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GENTLY DOWN THE STREAM was originally produced in New
York by the Public Theater (Oskar Eustis, Artistic Director; Patrick
Willingham, Executive Director) in April 2017. It was directed by Sean
Mathias, the scenic design was by Derek McLane, the costume design
was by Michael Krass, the lighting design was by Peter Kaczorowski,
and the original music and sound design were by Rob Milburn and
Michael Bodeen. The cast was as follows:
BEAU ......................................................................... Harvey Fierstein
RUFUS ............................................................................. Gabriel Ebert
HARRY .................................................................... Christopher Sears
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CHARACTERS
BEAU
RUFUS
HARRY
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GENTLY DOWN
THE STREAM
Scene 1
London. 2001. The front room of Beau’s flat in Shepherd’s
Bush. There is a piano, and many, many filled bookcases.
One door leads outside; another to a bedroom. There is a
kitchenette on the side. Beauregard comes out of the kitchen,
carrying two cups of tea. He is sixty-one. Rufus comes out of
the bathroom, arranging his clothes. He is twenty-eight.
Beau hands him a cup of tea.
BEAU. It’s licorice and ginger. With honey and lemon. I didn’t put
in the honey and lemon myself, it’s part of the recipe. All in one little
teabag. Isn’t it amazing how they do that? No caffeine, of course.
Rufus sips it.
RUFUS. Wicked.
Pause.
So…
Pause.
BEAU. So…
RUFUS. Can I ask you something?
BEAU. Yes.
RUFUS. What was Mabel Mercer like?
BEAU. Sorry?
RUFUS. Mabel Mercer.
BEAU. How do you know about…
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RUFUS. (Grins.) I know a lot of things.
BEAU. Most probably. But Mabel Mercer?
RUFUS. (Proudly.) Absolutely. Greatest cabaret singer who ever lived.
BEAU. Well, yes, I suppose, but how did you know that I…
RUFUS. (Taps his head.) Ah!
BEAU. The internet’s supposed to be anonymous!
RUFUS. It is. Except for someone like me. My head is full of stuff,
you know what I mean? Have you done Google yet? It’s a new thing,
a search engine. Isn’t that a wonderful phrase? My mind’s a search
engine. It stores totally useless facts. Google should install an electric
sensor to my brain. I’m going to waste.
BEAU. I haven’t the slightest inkling what you are talking about…
RUFUS. I love your accent…
BEAU. But how did you place me with…
RUFUS. Your photograph. The one on your profile. I recognized
you. What did you call yourself?
BEAU. Don’t. I’m embarrassed.
RUFUS. “Autumn leaf ”
BEAU. You have just subjected me to extreme mortification.
RUFUS. What part of the South?
BEAU. What?
RUFUS. Your accent.
BEAU. You should know; it’s a useless fact.
RUFUS. But I don’t.
BEAU. New Orleans.
RUFUS. I thought New Orleans sounded like Southern mixed
with Brooklyn.
BEAU. It does. Keep listening. How did you place me with…
RUFUS. Mabel?
BEAU. Yes. You’re making me very nervous.
RUFUS. Someone told me.
BEAU. Someone told you? This assignation was public knowledge???
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RUFUS. I love the way you speak.
BEAU. I repeat…
RUFUS. (Smiles.) “Assignation”!
BEAU. I repeat…
RUFUS. Oh, keep your wig on. (Gleeful.) It’s not, is it?
BEAU. (Sighs.) You’re exasperating.
RUFUS. It’s great that you don’t dye it. Men look ghoulish with
dyed hair, don’t you think? People should be proud of their age.
BEAU. Age. (Suddenly alert.) Age! What am I doing here with a child?
RUFUS. I’m hardly a child. I’m twenty-eight. I have a law degree. I’m
a serious person.
BEAU. Nonetheless, I’m old enough to be your ancestor. I shouldn’t
have gone onto that idiot machine. What kind of name is Gaydar?
But then I thought no one would bother with me. And then you
popped up, chasing me through cyberspace. Coming on to me.
Making very enticing sexual suggestions, I might say. Which I hadn’t
expected. Not at my age. And, admittedly, it was very flattering, But
look at you… You’re so young you make me feel like a priest.
RUFUS. But I fancy you.
BEAU. How can you fancy me?
RUFUS. I like older…
BEAU. Old…
RUFUS. Old men.
BEAU. This probably has something to do with a father.
RUFUS. Why are you looking for an explanation?
BEAU. Or some kind of abuse early on…
RUFUS. No. Nothing like that. I just like older men.
BEAU. There has to be something lurking in your past…
RUFUS. You’re so American.
BEAU. What does that mean?
