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Introduction





Serving as Artistic Director in Scarborough for almost forty years as I did was not without its problems. Most of these were financial, an ongoing battle year after year of vainly trying to cut the programme to accommodate a continuously shrinking budget without compromising the art. Mostly, sadly, this was achieved at the expense of the art. Productions are the most flexible element in the overall scheme of things. Where it’s impractical, beyond a certain point, to lay off permanent core staff, be they box office or financial, administrators or ushers, production costs can always be reduced – one less actor here, a simplified set there. The end product logically, of course, is you find your self in charge of a building with a full complement of permanent support staff supporting fewer and smaller plays.


Which isn’t what an audience pays to enter a theatre to see. After all, there’s limited appeal for playgoers in being offered guided tours round offices.


Over the years as the one responsible for choosing and scheduling the in-house play programme, I found myself juggling cost with quantity and latterly, more significantly, with quality. Alongside increasing cost considerations came the practical questions of not only how but also of what. What to include in the playbill year after year, winter and summer?


Personally, due to a fortunate ability to deliver speedily and regularly, I was able to provide at least one play a year, sometimes two if I was lucky. And latterly, due to my growing interest in children’s plays (or family plays as I choose to call them), on occasions even three. Relying on my audience’s longstanding loyalty this generally served to offset the cost of the rest of our less reliable but equally important programme of new work by other writers.


But the enemy of a permanent regional theatre, as of any business, is that it’s always there and soon becomes part of the high street scenery. Once the initial blaze of the opening season is over, its novelty fades with many of the original audience dropping away until it is left with the hard-core aficionados, too few to sustain or justify its future. For many, it was never simply a question of growing disenchanted (though that might have been true for some) but simply that they’d ‘forgotten to come’. While continuing to claim regular attendance, when questioned more closely it was found that it had often been eighteen months or two years since they’d last been to see anything.


It became necessary in these cases to make some sort of noise to re-attract their attention. The equivalent of waving our arms and shouting, ‘We’re still here!’ Moreover, important not just for the audience. If we wanted to keep a contented permanent staff, those financiers and administrators, box-office staff and ushers, it was important for them too. The art of running any long-term theatre business (I’d go further and say the art of running most long-term businesses) is continually to surprise. My mentor Stephen Joseph stated the maxim, ‘All new theatres should be built to self-destruct after seven years.’ A trifle expensive, impractical and unpopular with funding bodies, but I know what he meant. For self-destruct read re-invent. Change the angle of approach. Give all those permanent people an uneasy sense of impermanence. In other words, every few years there needs to be ‘an event’.


Which really explains the inclusion of two of the plays in this volume. The first The Revengers’ Comedies was written in 1989 and was my response to one such period in our existence when I sensed things needed gingering up a bit. It also coincided with my fiftieth birthday, which may have had something to do with it. Maybe I needed gingering up as well. As a starting point for the plays, I used the theme of the Hitchcock film classic, Strangers on a Train, based on the novel by Patricia Highsmith. Two strangers meet and have reasons to want someone in their lives dead. But simple murder would in both cases be easily detectable, the motive far too obvious. So they agree to swap murders, thus creating two motiveless crimes and, with both obvious suspects with watertight alibis, virtually undetectable. On the spur of the moment, it seems such an attractively simple scheme. Only in the clear light of morning, one of the protagonists comes to his senses (as hopefully most people would) and proceeds with his half of the plan no further. But the other, the one who initially dreamt up the scheme, continues in (literally) deadly earnest.


It’s a big play in two parts, which qualified it as ‘an event’ with an overall running time including intervals of close on five hours, allowing two parallel stories to unwind. One is the tale of the unbalanced and ambitious Karen, whom we learn is no stranger to killing, having disposed of both her parents, murderously climbing her way through big business to boardroom level; the other is the story of the mild Henry who, falling in love with Imogen, his intended victim, gets caught in Karen’s vengeful and deadly comet tail. It’s a play thick with narrative but I hope rich in character too. Also, unusually for me, with multiple swiftly changing sets and a sea of characters, occasionally doubling.


It played with great success during the 1989 Scar borough summer in our second home, the converted former Westwood Boys’ Grammar School which we inhabited for over twenty years, overcoming the building’s limitations with ever-increasing ingenuity. Along with the flooded stage of Way Upstream, The Revengers’ Comedies presented the place with probably its greatest challenge. Fortunately the fickle Yorkshire weather stayed generally fine and I recall with fondness the sight of our audiences picnicking on double days in the public gardens adjoining the theatre in the intervals between Parts One and Two. Our own little Glyndebourne!


We remained in our Westwood premises for seven more years, further testing the poor building to the point of near destruction, until 1996, when we finally moved to our third converted and current home, the former Odeon Cinema building opposite the railway station.


Before that, we had been experimenting at Westwood for some years with certain smaller-scale ‘fringe’ activities, using the limited end-staging we’d created in the theatre’s bar space. The shows were predominantly one-act lunchtime or occasionally late-night plays, largely brand new, with the occasional full-length evening show, including the first production of Robin Herford’s phenomenally successful production of Susan Hill’s The Woman in Black.


