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         I’m Sorry, Prime Minister, I Can’t Quite Remember … was first performed at the Barn Theatre, Cirencester, on 22 September 2023.
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            The play is based on the characters developed for

            Yes Minister and Yes Prime Minister

            by Antony Jay and Jonathan Lynn,

            and is dedicated to the memory of Antony Jay

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Characters

         

         
            Jim Hacker

            Sophie

            Sir David Knell

            Sir Humphrey Appleby

             

             

             

            Setting

            The living room of the Master’s Lodge at Hacker College, Oxford.
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I CAN’T QUITE REMEMBER …

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Act One

            

         

         The living room of the Master’s Lodge at Hacker College, Oxford. The room is modern, because the college was built about fifteen years ago. It is open plan. There is a kitchen area (perhaps partly offstage) and doors/exits to a study/library and the hall.

         It was once comfortably furnished but is now a scruffy, untidy mess. Big, overflowing packing boxes, papers strewn everywhere, bookshelves untidy. A half-eaten sandwich and a pizza box on a messy dining table.

         There are windows, French or otherwise, looking out onto an wintry garden – bare trees. It is a sunny morning.

         Jim, an old man who is largely but untidily dressed, buttons in the wrong buttonholes on his cardigan and wearing no shoes or socks, sits in a comfy chair. A Zimmer frame stands nearby.

         He is talking to Sophie, an attractive Black woman in her early thirties.

         
            Jim Have you got a CV?

            Sophie Yes.

            She hands it to him. He doesn’t look at it. 

            Jim What are you, a nurse? Social worker?

            Sophie Neither. Sorry.

            Jim Have you any references?

            Sophie Here.

            She hands some letters to him. He looks at them hopelessly. 

            Jim Um, I haven’t got my glasses. Tell me about yourself.

            Sophie Nothing much to tell really.

            Jim Have you done this kind of work before?

            Sophie I cared for my mum and my dad. They both had dementia. So, yes.

            Jim I don’t have dementia. Or Alzheimer’s.

            Sophie (encouraging) That’s good.

            Jim I have lower back pain. Arthritis in my knees. Bad hip. Oh, and gout. Apart from that I’m completely fine.

            Sophie That’s nice.

            Jim Oh – and congestive heart failure, which makes me a bit breathless sometimes. It’s hard to … do things.

            Sophie I understand. That’s why you need me.

            Jim Yes. (Cautious.) Or someone like you.

            Sophie I see.

            Jim I need help getting up, dressing, you know, putting on my shoes and socks, having a shower, that sort of thing … just helping, really.

            Sophie All day?

            Jim Well, morning and bedtime. And sometimes during the day.

            Sophie No problem.

            Jim I think I’m in pretty good shape for someone of my age.

            Sophie How old are you?

            Jim Over eighty. What do you charge?

            Sophie Twelve quid an hour.

            Jim Isn’t that a bit steep?

            Sophie It’s very little. An agency would charge you twenty.

            Jim But austerity and all that …

            Sophie I know all about austerity, thank you?

            Jim You understand economics?

            Sophie I experience economics. I have trouble making ends meet.

            Jim Perhaps you need to economise a little.

            Sophie Poor people can’t afford to economise.

            Jim I’m glad you didn’t say you understand economics because nobody does really. (Indicates ring finger.) I see you’re married. What does your husband do?

            Sophie I haven’t got a husband.

            Jim Oh. Divorced?

            Sophie I’ve got a wife.

            Jim Ah. How very … modern of you. So, why do you want to be a carer?

            Sophie I don’t. A carer takes care of a family member for free, helps them shower, dress, eat. I would be what’s called a care worker.

            Jim I see. Like sex worker?

            Sophie (firm) No, nothing like.

            Jim I just meant adding the word ‘worker’ sort of turns it into a job.

            Sophie It’s a job whatever word you add. I thought you’d like to know the correct terminology as you’re the head of an academic institution.

            Jim I just was asking why you want to do it.

            Sophie I like caring for people. I’m good at it.

            Jim But no qualifications of any sort?

            Sophie I didn’t say that. I said I’m not a nurse or a social worker.