RUFUS. Everything has to have a reason. In England, nothing we do
makes any sense. That’s why we’re so vital, and why you’re sinking
fast, you know what I mean?
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BEAU. Yes, well, I am certain that’s a delicious sociological insight,
but nonetheless…
RUFUS. Yes! Yes! I heard the Brooklyn!
BEAU. What?
RUFUS. When you said “I am certain.” Don’t you think that’s
amazing? How did Brooklyn work its way into a Southern accent?
BEAU. I don’t know!
RUFUS. Don’t be upset. We had such nice sex. Didn’t we? I thought
we did… I’m sorry. Sorrrrrry. I talk too much.
Rufus playfully rests his head against Beau’s chest.
BEAU. (Stares at him.) Law degree?
RUFUS. I know, I know, I know, can you believe it? I’m a junior, in the
City, mergers and acquisitions, doesn’t that phrase just suggest a life…
BEAU. How did you know about Mabel?
RUFUS. A friend of mine, an older friend, who knows I’m fixated on
the middle of the twentieth century, particularly in America, mentioned
it when we were in Covent Garden.
BEAU. Covent Garden?
RUFUS. At Ralph’s.
BEAU. Ralph’s?
RUFUS. Yes.
BEAU. You saw me there?
RUFUS. Yes. Playing.
BEAU. Oh.
RUFUS. I’d seen you before. You play the piano there every night.
BEAU. Five nights.
RUFUS. Oh?
BEAU. Only five nights. So you knew everything about me when
you came over for…
RUFUS. An “assignation.”
BEAU. Indeed.
RUFUS. Not everything. Just that you accompanied Mabel Mercer
in the early sixties. That’s all.
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BEAU. You make me feel like…
RUFUS. What?
BEAU. Trivia.
RUFUS. (Takes his hand and kisses it.) Sorrrrry… (Kisses his lips.)
You wouldn’t like me if all I had to talk about were mergers and
acquisitions. Tell me about Mabel Mercer.
Beau is quiet, a bit lost in the past, a bit discombobulated by
the present.
Please.
Pause.
BEAU. She sat on a chair and she sang.
RUFUS. That’s it? Come on…I really want to know.
BEAU. You do, don’t you?
RUFUS. Yes, come on.
BEAU. Well, she sang in a little club. In New York. In the forties and
fifties. And sixties. She’d play an engagement at a club for seven or
eight years—years—and then move on to another club. Usually
downstairs. Not that many tables. She was big, I suppose overweight,
but that wasn’t a consideration, she was beautiful. Regal. She sat
with her hands clasped in her lap. She barely moved. And she sang.
RUFUS. Her voice?
BEAU. By the early sixties, not much. It had always been light. It got
lighter. But it didn’t matter. She made sense of a lyric in a way that
no other singer had before. It was the phrasing. And, of course, the
pronunciation. Her wonderful British enunciation, emphasizing
every vowel. She was born in Staffordshire. Her mother was English,
white, a music hall performer; her father a black American jazz
musician, who did a runner. She was, I suppose, a strange mixture
of Harlem and Buckingham Palace.
RUFUS. The songs?
BEAU. Ah. The songs. Written for her. Or rescued from a Broadway
show that had closed after a short run. They were almost always
melancholy and sophisticated and meant something other than
what they meant.
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Beau, a pianist expat living in London, meets Rufus, an eccentric young
lawyer, at the dawn of the internet dating revolution. After a life spent
recovering from the disappointment and hurt of loving men in a world
that refused to allow it, Beau is determined to keep his expectations low
with Rufus. But Rufus comes from a new generation of gay men who
believe happiness is as much their right as anyone else’s, and what
Beau assumed would be just another fling grows into one of the most
surprising and defining relationships of his life. A remarkably moving,
brilliantly funny love story, GENTLY DOWN THE STREAM reflects
the triumphs and heartbreaks of the entire length of the gay rights
movement, celebrating and mourning the ghosts of the men and women
who led the way for equality, marriage, and the right to dream.
“…Sherman paints a portrait of endurance in the face of discrimination, and
of how gay men…formed new families when their blood ones abandoned
them. Now there are marriage and children, but Beau, while awed by this
brave new world, is a daily reminder of the price that had to be paid. Left
unsaid, but looming over the show, is that…rights come, but they also go.”
—The New York Times
“Martin Sherman’s tender, funny and unconventional romance…deals
with seismic shifts in culture, attitudes and the differing expectations
for happiness. …[GENTLY DOWN THE STREAM] is hopeful, healing
and forward-looking, even as it reflects an old-fashioned boy-meets-boy
template but with a new twist.”
—Variety
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