atmosphere purged of evil American materialistic imperialism. . . .  
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WILLIAM 
Alex . . . 

ALEX 
We’ll flesh-out the details later. 

(Alex winks a few times.  Then brings his hand to his eye.)  

Damn!  All these tears of joy have unglued a fall eyelash.  I’ll be right back! 

(Alex exits.)  

WILLIAM 
See?  A lot can happen in fourteen years, Raffie.   

RAFAEL 
Fatherhood is a big commitment, Bill.  Donating sperm is one thing, but. . . . 

WILLIAM 
I . . .  

RAFAEL 
Two fathers, William?  How’s the kid going to deal with that? 

WILLIAM 
What makes you think your son’s not already calling Molly’s new man “Daddy?”  

RAFAEL 
I don’t want you to regret anything. 

WILLIAM 
Do you regret your son? 

RAFAEL 
No.   

(Rafael thinks for a beat.) 

Alex was wrong.  This was a bad idea.  You just can’t turn the clock back 14 years. 

You don’t get second chances.  

(Rafael extends his hand to William.) 

Congratulations, Bill.  You lead an interesting life.  But does it make you as happy as 

we were fourteen years ago? 

(They shake hands.  Rafael’s words have moved William.   
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Alex re-enters.  He crosses back to William and Rafael, who stand 
side-by-side.  He smiles broadly.) 

ALEX 
Look at the three of us.  Just like old times!  My two favorite boys.  Together again.  

At last!  You don’t have to paint Rafael anymore, Billy.  He’s here! 

RAFAEL 
We better get going.  If we hurry, I bet we could beat Alyson’s limo to the airport. 

ALEX 
I forbid it! 

RAFAEL 
Alex! 

ALEX 
But, Rafie . . . after all we’ve . . .  

RAFAEL 
Five steps too far, Alex.  It’s not going to work. . . It never would have worked.  Let’s 

go.  

ALEX 
Honey, don’t give up!   

RAFAEL 
We’re leaving . . .   

ALEX 
What’s the rush?   The Biennial last a month and flights leave for Venice every day 
of the week.  I have to show you both my favorite painting in this dreary old place.  

It’s right over here. 

(Alex crosses to the painting at the rear of the gallery.  The one 
William was describing earlier.  They all are in front of the painting.  
Alex is closest to the painting.  William and Rafael stand behind 
him, side-by-side.  Alex can not see them.) 

Bandinelli’s self portrait.  At first glance it appears to be about an old master painting 

a portrait of a naked rent boy.  A surprisingly well-endowed rent boy —  

ALEX  (CONT.) 
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considering he’s Florentine.  Look at the loving way in which the artist is painting the 

young man . . . his brush caresses the boy’s flesh, fondling his skin with a beautiful, 

feathery light. . . . 

(William looks at Rafael’s face.  Rafael turns and catches William 
looking at him.  William looks down.) 

. . . But the face on the portrait is unfinished.  The painter is just starting that part.  

Now look at the old painter.  He’s looking not at his model’s face, but at his reflection 

in the hand mirror he holds.  It’s a self-portrait after all. . .   

RAFAEL 
What you said 14 years ago . . . Did you mean it? 

ALEX 
. . . But look at the reflection in the mirror.  You don’t see a balding old man with a 

gray beard, you see the face of the artist as a vibrant young man. . .    

RAFAEL 
Even if you don’t mean it . . . couldn’t mean it now . . . I just want to know . . .  

ALEX 
. . . The reflection in the mirror is his memory of the way he looked when he was the 

model’s age. . .  

(William turns to Rafael.  Rafael turns to William.  They look into 
each other’s eyes.) 

RAFAEL 
. . . I need to know that at some time in my life . . . some one found something in me 

. . . something real . . . something to truly desire . . . something to love. 

ALEX 
And that’s when you understand what the painting is all about.  The artist is nearing 

the end of his life, in fact he died a few short weeks after this painting was finished.  

He’d give anything to go back and recapture the past . . . revive the glorious golden 

days of his youth . . .  

(William and Rafael embrace.  William kisses Rafael tenderly.  
Rafael kisses him back.) 

ALEX  (CONT.) 
. . . and being a painter . . . he can! 
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(William and Rafael stop kissing.) 

WILLIAM 
You didn’t punch me this time. 

(Alex turns and sees William and Rafael kiss again.) 

ALEX 
Thank god!  I was beginning to think my plan would never work! 

WILLIAM 
India . . . L.A. . . . Lincoln . . . Venice!  What . . . what are we going to do now? 

(They both look at Alex.) 

ALEX 
Well . . . we’ll . . . we’ll. . . . 

(They look at each other, puzzled. 

Lights out.   

End of play.) 