With our third home we also inherited a proper second auditorium, the McCarthy Theatre. Possessing less than half the seating capacity of our new four-hundred-seat theatre-in-the-round auditorium, this smaller end-stage space understandably began generally to be referred to as the studio theatre. I tried to discourage this, having a certain mistrust of spaces known as ‘studio’ theatres. The name is generally a euphemism for the small theatre where people do interesting plays they’re not quite sure of – worthy pieces which the theatre suspects very few people want to see. We, on the other hand, had ever since the days of Stephen Joseph back in the fifties been a theatre which had total sink-or-swim faith in all its productions, considering them suitable for anyone to enjoy and appreciate. Perhaps we were sometimes proved wrong, but not a bad atmosphere for an aspiring writer like this one to grow up in, I feel.


Thus the McCarthy, which was to double as a cinema, became known as the other space. A year after we’d moved in, in 1997, I wrote my first play especially for ‘The Mac’ to underline my belief in its equal importance. Departing from my usual in-the-round venue, this became the second play in this volume, Things We Do for Love. It owed, like Revengers’ before it, some of its origins to cinema. I had seen a few years previously a Clint Eastwood movie, In the Line of Fire, in which he plays a federal agent and includes a sequence in which he and his female partner amorously start to undress each other while attempting at the same time to make it as far as the bedroom, frenziedly scattering clothing, weaponry, walkie-talkies, bullet-proof vests and regulation FBI gear as they do so. This is wittily all shot from floor level so that all that can be seen are their feet as they pick their way through the piles of discarded equipment. It is essentially a cinematic visual joke but one I wanted to recreate on stage. Taking advantage of the end-stage format, the play, like a traditional doll’s house, is set on three levels. The whole is Barbara’s bijou maisonette; the ground floor, which she inhabits, we see all of; upstairs is a flat which she rents to her friend Nikki and Nikki’s fiancé Hamish, and when anyone’s up there we see only their feet; finally in the basement, only the top part of which is visible, is another flat, rented to Gilbert. I overcame the problem of never seeing Gilbert by having him lie on a makeshift trestle platform for sections of the play as he paints his basement ceiling.


It’s a play I’m especially fond of, marking the return to my earlier domestic scale, following the recent larger-scale plays I had been producing, notably A Small Family Business, Man of the Moment and, of course, The Revengers’ Comedies.


Barbara is a virgin of some forty-plus years who, apart from a secret yearning for her offstage married boss, has firmly resisted romantic entanglement with a man in any shape or form. But love eventually, unexpectedly without warning, catches up with her denial. Her long wait makes for a heavy fall. Barbara crashes and she does so, to her horror, passionately and with increasing violence, beginning to behave in ways she previously deplored in others, finally losing all dignity, self-respect and ruthlessly betraying friends. She is finally reduced, as she sees it, to the level of an animal. Love, says the poet, can raise you to the stars; it can also bring you to your knees. It has one of my bitter-sweet endings, where everyone is wiser about themselves if a shade sadder for knowing it.


In 1999, to coincide with my sixtieth birthday, I came up with the third play in this volume, House & Garden. We were by then comfortably settled in our new home and approaching our fourth year of occupancy I felt it was time, yet again, for another event. Having two theatres at my disposal was irresistible; why not a play this time that occurred simultaneously in both theatres? I had back in the seventies tentatively played around with the idea with the trilogy The Norman Conquests. But while these plays purported to be simultaneous, of course they aren’t, and indeed were never intended to be. They merely give the impression of running in parallel times.


But with House & Garden, times would synchronise, minute for minute in both theatres simultaneously. Both curtains would rise at the same time and, with any luck, both curtains would come down within seconds of each other. A character would leave the stage in one theatre and seconds later would enter on the other stage.


I determined not to cheat. That is to say it would have been easy enough to achieve this if I allowed, say, thirty-minute gaps between the exit and the subsequent re-entrance, but that would make nonsense of the overall time frame besides negating the whole concept. I asked my stage manager to walk at normal pace from one space to the other, making the journey the characters in the play would make, and to time herself. She returned with the news that the journey had taken her one minute and thirty-three seconds. I decided to allow a safety margin and added another minute. Each entrance, either from the Round to the Mac or vice-versa, would be allowed that time to complete. No less, not a lot more. It was only later that I realised that it would take only a slight margin of error in the nightly running times in both theatres to throw these calculations entirely out of kilter. All it would take would be one minute to be lost in one theatre and one minute to be gained in the other for there to be a catastrophic series of non-appearances, resulting in extensive ad-libbing. To cope with such alarums we introduced the concept of ‘the emergency dog’. In case of someone in danger of being late for an entrance, the onstage performers would be alerted to slow down the scene by a burst of sudden unscheduled offstage barking from Spoof, the unseen hound who prowled the estate throughout the evening. I’m delighted that Spoof was never called upon to bark, unscheduled, during the entire run. A great tribute to the actors’ consistency and most especially to the two stage managers running the shows, stop watches at the ready and permanently in radio contact.