            Jim So what do you have? GCSEs?

            Sophie Yes. And a degree.

            Jim Oh. Where from?

            Sophie Oxford.

            Jim Oxford? Really? Which college?

            Sophie This college. I was in your second year’s intake.

            Jim A degree from Hacker College! Wonderful! Did you love it here?

            Sophie I hated it.

            Jim (surprised) Why?

            Sophie All the entitled public-school kids. I was very uncomfortable, I didn’t belong, I couldn’t breathe.

            Jim That’s changing. They’re not all from public schools now. And there are lots of girls here now.

            Sophie Yes, some women too.

            Jim Oh yes, women, not girls, sorry. I can say women?

            Sophie You can say women. There was nobody else here from a council estate in Tottenham.

            Jim What a pity you didn’t enjoy it here. What did you read?

            Sophie English.

            Jim That explains why you’re just a carer. Care worker. Why you can’t get a decent job …

            Sophie If that’s your opinion of this job, I don’t think I want it.

            She stands up. 

            Jim No. Wait a minute. Sorry … I just meant, if you’d done computer studies, something useful, technological, that equips you for the modern world …

            Sophie Studying English is not useful?

            Jim No, no I just meant something with career prospects. What can you do with an English degree other than become a teacher? (Disparaging.) Or an academic.

            Sophie And as master of a college you don’t think there’s any point in being an academic?

            Jim That’s not what I meant either.

            Sophie That’s why I hated it here. Education for its own sake isn’t valued any more. It’s all about jobs and targets, according to you lot.

            Jim My lot?

            Sophie Politicians. It doesn’t seem to make much difference which party’s in power.

            Jim I agree. That’s why I sit on the cross benches now. And believe me, I’m sometimes pretty cross. (Chuckles at his own joke.) So, um, why do you want this job? Is it because I’m famous?

            Sophie (amused) Certainly not.

            Jim I used to be prime minister, you know.

            Sophie I know. You were an important man once.

            Jim (offended) Still am! Master of an Oxford college named after me.

            Sophie We’ve met before, you know.

            Jim Have we? I’m so sorry, I don’t remember.

            Sophie I wouldn’t expect you to. You were the Master while I was here. I came to your freshers’ sherry party.

            Jim How did you hear I needed someone?

            Sophie Jeff said you needed a bit of help.

            Jim Jeff?

            Sophie One of the porters. You don’t know them by name?

            Jim I’m not good at names any more.

            She stands up and looks around. 

            Sophie This place is a bit – (She pulls a face.) Do you have a cleaner?

            Jim She hasn’t been in. I’ve had the same one for four years, I paid her above the going rate, then suddenly she phones and says she can’t come in because her husband’s just been diagnosed with cancer. (Bitter.) That’s how she repays me.

            Sophie Poor thing.

            Jim But what about me? Look at the mess here!

            Sophie Apart from a good cleaning, what you need is a filing system.

            Jim Organising stuff was never my forte.

            Sophie How did you manage as prime minister then?

            Jim Oh, the civil servants do all that.

            Sophie (sits) May I ask you a personal question?

            Jim (grand) You’ll find everything you need to know about me in Who’s Who.

            Sophie Not this. Are you incontinent?

            Jim (embarrassed) Incontinent? What a question!

            Sophie If you are, it’s nothing to be ashamed of, it comes to most of us in the end. But I’d need to know. (She waits.) It’s just between us.

            Jim I’m not! I do – er – I occasionally have an accident, but …

            Sophie That’s no problem.

            Jim changes the subject. 

            Jim What did you do before you started taking care of your parents?

            Sophie Teacher training.

            Jim Were you sorry to give it up?

            Sophie Yes. But I’d just done a dissertation on Hamlet.

            Jim Oh yes?

            Sophie It was on Renunciation and Acceptance. Hamlet says, ‘The readiness is all.’ I found that very helpful.

            Jim Readiness for what?

            Sophie Hamlet’s talking about death. He says the point is not when a man will die, but that he is ready.

            Jim Hmm. So, you gave up your career?

            Sophie No choice. Somebody had to take care of my parents. My brother couldn’t, or wouldn’t. No real social care – you know, austerity. It was really hard, but I loved them.

