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Characters


JEAN, thirty-four


MAUD, twenty-five, half-Indian


GEORGE, thirty-one, half-Indian, a solicitor


DOORMAN


ARTHUR, forty-seven, a writer


WAITER


WOODIE, thirties, Arthur’s secretary


UPTON, forties, a police sergeant


CAMPBELL, forty, a police inspector


MEEK, thirties, a solicitor


VACHELL, fifties, a barrister


BELLBOY


BUTTER, fifties, a police surgeon


ANSON, fifties, Chief Constable of Staffordshire


WYNN, late twenties


GREATOREX, late middle-age


STATIONMASTER


JEROME K. JEROME, forty-eight


SIR GEORGE PARKER, forty-five, Canadian


BRAM STOKER, sixty, Irish


 


 


Doubling


The play is written for eight actors. Arthur, George, Jean, Maud and Woodie do not double.


The other parts are played by two men in middle to late middle age, and a younger man, doubling as follows:


Doorman / Campbell / Butter / Greatorex / Stoker


Upton / Vachell / Anson / Parker


Waiter / Meek / Bellboy / Wynn / Stationmaster / Jerome


 


 


Setting


The play is set in London and the West Midlands. Most of the action is in late 1906 and early 1907. The characters’ ages are for late 1906.


 


 


Notation


A dash ( – ) means that a character is interrupted.


A slash ( / ) means that the next character to speak starts speaking at that point (what follows the slash need not be completed, it is there to indicate the character’s train of thought).


Ellipses (…) indicate that a character has interrupted him or herself.










 


 


ACT ONE


Scene One


In fact, a bedroom in the Hotel Metropole, London, September 1907. But currently, a darkness, through which we see the ghostly vision of a woman of thirty-four, her dark gold hair fallen, dressed in a white slip and holding a horseshoe of white heather. JEAN is of Scottish descent.


JEAN. How did it begin? It began as everything begins. A child wants to see.


JEAN is joined by a woman of twenty-five, plainly but formally dressed, carrying a suit of women’s clothes. She is half-Indian and her name is MAUD. JEAN hands her the horseshoe.


Apparently, he’d just learnt to walk. A door there to be pushed; he pushes it, walks in, and looks.


MAUD. And what did he…?


JEAN. A room, closed curtains, and the bed. And what was on the bed.


MAUD (handing JEAN items of clothing which JEAN puts on). And what was on the…?


JEAN. His first memory.


MAUD (helping JEAN into her suit). You know, I’m not sure George has a first memory. And, in our house, making things up was not encouraged.


JEAN (to MAUD). Of course not.


MAUD. Fibbers. Tellers of tall tales.


JEAN. Indeed. Whereas, with Arthur, it was different.


Behind the two women, another scene is emerging: the foyer of another London hotel.


A man who’ll spend his life telling stories of unnatural death. Who will eventually decide that death is not a locked door, but a door left ajar. His first memory: the dead body of his grandmother.


MAUD hands JEAN an item of clothing.


MAUD. And that’s how it began?


MAUD carries on helping JEAN to dress as we move into:








 


 


 


 


Scene Two


The foyer of the Grand Hotel, Charing Cross. Ten months earlier, December 1906. The foyer consists of tables, chairs, sofas, desks, lamps and hatstands. GEORGE enters and peers about. He is a man of thirty-one, half-Indian, behatted, neatly and respectably dressed, and carrying a case of papers. The hotel DOORMAN approaches.


DOORMAN. May I assist you?


GEORGE. This is the Charing Cross Hotel?


DOORMAN. It is.


GEORGE. I am – I have an appointment to meet someone. In the lobby?


The DOORMAN gestures round the stage. GEORGE peers.


I would imagine, in his later forties. A literary personage. With, I understand, a considerable moustache.


The DOORMAN looks round.


DOORMAN. I fear there is no personage of that description.


GEORGE. Then I’ll wait.