The challenges of writing it were considerable. Apart from the sheer logistics of keeping the two plays in sync – I actually prefer to think of them as one play – it was essential, as the audience would be seeing only one half of the show, that both evenings should appear complete. Indeed, it was only on the second viewing when they took in the event from the point of view of the other auditorium, that they had any sense of an offstage life carrying on elsewhere in the building.


For the actors, of course, it was all one play. A normal night’s work over in two hours plus. But with occasional dashes from one auditorium to the other, from the set of House to the set of Garden or from Garden to House. Plus the unique experience of two quite separate audiences with often quite different responses to their character. Trish, for example, while definitely the sympathetic leading lady in House, on her brief visit to Garden is received a little more coolly, being the stand-offish rival to Garden’s own leading lady, Joanna.


I presumed that the play would end in Scarborough and never be seen again. I was therefore indebted to Trevor Nunn, then the National Theatre’s Artistic Director, who came to see the play at its final Scarborough double Saturday matinee–evening performance, and who later brought it to the Lyttelton and Olivier auditoria. Due to the increased size of that building I had necessarily to extend the gaps between entrances but only by a minute or so.


Three plays, then, all written for live theatre – with a firm emphasis on live. Written in defiance of economic forces and driven by the need to stimulate audience interest and lastly to excite actors and all those unseen supporting troops that serve them. My love affair with live theatre continues. And at the time of writing this remains undimmed.


Alan Ayckbourn,


October 2010
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The Revengers’ Comedies was first performed at the Stephen Joseph Theatre in the Round, Scarborough, on 13 June 1989. The cast was as follows:




Henry Bell Jon Strickland


Karen Knightly Christine Kavanagh


Lorry Driver Jeff Shankley


Winnie Doreen Andrew


Norma Claire Skinner


Oliver Knightly Adam Godley


Lady Ganton Ursula Jones


Colonel Marcus Lipscott Donald Douglas


Percy Cutting Martin Sadler


Councillor Daphne Teale Alwyne Taylor


Anthony Staxton-Billing Rupert Vansittart


Imogen Staxton-Billing Elizabeth Bell


Lydia Lucas Frances Jeater


Tracey Willingforth Claire Skinner


Mrs Bulley Doreen Andrew


Bruce Tick Jeff Shankley


Hilary Tick Alwyne Taylor


Graham Seeds Frank Lazarus


Veronica Webb Ursula Jones


Jeremy Pride Frank Lazarus


Fireman Jeff Shankley


Eugene Chase Rupert Vansittart


Motorcyclist Jeff Shankley




 





Directed by Alan Ayckbourn


Designed by Roger Glossop


Lighting by Mick Hughes





The play was subsequently performed at the Strand Theatre, London, Part One on 16 October 1991 and Part Two on 17 October 1991. The cast was as follows:




Henry Bell Griff Rhys-Jones


Karen Knightly Lia Williams


Lorry Driver Raymond Sawyer


Winnie Doreen Andrew


Norma Rose Keegan


Oliver Knightly Adam Godley


Lady Ganton Lavinia Bertram


Colonel Marcus Lipscott Jeffry Wickham


Percy Cutting Raymond Sawyer


Councillor Daphne Teale Hazel Ellerby


Anthony Staxton-Billing Rupert Vansittart


Imogen Staxton-Billing Joanna Lumley


Lydia Lucas Lavinia Bertram


Tracey Willingforth Nina Young


Mrs Bulley Doreen Andrew


Bruce Tick Jeff Shankley


Hilary Tick Hazel Ellerby


Graham Seeds Geoffrey Whitehead


Veronica Webb Jennifer Piercey


Jeremy Pride Geoffrey Whitehead


Fireman Christopher Birch


Eugene Chase Nicholas Palliser


Motorcyclist Christopher Birch




 