            Jim I see.

            Sophie Now they’re gone, I’m sort of rethinking while I decide what I want to do with my life.

            Jim You don’t want to be a carer, surely?

            Sophie looks at him for a moment. 

            Sophie You know … I’m really not sure this is a good idea.

            Jim What isn’t?

            Sophie Looking after you. I’m afraid we mightn’t get along.

            Jim No, wait. Don’t get me wrong, I really like to be around intelligent young people with their lives before them, who think I’m wise and treat me with respect.

            Sophie (tries to repress a smile) I see.

            Jim That’s why I took the job as master of a college. Not just that, I have a voice in the university, I’m in the House of Lords, I have this lovely permanent home. Everything’s hunky-dory. I just need a bit of help.

            Sophie looks at him, appraises him. 

            Sophie So. Would you like me to do this?

            Jim Er – yes.

            Sophie How would you feel about a try-out period?

            Jim Good idea. I can try you out.

            Sophie And I can try you out.

            Jim Oh – yes. Right. Let’s start. So – find my glasses. And put on my shoes and socks.

            Sophie Please.

            Jim What?

            Sophie Please.

            Jim I don’t think I –?

            Sophie This is a try-out, remember?

            Jim What are you saying?

            Sophie Do you want me to respect you?

            Jim Of course. I just said so.

            Sophie Then respect me.

            Jim Do you realise who I am? I had my finger on the nuclear button.

            Sophie Thank God you haven’t now.

            She offers him his glasses, which were close by. He takes the glasses, puts them on, then shoves them up on to his forehead. She starts putting on one of his socks which are also nearby, abandoned on the floor. 

            Lift up your foot.

            Jim Please.

            Sophie (amused) This is for you, not me. I frankly don’t care if you’ve got your socks on or not. Now, lift up your foot, please.

            The phone rings. 

            Sophie Shall I get it?

            Jim Yes.

            She doesn’t move. 

            (Gritted teeth.) Please!

            She answers it. 

            Sophie Master’s residence … Hi, Jeff … Okay, I think, but who knows? … I see. Has he an appointment? … Okay.

            She rings off. 

            Jim Has who an appointment?

            Sophie The Visitor. He’s at the Porter’s Lodge, on his way over.

            Jim Who? What visitor?

            Sophie Dunno. Jeff just said ‘The Visitor’.

            Jim But who is it?

            Sophie (cheerful) Maybe it’s like Goldberg or McCann in The Birthday Party.

            Jim Whose birthday party?

            Sophie Or the Mysterious Stranger in The Lady from the Sea.

            Jim What are you talking about?

            Sophie Ibsen. The Lady from the Sea. Surely you’ve heard of Ibsen?

            Jim Yes.

            Sophie Did you ever see The Seventh Seal?

            Jim Yes of course! One of Ibsen’s finest plays.

            Sophie It’s a film by Ingmar Bergman. There’s a nameless visitor in that too. In a black cowl. With a scythe.

            Jim You mean –?

            Sophie The visitor is the Grim Reaper.

            Jim (panicking) Oh my God!

            The doorbell rings. 

            Sophie There he is now.

            She heads for the door and exits. 

            Jim Oh God!

            He stands up and retreats, scared. Sophie returns with a tall, thin, elderly man in a dark suit and a black coat and hat. She announces him. 

            Sophie The Visitor.

            Jim What do you want with me?

            David We have a meeting. Perhaps you’ve forgotten what it’s about.

            Jim I don’t forget things. I have the best memory in the Commons.

            Sophie You’re in the Lords.

            Jim Shut up, Sophie.

            David Is it still convenient?

            Jim (nervous laugh) Depends what it is. I suppose so. Nice to meet you, anyway.

            David We’ve met before. At High Table, several times.

            Jim I meant nice to see you again.

            David I understand your trying to avoid this meeting …

            Jim Why should I try to avoid it?

            David Perhaps I should remind you.

            Jim Yes, do.

            David May I sit down?

            Jim Of course. Sorry. Have to be polite to the Grim Reaper.

            David I’d rather you didn’t call me that.