GEORGE goes to a winged armchair and sits, facing away from the entrance. He thinks of opening his case, but changes his mind. Picking up a newspaper, he reads that instead, holding it at a strange angle. At the same time, ARTHUR enters the hotel. He is a large, burly man of forty-seven, with a still-distinct Scottish accent and – as predicted – an impressive moustache. He carries a package.


ARTHUR. Good afternoon.


DOORMAN (recognising ARTHUR). Ah, good afternoon, Sir –


ARTHUR raises a finger to his lips, stopping the DOORMAN in his tracks.


ARTHUR. Thank you. I am meeting a young man. Of – I would imagine – Hindoo appearance.


DOORMAN (moving to escort ARTHUR). He’s over here, sir.


ARTHUR. No.


ARTHUR can see some of GEORGE, but not enough to see why the newspaper is at a peculiar angle. So he takes a chair, stands on it, and looks at GEORGE. The DOORMAN is taken aback by ARTHUR’s behaviour.


(To the DOORMAN.) Is there a private room I could use to conduct an interview?


DOORMAN. I’m sure there’s somewhere, Sir –


ARTHUR (interrupting again). Well, good.


(Insistent.) Thank you so much.


The DOORMAN goes in search of a private room, as:


JEAN. So, yes, that’s how it began. Like this.


Looking at ARTHUR.


The small boy stared, and, forty-five years on…


ARTHUR, satisfied with his covert inspection of GEORGE, descends from the chair and heads over to him.


MAUD (looking at GEORGE). …the grown man was still staring.


JEAN and MAUD disappear as ARTHUR reaches GEORGE.


ARTHUR (pronouncing the name ‘ee-dal-jee’). Mr Edalji, my name is / Arthur –


GEORGE. Yes, I know.


He puts down his newspaper, stands, and puts out his hand. The two men shake.


ARTHUR. I’m very pleased to meet you.


GEORGE. As am I.


The DOORMAN reappears.


ARTHUR. Success?


DOORMAN. Sir, there’s a writing room.


ARTHUR (both an order to the DOORMAN and an offer to GEORGE). And, perhaps, a whisky and water?


The DOORMAN turns and waves to an offstage WAITER.


GEORGE. Uh, no.


ARTHUR. Or something else?


A WAITER appears.


GEORGE. No, thank you.


ARTHUR. Then, just one for me.


The DOORMAN mouths ‘whisky and water’ to the WAITER, and gestures the two men to the writing room. The WAITER goes.


DOORMAN. This way, gentlemen.


ARTHUR (gesturing for him to precede him, once again stressing the second syllable). Please, Mr Edalji.


They go into a downstage area representing the writing room, with a table, chairs and a hatstand. As ARTHUR tips the doorman.


(Gesturing to the hatstand.) Would you care to…?


GEORGE. No, I am quite comfortable.


ARTHUR. I’m very glad.


As the DOORMAN goes out, ARTHUR tosses his hat onto the hatstand. GEORGE notes the protocol, takes his own hat off, puts it on the table, and sits. ARTHUR takes off his overcoat and hangs it up.


Have you come far?


GEORGE. Not very. I have lodgings in East Kilburn.


ARTHUR. Convenient for Lord’s.


GEORGE. The House of Lords?


ARTHUR. The Marylebone Cricket Club.


Slight pause. He mimes a drive to silly mid-off. GEORGE doesn’t seem to get it, so ARTHUR hands him the package.


But I imagine you know me for my other claim to fame.


GEORGE. Of course.


ARTHUR. I have brought you – I hope you will forgive me – a copy of a book of mine.


GEORGE. I’m very grateful.


ARTHUR gestures that GEORGE should open it. He does.


ARTHUR. It is – I’ve signed it.


GEORGE. The White Company.


ARTHUR. You don’t possess it?


GEORGE. No. It is, presumably, about the great detective –


ARTHUR. No, it is not about ‘the great detective’.


GEORGE. Oh, I… apol/ogise –


ARTHUR. It is set in the medieval period. It is a tale of gallant knights and their heroic deeds. It is my finest work.


GEORGE. You think so?


ARTHUR. I know so.


Pause.