Directed by Alan Ayckbourn


Designed by Roger Glossop


Lighting by Mick Hughes






















Characters







Henry Bell
 forty-two


Karen Knightly
 twenty-five


Lorry Driver
 forties


Winnie  


a servant, sixty


Norma 
 a servant, sixteen


Oliver Knightly
 Karen’s brother, twenty-one


Lady Ganton 


sixty


Colonel Marcus Lipscott
 sixty


Percy Cutting 


forty-five


Councillor Daphne Teale
 forty-four


Anthony Staxton-Billing
 thirty-eight


Imogen Staxton-Billing 


thirty-seven


Lydia Lucas 


her assistant, late thirties


Tracey Willingforth 


a secretary, early twenties


Mrs Bulley 


fifties, voice only


Bruce Tick
 thirty-five


Hilary Tick 


his wife, thirty-five


Graham Seeds 


fifty, voice only


Veronica Webb 


forty-eight


Jeremy Pride
 fifty-five


Fireman


Eugene Chase
 an executive, thirty-five


Motorcyclist 
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PART ONE


Prologue


MIDNIGHT. Albert Bridge, SW3


Act One


1: 2.30 a.m. A transport café in Wiltshire


2: 5.00 a.m. The hall, Furtherfield House, Dorset


3: 3.00 p.m. The dining room, Furtherfield House


Act Two


1: 9.30 a.m. Mrs Bulley’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


2: 10.00 a.m. A wood near Furtherfield House


3: 10.30 a.m. Bruce Tick’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


4: 11.30 a.m. A drawing room, Furtherfield House


5: 4.15 p.m. Bruce Tick’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


6: 11.00 a.m. The piggery, the Staxton-Billings’ farm


7: 4.45 p.m. Bruce Tick’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


8: 5.00 p.m. The hall, Furtherfield House


9: 10.00 a.m. Bruce Tick’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


10: 4.00 p.m. A hen house, the Staxton-Billings’ farm


11: 6.00 p.m. A wine bar


12: 3.00 p.m. The village green


13: 6.15 p.m. A wine bar


14: 11.00 a.m. A cowshed, the Staxton-Billings’ farm


15: 6.30 p.m. A wine bar


16: 7.00 p.m. The hall, Furtherfield House








PART TWO 


Act Three


1: 9.00 a.m. Lembridge Tennit/Furtherfield House


2: 9.15 a.m. The dining room, Furtherfield House


3: NOON. Mrs Bulley’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


4: 3.00 p.m. A junior gymkhana


5: 9.00 a.m. Jeremy Pride’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


6: 7.30 p.m. The lounge of Daphne Teale’s bungalow


7: 9.10 a.m. Jeremy Pride’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


8: 9.30 a.m. The dining room at Furtherfield House


9: 9.45 a.m. Jeremy Pride’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


10: NOON. A drawing room, Furtherfield House


11: 9.45 a.m. Jeremy Pride’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


12: DAWN. A wood near Furtherfield House


Act Four


1: DAWN. A wood near Furtherfield House


2: 11.00 a.m. A churchyard


3: 8.50 a.m. Jeremy Pride’s offices, Lembridge Tennit


4: 3.45 p.m. The kitchen of Imogen’s farmhouse


5: 11.30 p.m. The hall, Furtherfield House


6: 12.30 a.m. The front drive of Furtherfield House


7: 11.00 a.m. The sitting room of Imogen’s farmhouse


8: 11.00 a.m. Outside the boardroom, Lembridge Tennit


9: DUSK. The ruins of Furtherfield House


10: 7.00 p.m. The kitchen of Imogen’s farmhouse


11: MIDNIGHT. Albert Bridge, SW3






















Part One






















Act One





PROLOGUE




Midnight.


Albert Bridge, SW3. Perhaps a little river mist. Distant traffic, a ship’s siren. Henry, a man in his early forties, appears in a pool of street light on the bridge. He is wrapped in an overcoat and scarf. He is hunched and miserable. He stares over the edge, deciding whether to jump. From his expression, it’s evidently a long way down. He says a little silent prayer, as though asking forgiveness, and makes to climb over the railing. He is uncomfortably straddled across the railing and in some discomfort when he hears a woman’s voice from the darkness.


Karen (calling) Help … Help … Please help me …


Henry stops and listens, rather startled.


Please help … somebody …


Henry (calling, tentatively) Hallo?


Karen (calling back) Hallo …


Henry (calling again) Hallo?


Karen Would you stop saying hallo and come and help me, please? I’ve got myself caught up here …


Henry Oh, right. Hang on, there … Just hang on …


He starts to clamber back on to the bridge.


Karen I don’t have any option. I’ve been hanging here for hours.


Henry Just one very small second …


Henry moves to the source of her voice. As he does so, we make out Karen for the first time. She is in her mid-twenties. She wears a woolly hat and a lightweight coat over an evening dress. She is hanging outside the bridge railing. All that seems to be keeping her from falling is the belt of her coat, which has become entangled with the ironwork. Henry reaches her.


Oh, Lord. How can I …?


Karen (trying to indicate) Do you see? Something’s caught – I think it’s the belt of my coat …


Henry Oh, yes, yes. Look, I think I’d better … (Flustered) Look … er … Yes, yes. I think I’d better try and – er … Would you mind if I – tried to lift you …?


Karen You can do what you like – just get me off this bloody bridge …


Henry Yes, yes, right …


He studies the problem.


Karen Can you see? I think it’s my belt …


Henry Yes, yes, so it is. I think I’d better get that free before I …


He starts to untangle the belt.


Karen Careful …


Henry Yes. Only I don’t want to tear your coat, you see. If I tried to lift you over as you are, I might damage it … It’s a very nice coat …


Karen (sarcastically) Well, that’s very considerate of you … Thank you.


Henry (finally freeing the belt) Right. There you go, all free.


Karen Aaaarh!


The sudden release of the belt all but causes her to lose her balance and topple over the edge. She grabs at the first available handhold, which happens to be Henry’s scarf.


Henry (choking) Hurrgh!


Karen (screaming) Hold on to me, for God’s sake!


Henry (with difficulty) Hould hoo hossibly het ho hof hy harf? Hi han’t –


Karen Don’t let go …


Henry Hi han’t …


Karen What?