            Jim You mean, you are?

            David Well, only in a manner of speaking.

            Jim What manner is that, exactly?

            Sophie Do you want me to stay?

            Jim I think you’d better.

            Sophie May I take your coat?

            As they sit, Sophie hangs it up and sits somewhere out of the way. 

            David I’m Sir David Knell, we’ve met at a few High Table dinners but perhaps I should remind you: I’m a judge.

            Jim You mean, this is … Judgement Day?

            David No. Not until next week.

            Jim gives a frightened yelp.

            Not that I’d call it that. Let me explain.

            Jim I’d be most grateful.

            David I’m a High Court Judge and I used to tutor law students here. Being ‘The Visitor’ is usually just a sinecure, as I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, it’s honorary, just for the rare event of there being a serious dispute within the college fellowship. Nothing to do, normally.

            Jim Can we get to the point?

            David Well, as I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, this dispute isn’t among the Fellows but between the college and you. They insist that it’s time for you to stand down.

            Jim (deep sigh) This college was so much more congenial in lockdown when they were all at home and the teaching was online.

            David But they’re back and they want you to stand down.

            Jim I’ve told them, the answer’s no.

            David I’m afraid you have no choice.

            Jim I don’t think they do.

            David I think you’ll find …

            Jim This could get ugly.

            David As I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, most college masters have a fixed term at the end of which their job is either renewed or they can resign. But they can’t go past the retirement age of seventy-five. You are well past that age, and I’m afraid your time has come.

            Jim Nothing in the college statutes that says I have to resign. It’s my college. Named after me. It was a tribute to me.

            David The college knows that, and appreciates it, but it’s not actually yours.

            Jim I raised the bulk of the money from a wealthy donor on two conditions: one, that I would be the first Master, and two, that I could stay until I chose to retire. Which I don’t. It was a lifetime appointment.

            David That’s true, but in retrospect that arrangement is viewed as a mistake.

            Jim Not by me. They can’t force me out.

            David I’m afraid they can. And will.

            Jim Are you serious?

            David As I’m sure I don’t need to remind –

            Jim You keep saying that – and no, you don’t!

            David My apologies – the final meeting is next Wednesday. But they are hoping we can settle it amicably now.

            Jim You don’t seem to realise, I was the prime minister! I have cards to play.

            David I’m afraid the college is adamant.

            Jim So am I. You may go.

            David Very well. (Stands.) I’m so sorry to be the bearer of bad tidings. But there it is.

            He leaves. 

            Sophie Do you have cards to play?

            Jim Yes. I’m phoning Sir Bernard Woolley. Used to be my private secretary. Became Head of the Home Civil Service. He owes me.

            Jim stands up. Wobbles. She gets the Zimmer frame but he waves it away. He finds an address book on his desk and leafs through it. 

            Can you read this number? I’ve lost my glasses.

            Sophie They’re on your head.

            Jim dials. 

            Jim Hello? Lady Woolley … Jim Hacker here …

            (Bright and cheerful.) Yes, Jim Hacker! … No I’m not dead, I’m in the House of Lords … Can I speak to Bernard? …

            He’s dead? Oh, shit! Are you serious? …

            No, I’m sorry, of course you’re serious … I mean, my condolences …

            Three years ago? …

            I was at the funeral? … Are you sure?

            He turns to Sophie. 

            She hung up on me.

             He sits, very sad. 

            Sophie Was that your last card?

            Jim I might have one more. Less promising though.

            Sophie Less promising than dead? Not that promising then.

            Jim Ever heard of Sir Humphrey Appleby?

            Sophie No.

            Jim How soon forgotten! I’ve got his mobile number. If he’s still allowed a phone.

            Sophie Why wouldn’t he be?

            Jim He’s in St Dymphna’s Home for the Elderly Deranged.

            He dials, listens. 

            It’s ringing. Oh, hello, Humphrey, Jim Hacker here …

            Yes, a voice from the past …

            I’m fine. More to the point, how are you? …

            Oh good. Can you come for coffee sometime in the next few days?