(Still mispronouncing.) But perhaps, now, Mr Edalji, to the matter in hand.


GEORGE. In fact, if you don’t mind, it’s actually –
 (‘Ay-dal-ji’.) Edalji.


A moment.


ARTHUR. I apologise.


GEORGE. No matter. I mean, it does matter. But I’m used to it.


ARTHUR. Of course.


Slight pause.


(Waving his pipe.) Do you mind?


GEORGE. Of course.


ARTHUR starts to put his pipe away.


(Quickly.) I mean, of course not. Please.


The WAITER enters with a tray of whisky and water.


WAITER. Your whisky, Sir Arthur.


ARTHUR. Thank you very much.


The WAITER puts the tray on the table and goes out. The two men speak simultaneously.


GEORGE. Um, now, Sir Ar –


ARTHUR. So. Mr Ed –


They both stop. Another go:


GEORGE. Please, do –


ARTHUR. Go on.


They stop again. ARTHUR concedes ‘defeat’.


(Lighting his pipe, and pronouncing GEORGE’s name correctly:) Mr Edalji, there is a tradition in my detective stories…


GEORGE. Yes, I fear that, although I know about / your work…


ARTHUR. …that they start with somebody describing a preceding chain of circumstance. The chain of circumstance which brought them…


GEORGE. Sir Arthur, I wrote you a letter.


ARTHUR. Yes.


GEORGE. Which describes the ‘chain of circumstance’ in full.


ARTHUR. I have no doubt.


GEORGE. Then, why –


ARTHUR. I haven’t read your letter.


GEORGE. You haven’t / read my –


ARTHUR. Or rather, I’ve read the first paragraph. From which I concluded that it was worth seeing you.


GEORGE. The first paragraph merely summarises the outcome of my case.


ARTHUR. Yes. That is usually my place to start.


GEORGE. I see.


ARTHUR (pats his pocket). I still have the letter, should I need it.


GEORGE. Well…


ARTHUR. But now, I’d like you to return to the beginning.


GEORGE (with a slight note of sarcasm). The beginning. Well, my father was born as a Parsee in Bombay.


Slight pause.


ARTHUR. A Parsee. Yes.


Slight pause.


GEORGE. He converted to the Anglican faith, and took Holy Orders. My mother, on the other hand, is a Scot by birth, though her father held a living in the Shropshire town of Ketley, hence my father being appointed to the parish of Great Wyrley.


ARTHUR. I meant, the beginning of the affair you wrote to me about.


Slight pause.


GEORGE. This is, all in…


ARTHUR. But even so.


GEORGE (again, finding it hard to conceal an element of tetchiness). Well, I suppose the ‘affair’ began with a disquieting incident, which occurred in 1892. When I was sixteen.


ARTHUR. Which was?


GEORGE. The discovery of a strange object on our doorstep.


ARTHUR. This being, the doorstep of…


GEORGE. …my father’s vicarage, in Great Wyrley, Staffordshire.


ARTHUR. And the object was?


GEORGE. A key.


ARTHUR. A key.


GEORGE. Belonging to a school I had attended at Walsall.


ARTHUR. You mean, previously.


GEORGE. By now, I was studying Law in Birmingham.


ARTHUR. Good, good. And did you know who placed the key…?


GEORGE. No, we had no idea.


ARTHUR. But why ‘disquieting’?


GEORGE. Shortly afterwards, we found an empty milk churn on the lawn.


ARTHUR. A milk churn.


GEORGE. Containing a dead blackbird.


ARTHUR. And was there any repetition of this incident?


GEORGE. A pewter ladle appeared on a window sill. Three broken eggs on the front doorstep.


ARTHUR. Three eggs…


GEORGE. A dead rabbit.


ARTHUR. Perhaps, from natural causes…


GEORGE. Pinioned by a garden fork.


ARTHUR. Ah. And did you have any notion who / might have…


GEORGE. And then there were the letters. Most of which, of course, our parents kept from us. Particularly, my sister.


ARTHUR. Why?


GEORGE. My sister Maud is of a highly fragile / disposition.