Henry Hi han’t heathe …


Karen Well, give me something else to hold. (Angrily) Quickly, you’re so useless … You’re so totally, totally useless … What are you doing on this bridge, anyway?


Henry manages to put his arms under hers and around her middle. Karen releases his scarf.


Henry (much relieved) Ah! Thank you. OK, I’m going totry and pull you over. Ready?


Karen Right.


Henry And – heave …


Henry hauls at her. Karen reacts.


Karen Aaargh! Careful!


Henry Sorry. It’s a question of leverage …


Karen Well, could you use another bit of me to lever with?


Henry Yes, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to … (He finds another grip) That better?


Karen Fractionally. Those are only my ribs.


Henry And two-six! Hup!


He starts to heave her over.


Karen (reacting) Hah!


Henry (another heave) Hip!


Karen Hoo!


Henry Sorry, is this hurting?


Karen No, it’s quite nice, actually. Keep going.


Henry (a final heave) Hoy!


Karen Huf!


He finally half lifts, half drags her over the railing. Karen finishes sitting on the bridge. Henry regains his breath.


God! That was terrifying.


Henry Close thing.


Karen It certainly was.


She shudders. She looks around her as if searching for someone.


Henry You all right?


Karen Thank you very much.


Henry Not at all.


Karen You saved my life.


Henry Well …


Karen I must owe you something …?


Henry No.


Karen Something. A drink, at least?


Henry (looking at his watch) It’s half past twelve.


Karen Half past twelve?


Henry Yes.


Karen (angrily) My God! Half past twelve?


Henry Yes.


Karen I don’t believe it.


Henry How long had you been there?


Karen Since twenty past eight.


Henry Lord.


Karen Half past twelve! It’s unbelievable.


Pause.


Henry Well …


Karen This is Chelsea Bridge, isn’t it?


Henry No, this is Albert Bridge.


Karen Albert Bridge?


Henry Yes.


Karen You sure?


Henry Positive.


Karen Sod it!


Henry What?


Karen Nothing.


Another pause.


Henry Er … How did you come to get there?


Karen Where?


Henry Where you were. Hanging like that? How did you get there? Do you mind my asking?


Karen Well, obviously, I was trying to throw myself off.


Henry You were?


Karen Only I managed to make a complete mess of that, too. Like everything else in my life … (Suddenly despairing) Oh, God …


She hunches up, tearfully, a pathetic huddle on the pavement.


Henry (ineffectually) Oh, come on, now …


Karen You can leave me, it’s all right. Leave me here. I’m just so pathetic …


Henry Look, perhaps I could see you home …?


Karen Go away. Just leave me here …


Henry I can’t do that.


Karen I’ll be all right. I expect.


Henry I can’t leave you here like this.


Karen (a little cry of self-pity) Oh …


Henry (soothingly) Shhh!


Karen Oh!


Henry Please let me … at least get you on your feet. You’ll catch your – you’ll catch your cold sitting there. 


Karen lets Henry help her to her feet.


There.


Karen (holding on to him) Thank you. You’re very kind.


Henry (slightly embarrassed) No, not really. I just –


Karen I’m sorry I called you useless. I didn’t mean that.


Henry No, as it happens you were right. I am a bit useless, really.


Karen Yes? Is that how you see yourself? Useless?


Henry Most of the time.


Karen Well. That makes two of us, then, doesn’t it? (She smiles a little)


Henry (smiling too, despite himself) I suppose it does.


Karen evidently decides to pull herself together. She scrabbles in her mac pocket and eventually finds a tissue.


Karen Come on …


Henry (startled) Where to?


Karen I’ll take you somewhere for a drink. Come on.


Henry But nothing will be open.


Karen I know somewhere that’s open. It’s all right, it’s not far … Do you have your car with you?


Henry I don’t have one.


Karen Mine’s parked along there … Come on, we both need something. Unless you’ve other things you’d sooner be doing?


Henry (looking back at the river) Er, no. No.


Karen Great. (Turning and extending her hand) By the way. Karen. Karen Knightly.


Henry (shaking her hand in turn) Henry. Henry Bell.


Karen Splendid. Then follow me, Henrybell.


Henry Where are we going?


Karen (disappearing into the darkness) Just as far as the bypass, that’s all …


Henry Ah. (As he follows her off, puzzled) What bypass?


The lights dim and almost immediately return to reveal – 





SCENE ONE




2·30 a.m.


A table in the corner of a transport café. Faint jukebox music and the sound of an electronic game machine. Chatter from unseen lorry drivers. Henry appears carrying two very large mugs of tea. He sets these on the table. He yawns, something he is wont to do throughout the scene. He removes his coat and scarf and, after a careful examination of two chairs, places the items on one and sits on the other. We see he is wearing a neat, conventional suit. He looks around him. He smiles at someone nervously and looks away self-consciously. He tries his tea and nearly scalds his mouth. The chatter in the room suddenly ceases. So does the game machine. Just the thud of the jukebox. The cause of this lull enters. Karen has evidently been freshening up. She has removed her hat and let her hair loose. She is now carrying her coat, revealing a chic, if somewhat incongruous, strapless evening dress. She seems quite unaware of the effect she has caused. Henry, gaping, rises as she approaches. She really does look quite something.