            Yes I know it’s a long way, I suppose I could give you lunch …

            Well, there is a bit of a hurry. Urgent problem …

            Not until then? …

            Oh. All right. At Hacker College, Master’s Lodge …

            He hangs up. 

            Coming on Wednesday. Old friend. Nearly as old as me.

            Sophie Is he all right?

            Jim I hope so. But he is in a home for the elderly deranged. That’s why I called him Humphrey.

            Sophie Isn’t that his name?

            Jim Yes, but I thought I’d better mention it in case he’d forgotten it.

            Blackout.

            The doorbell chimes.

            Lights up. Outside the window, it is snowing. The room is somewhat tidier and less messy, the half-eaten sandwich and pizza box have gone and the mass of cardboard boxes and paper has been somewhat rearranged tidily.

            Sophie hurries out of the study door and opens the front door. Sir Humphrey enters. He is around the same age as Jim. His umbrella is wet.

            Sophie Sir Humphrey?

            Humphrey Yes.

            Sophie Please come in. Lord Hacker’s just had a little nap in his study. I’m getting him up, excuse me a moment.

            She hurries back to the study. Sir Humphrey looks around for somewhere to put his wet umbrella.

            The study door reopens and Jim emerges, helped a little by Sophie. He is now wearing shoes and socks, and a different shirt. He is slightly less untidy. He throws his arms wide for a big hug.

            Jim Humphrey! Long time no see. Welcome!

            As Jim goes to hug him Humphrey recoils, and firmly extends a hand to shake. They shake hands. 

            Humphrey Prime Minister!

            Jim No, no, not any more, that’s all over.

            Humphrey Indeed. Ancient history.

            Sophie May I take your hat and coat, Sir Humphrey?

            Humphrey Thank you.

            Humphrey takes them off and hands them to Sophie.

            Jim Oh, this is Sophie.

            Humphrey How do you do?

            Sophie Fine, thanks.

            Jim She’s my carer.

            Sophie Your what?

            Jim Care worker. Very bright girl. Woman.

            Sophie nods. She goes to hang up Humphrey’s hat, coat and scarf. 

            Thanks for coming over.

            Humphrey (gloomy) Well … nothing much else to do.

            Jim How did you get here?

            Humphrey Somebody who works at St Dymphna’s very kindly drove me.

            Sophie A nurse?

            Humphrey As it happens, yes. Pavelcek.

            Jim What?

            Humphrey My driver’s name is Pavelcek.

            Jim Funny name.

            Humphrey He’s an immigrant. But very capable in spite of that.

            Jim Please, sit down.

            Humphrey Thank you.

            They sit. 

            Jim Where’s he from? Your nurse.

            Humphrey (loud and clear) My. Driver. He’s from Kranjska Gora.

            Jim How absolutely lovely! (Thinks.) Where is that, exactly?

            Humphrey About an hour away from Ljubljana, in the Upper Carniola region. The nearest city is Jesenice.

            Jim That’s Yugoslavia isn’t it?

            Sophie There’s no such place as Yugoslavia.

            Jim There certainly is! I went skiing there once.

            Humphrey She’s quite right, Yugoslavia is now Croatia, Serbia, Kosovo, Slovenia, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Montenegro.

            Jim When did that happen?

            Humphrey I’m so bad at dates now. 1995? There was a terrible civil war.

            Jim Yes I remember now, quite clearly, Kranjska Gora is in Slovakia.

            Sophie Slovenia.

            Jim Not Slovakia?

            Humphrey Slovenia. If you confuse them the people there get very upset.

            Jim Not surprised. I understand tensions still run very high in the Baltics.

            Humphrey Balkans.

            Jim Exactly! (Thinks.) I actually couldn’t care less about the Balkans, what were we talking about before?

            Humphrey My driver. He’s leaving, all his friends have gone home to the EU. Not sure how I’ll manage.

            Jim You haven’t got a car?

            Humphrey Once I had the whole of Whitehall working for me, three thousand of the best civil servants in the world. Now I need to ask a favour to be driven anywhere.

            Jim ‘How are the mighty fallen’!

            They both nod, with sadness. 

            Sophie (mischievous) You know that line’s from a gay poem?

            Jim Nonsense. It’s from the Bible.