ARTHUR. Yes, of course. And these letters were…


GEORGE. Abusive. Accusatory. Blasphemous.


ARTHUR. Anonymous?


GEORGE. Or signed with obviously fictitious names.


ARTHUR. Like?


GEORGE. Satan.


ARTHUR. Ah.


GEORGE. And then, a series of what you might describe as hoaxes.


ARTHUR. Such as?


GEORGE. I make this all quite clear in / my letter…


ARTHUR. Nonetheless.


GEORGE. An advertisement was placed in the Cannock Chase Courier offering matrimonial introductions, from our address.


ARTHUR. And did this help to identify the / perpetrator?


GEORGE. The advertisement was placed by post.


ARTHUR. And then?


GEORGE. We were in receipt of many goods we had not ordered – linen napkins, several gallons of black paint, a gaggle of live geese…


ARTHUR. There is an element, of an impish wit…


GEORGE. One day a bailiff came to distrain our goods in favour of these unwanted items. A curate arrived from Norfolk to perform an exorcism. A dressmaker from Stafford came to measure up my sister Maud for a wedding dress. Needless to say, there was / no prospect…


ARTHUR. Of course.


GEORGE. Impish, as you say.


ARTHUR. And may I ask, what action did you…?


GEORGE. My father naturally took out his own advertisement, outlining these – harassments, listing both the letters and their place and time of posting, and asking readers to report their suspicions, and the perpetrators to examine their consciences.


ARTHUR. And was there any response?


GEORGE. Oh, yes. A week later, in three local newspapers, in a black box, headed ‘An Abject Apology’.


ARTHUR. And was it signed?


GEORGE. Oh, yes. Two signatories. One, Frederick Brookes, the son of an ironmonger, also in receipt of malicious correspondence.


ARTHUR. And the other?


GEORGE. Was myself.


ARTHUR. But, obviously…


GEORGE. Obviously.


ARTHUR. And did the harassments continue?


GEORGE. Shortly afterwards it was announced that the vicarage was in the business of despatching ladies’ corsetry. That’s when it wasn’t serving as a slaughterhouse. And then, an advertisement is placed, offering the entire contents of the vicarage for auction. In the Blackpool Echo.


ARTHUR. And why is that of particular significance?


GEORGE. Because, after that, it stopped.


ARTHUR. You mean…


GEORGE. I mean, the persecutions ceased.


ARTHUR. A great relief.


GEORGE. Until it started up again.


In the main foyer area, JEAN enters from the street with Alfred Wood, known by ARTHUR as WOODIE, a former schoolmaster in his thirties, carrying parcels. A little embarrassed, he consults the DOORMAN as to ARTHUR’s whereabouts, and then leads JEAN to the writing room.


ARTHUR. How long a gap?


GEORGE. Seven years or so.


ARTHUR. By which time you had graduated?


GEORGE. I had completed articles, opened offices as a solicitor in Birmingham, and published a short treatise on railway law.


ARTHUR. When?


GEORGE. When the first horse was mutilated in the village.


ARTHUR looks round suddenly, hearing a distant scream. A shadow looms across the stage. At the same moment, WOODIE comes into the writing room. ARTHUR looks back at GEORGE.


ARTHUR. What?


WOODIE. Sir Arthur…


ARTHUR. Woodie. Your sense of timing is / impeccable.


JEAN has entered the writing room. ARTHUR puts his pipe down quickly and stands, as does GEORGE.


JEAN. Arthur.


ARTHUR. Jean. What –


JEAN. I was in a hansom. I saw Woodie stumbling along the Strand with packages.


ARTHUR. Christmas.


JEAN. So did you come up in the Wolseley?


ARTHUR. Yes, of course. My dear, may I introduce / Mr George –


JEAN. How do you do. So the lassitude has dwindled, then.


ARTHUR. Obviously. Jean –


JEAN. ‘This constant, ennervating torpor.’


ARTHUR. My dear…


JEAN. Sufficiently for you to ‘spin on up to town’.


Slight pause.
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