Karen (dropping into the chair opposite him) Sorry I’ve been so long, Henrybell. Just taken a proper look at myself. I looked frightful. Is this tea? Terrific. Just what I needed.


Henry It’s very, very hot. Be careful.


Karen Great.


She takes a great gulp, apparently immune to heat.


Mmm! They don’t make tea like this anywhere else but here.


Henry Where exactly are we?


Karen About – twenty miles from Salisbury. Why?


Henry No. No reason. It just seems quite a way to come just for a cup of tea, that’s all.


Karen (sipping her tea) Worth it, though.


Henry Oh, yes. (Slight pause) Glad we didn’t decide to have alcohol. We’d probably have finished up at Land’s End. (He laughs a little at his joke)


Karen (seriously) Why, is there a good pub there –


Henry I’ve no idea.


Karen I’m game to go if you are.


Henry No. No …


He sips at his tea tentatively. A silence. The music plays for a second. Karen listens.


Karen Oh, God, this is wonderful, this one. I love it. What is it? The Hollies?


Henry (blankly) Pardon?


Karen Or is it Brian Thing and the Thingies?


Henry I don’t know, I …


Karen (turning and yelling to someone) Who’s this, do you know? Is it the Hollies?


First Voice (off) What’s that, darling?


Karen This music. Is it the Hollies?


Second Voice (off) It’s the Everlys, sweetheart.


Karen The Everly Brothers. Of course it is. Thank you.


Second Voice (off) Any time, sweetheart, it’s my pleasure.


First Voice (off) Make sure that’s the only pleasure you give him and all, darling …


A lot of laughter. Karen seems amused. She obviously enjoys such attention, unlike Henry, who looks even more embarrassed. He looks at his watch.


Karen Have you got to be somewhere, Henrybell?


Henry What?


Karen You keep looking at your watch, I wondered if you had to be somewhere?


Henry No, I was – I was just wondering – how I was going to get back, that’s all.


Karen What’s the time?


Henry Half past two.


Karen It’s OK. I’ll take you back. Don’t worry. Where are you? Chelsea?


Henry Er … more Fulham, really.


Karen Fulham. Fine. Easy.


Henry (yawning) Is that convenient for you? Excuse me.


Karen Anywhere’s fine for me.


Henry Where do you have to go?


Karen Me? (Vaguely) Oh, the other side of Dorchester.


Henry Dorchester? The one in Dorset?


Karen Have you been there?


Henry Do you mean – do you mean you’d drive me all the way back to London and then drive all the way to Dorset? Tonight? You’ll kill yourself …


Karen Why not? What else was I going to be doing?


Henry Ah, yes. Point taken.


Karen (tearful) God, I’m so unhappy, you know …


Henry Yes? (Pause) Do you want to talk about it?


Karen (suddenly angry) No!


They sit in silence. Henry is becoming wary of her ever-changing moods. Karen sings along with the music. Occasional, wordless, discordant notes with no attempt at the melody.


Henry I – I don’t know if this would help at all but …


Karen Yes, I’m sure there is a God, Vicar, thank you very much.


Henry No, I wasn’t going to say that – what I was going to say is, Karen – you’re not alone. That’s all.


Karen I know I’m not alone. There’s millions of the buggers everywhere. That’s half the trouble.


Henry (patiently) No, I meant – tonight. When you were trying to – end it all … You weren’t the only one.


Karen stares at him.


I was just about to do the same thing, you see. Jump off that bridge.


Karen You were?


Henry I don’t know if that helps at all …


Karen I saved your life, then?


Henry I think you did.


Karen Well …


She raises her mug.


Henry (joining in the toast) Yes.


Karen Would you have really jumped, Henrybell? Really?


Henry (considering) Yes. Then I would have done. At that moment, probably. Not now.


Karen The moment’s passed?


Henry It has.


Karen Are you glad you didn’t?


Henry (smiling at her) Yes. Yes, I am.


Karen (smiling back at him) So am I.


Henry You’re glad you didn’t jump?


Karen Oh, yes, that too. But I’m glad you didn’t.


Henry Thank you. (A pause) It’s just everything suddenly conspires against you at once, doesn’t it? It all becomes insoluble.


Karen Insuperable.


Henry Right. I don’t know how you feel. Every now and then, I just get this overwhelming sense of the futility of it all. Of the sheer uselessness. Do you get that feeling?


Karen No.


Henry Ah.


Karen I don’t think I’d kill myself simply because I couldn’t think of a reason for living.


Henry You wouldn’t?


Karen No. I can always find a good reason for living.


Henry In that case, why would you ever want to kill yourself?


Karen I’d kill myself when I had a very good reason for doing so. A stronger reason than the reason I had for living. There is a difference, I promise you there is.


Henry (uncertain) Yes. Yes, I can see there probably is.


Karen Why did you? Want to do it?


Henry As I say. Things. I don’t want to bore you with details. My wife – she’d recently left me and – I was just about getting over that …


Karen Did she go off with another man?