            Sophie Yes. David said it. ‘How are the mighty fallen, in the midst of battle. O Jonathan, thou wast slain in thine high places. I am distressed blah blah blah thy love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women.’

            Neither Humphrey nor Jim know how to react. 

            Humphrey Um – really.

            Jim Sophie likes literature.

            Sophie (cheerfully) Especially queer literature.

            Humphrey Never heard the Bible described as queer literature before. (Stands up, looks around.) Very nice place, this. Awful mess though.

            Jim Fifty years of files, no room for them all in the study. The college told me to get my own storage unit somewhere. I don’t know what’s in them all. Come on, Sophie, let’s have some progress.

            Sophie You asked me to sort out the wheat from the chaff. I’m not finding much wheat.

            Jim It will all be important one day. To my biographer.

            Sophie Who is that?

            Jim Um – he’s not been chosen yet.

            Humphrey (dry) So many eager volunteers, I suppose?

            Jim (rising above it) Plenty. The point is, filing’s not my forte.

            Humphrey How well I remember. But you had me.

            Jim Yes. Your help was unique.

            Humphrey I spotted the irony.

            Jim Bernard was so efficient. Did you know he’s dead, by the way?

            Humphrey Yes. Years ago, I saw you at the funeral.

            Jim Did you?

            Humphrey sits.

            Do they let you out very often?

            Humphrey Let me out?

            Jim Pavelthing – you said he’s a nurse. Your driver.

            Humphrey He is a nurse, yes.

            Jim So he escorts you back there at night, does he? To St Dymphna’s.

            Humphrey You seem to be under some misapprehension. Let me make something clear: my faculties are fully intact and my powers of comprehension are as acute as ever they were.

            Jim Sorry, I –

            Humphrey I am no longer resident at St Dymphna’s. Pavelcek was kind and understanding while I was there, very briefly, and he remained in touch. Nurses are badly paid, so I give him what I can afford to drive me. Helps us both.

            Jim I see.

            Humphrey That place was a source of considerable embarrassment to me. I should never have been there.

            Jim Of course not! Why were you?

            Humphrey My daughter-in-law forced me into it. Did you ever meet her?

            Jim I don’t think I ever met any of your family.

            Humphrey Probably not. I kept them well away from politicians.

            Jim Very wise. Maybe I met your wife, but I don’t think she said much.

            Humphrey Halda had no interest in affairs of state. She liked gardening and the WI but she was a good mother – though now I wonder about even that, in view of whom our son married.

            Jim I’d heard you were in the bin – asylum – hospital. Never got round to visiting, though I meant to.

            Humphrey I hardly expected you.

            Jim It is a home for the elderly deranged. I didn’t know how deranged you were. (Cautious.) Do you have dementia or something?

            Humphrey I do not.

            Jim Just a teeny-weeny little bit, maybe?

            Humphrey No!

            Jim No, you don’t seem to.

            Humphrey Thank you for that vote of confidence, qualified though it may be.

            Jim So … why …?

            Humphrey It was all because of inheritance tax. If you give your offspring everything seven or more years before you die they don’t have to pay tax on it. I gave my son and his wife everything – my savings, my house in Haslemere, my beautiful cottage in the Dordogne … The understanding was that if I gave it all to them in advance they would take care of all my future expenses.

            Jim But they didn’t?

            Humphrey No. My son’s wife persuaded him to sell my house immediately. She wears the trousers. I can’t bear women who wear the trousers.

            Sophie is wearing trousers. 

            I don’t mean you, dear.

            Jim Why did she want to sell the house?

            Humphrey To pay for me at St Dymphna’s. Warehousing the elderly doesn’t come cheap. ‘How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless child.’

            Jim But – why a home for the elderly deranged?

            Humphrey I left my car in the middle of the road and forgot to put the brake on. It slowly rolled away down the hill.

            Jim Did anyone get hurt?

            Humphrey Yes. Me. I went chasing after it and I tripped. Banged my head on the kerb. After that I was a little confused. Forgetful. That’s how they got away with it.

            Jim But … this is so unlike you. You were usually three steps ahead of everyone.
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