Henry No. She just went. She found it – me – too much. All of a sudden.


Karen Have you any children?


Henry Yes. One. Well, hardly a child. He’s left home, now. Working in Holland.


Karen When did your wife leave?


Henry Oh, a year ago.


Karen You waited that long to jump off a bridge?


Henry No, as I was saying. I’d just about got over her going. I’d come to terms with that. I’d sold the house. Got a little flat. Mastered the microwave. I mean, Marianne and I – we were fond of each other, don’t get me wrong – but it was familiar-fond rather than loving-fond – if you know what I mean. A bit routine. Appallingly routine, if you want the truth. We never rowed – we never disagreed – we never – did anything very much except – sit. I wasn’t really surprised when she went. Not deep down. It was the … I don’t know …


Karen Loneliness?


Henry Pointlessness. So I hurled myself into my work. I enjoyed my work. I was good at it.


Karen Was?


Henry That’s it, you see. I’ve just been fired. Sorry. Made redundant. Sounds nicer. I cleared my desk this evening – yesterday evening – I had a glass of sherry with the department. And I left quietly by the side door. Aftter fourteen years, and without much home life to speak of, that really did leave a bit of a hole. I had suddenly moved on from a state in which things seemed faintly pointless, to one where I could no longer see any point to them at all.


Karen Where did you work?


Henry Lembridge Tennit. If that means anything.


Karen Can’t say it does. What line are they in?


Henry Everything, really. From biscuits to bicycles. You’d know the brand names.


Karen Oh, I see. One of those. Multinationals.


Henry Multi. Multi. Multi.


Karen Polluting the rivers, poisoning the atmosphere and secretly funding right-wing revolutionaries.


Henry Those are the chaps.


Karen Why did they fire you?


Henry Oh. All the jargon. Redefining the job profile. Rationalising the department. Restructuring the management team. Which essentially meant either get promoted or – get out. And, innocent that I was, so certain that I’d been doing a good job, I sat there fully expecting to be promoted.


Karen Being good is never enough in itself …


Henry How right you are. (He pauses) How right. It’s not just a matter of doing a good job. Or even doing the best you can. No. It’s no good taking work home with you and sitting seven nights a week ruining your eyesight for no extra money. No point at all in covering for colleagues who aren’t doing the job they’re paid to do because they’re taking three-hour lunch breaks five days a week and rolling in absolutely legless after fifteen double scotches at four thirty in the afternoon. That’s never enough. You’ve also got to be working the system. Chatting up the right people. Buying the drinks that matter. Arranging the cosy little dinner with the boss’s PA. Taking the right lift at the right moment with the right people. Going down – hallo, Mr Pride, sir – fancy bumping into you, remember me? Losing the right game of squash. Missing the right putt. Winning the right rubber. Licking the right shoes. Sending the right Christmas cards. Driving the right car. Choosing the right suit. Wearing the right bloody underwear. Screwing the right secretary … (He stops) Sorry.


Karen (simply) It’s just a game, that’s all.


Henry And you either play by the rules and win, like he did. Or you ignore them and lose, like me.


Karen He?


Henry What?


Karen You said he. Who’s he?


Henry (through grated teeth) Tick.


Karen Sorry?


Henry (barely able to say the name) His name is Bruce Tick. I’ve never hated anyone in my life, you know. Well, not since I was a child – but then you hate people all the time at that age – but Bruce Tick I actually hate now. He smiled at me and stole my job. Even as he was smiling he was stealing my job. But do you know the worst thing of all? The worst thing was – everybody knew he was doing it – and no one – no one thought to … People I’d worked with for fourteen years. Friends!


Karen Yes.


Henry That’s what hurt. That hurt more than anything. (Calming down) Yes, I came very near to murdering Mr Bruce Tick, I can tell you.


Karen (seriously) You should have done. Why didn’t you?


Henry (assuming she is joking) What? And give him the satisfaction of sitting up there on his cloud afterwards, sipping Glen Whatsit, while I’m down here breaking rocks in a quarry? No, thanks.


Karen Good point.


Henry No, to hell with them all, I say. Except Elaine, of course. (He yawns) Excuse me.


Karen Elaine?


Henry My secretary. That was. You know what she did? The minute she heard they were firing me, Elaine marched right in there and handed in her notice.


Karen Was she in love with you?


Henry Elaine? Good Lord, no. Respectable, happily married lady. Six years to go till retirement. Everything to lose and she just didn’t care. She marched in there and she told them.


Karen Good for her.


Henry She said to them: ‘I can no longer continue to work for a firm who could reward fourteen years of unswerving loyalty with such contemptuous disdain.’


Karen She sounds quite a woman.


Henry She is. Well, at least she’s been spared from working for Bruce Tick.


Karen I don’t like the sound of him at all.


Henry He’s – repellent.


Henry simmers. A silence.


But then, I am slightly prejudiced.


Karen I knew someone like that once.


Henry Really? Bad luck.


Karen Yes.


Pause.


Henry Who was he?


Karen Her name was Imogen Staxton-Billing.


Henry She sounds absolutely appalling.


Karen She is. What sort of woman – what sort of wife – would be frigid and inept enough to drive her own husband out of his house into the arms of another woman – a woman who really did appreciate him and gave him love and warmth and comfort and sex – and then, at the very last minute, this wife refuses to let him go. Instead uses all her wiles and cunning and cheap little wifely blackmailings – flaunting their two grotesquely repulsive kids – in order to lure him back into her barren, lumpy iceberg of a bed. What sort of woman do you think would do that?


Henry Sounds like an Imogen Staxton-Billing sort of woman to me.


Karen Right.


A pause.


Henry You don’t think that he might have … The husband might have … been a bit to blame, as well?


Karen Who?


Henry The husband?


Karen Anthony Staxton-Billing?


Henry Yes. You don’t think he might have decided, after all, to give the marriage another go? Decided to go back to his wife? Is that a possibility? I mean, I was just hoping to perhaps help you to see her in a better light … (He trails away)


Karen (dangerously) If you don’t mind my saying so, that is a very, very ignorant thing to say.


A pause.


Sorry, Henrybell.


Henry That’s quite all right.


A silence – mainly because Henry can’t think of anything to say.


Karen No, you couldn’t possibly say that if you’d met the ageing, comatose, bovine Imogen Staxton-Billing. Bouncing, bonny, horsey, dung-smelling niece of one Colonel Marcus Lipscott, DSO, VSOP and twiddly bits. She worked it. Somehow she worked it. She had little Tony running home to Mummy. She cheated. (She reflects. Calmly) I was standing at that station with three suitcases. For hours and hours and hours. And he never came. Three suitcases. Can you imagine that?


Henry (yawning, despite himself) That’s terrible. Excuse me.


Karen It was. It was terrible. Wait for me, darling. The trains were coming in. And then the trains were going out. And then they were coming in again. And I was just standing there. Like an old, unwanted – chocolate machine. With three suitcases. Can you imagine how I felt?


Henry Yes. How awful. (A pause) Which station was this?


Karen (furiously) I don’t know which station. I can’t remember which bloody station. How do you expect me to remember the station, for God’s sake? (Weeping openly now, as her voice gets increasingly loud) How could he do that to me? How could he do that to me? I’ll kill her!


Henry looks around nervously. They are beginning to attract attention.


(Screaming) AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!


A large figure looms into view. It is a Lorry Driver. He stares at Henry suspiciously.


Lorry Driver Spot of bother is there, mate?


Henry No, no, no. We’re fine. Don’t worry.


Lorry Driver (to Karen) Is he giving you any trouble, love?


Karen No, it’s all right.


Lorry Driver Sure?


Karen Yes.


Lorry Driver (a bit disappointed) All right. (To Henry) Don’t give her any trouble, mate, all right?


Henry I’m not going to.


Lorry Driver If there’s one thing I can’t stand in this world it’s a man maltreating a pretty young girl, all right?


Henry Absolutely. (He yawns) Sorry.


Lorry Driver (leaning close to Karen) All right then, love? You all right? You let me know if he causes you any more trouble, all right? I’ll come and sort him out for you, all right? You just give me a shout. I’ll be just over there if you need me, all right? All right, then?


Karen (irritated by all this) Oh, just bugger off, will you? Go away!


Lorry Driver (outraged) Oy, oy, oy, oy, oy …


Karen Look, go away. We’re having a private conversation, all right?


Lorry Driver (departing truculently) No need for that. No need for language like that. (To Henry, threateningly) You’d better watch her language, mate. If you don’t want to get sorted out. All right?


The Lorry Driver goes – a Knight of the Road rebuffed.


Karen I can’t stand men like that. Right. (Shouting in the direction of the Lorry Driver) Who do they think they are, anyway? (Pushing aside her mug) I can’t drink any more of this, it’s foul. If I don’t have a vodka soon, I’ll die.


She rises and starts to put on her coat. Henry rises, too, glancing at his watch.


Henry We still won’t find anywhere open. It’s only just after three a.m.


Karen It’s all right, I know somewhere.


Henry Would I be right in thinking it’s just the far side of Dorchester?


Karen You got it in one, kid.


She goes out swiftly. Henry, still struggling into his coat and yawning, follows her. He turns in the doorway and nods to the unseen drivers.


Henry Goodnight.


A barrage of abuse and shouting. He exits hurriedly. With scarcely a break, the lights rapidly cross-fade to –  





SCENE TWO




5.00 a.m.


Furtherfield House. The hall. Seemingly this is a very large place indeed. The hall is the size of a football pitch. We see some area of it. A couple of chairs or a sofa, to give an idea of the scale. Somewhere, a huge front door is heard to slam. Immediately, Karen enters, pulling off her hat and coat as she does so. Henry follows, totally awed by the unexpected.


Karen (yelling) Winnie! Winnie! (To Henry) Sling your coat anywhere. I think we’d be better off here in the hall, it’ll be freezing in the drawing rooms. (Yelling again) Winnie! Wakey, wakey!


Henry It’s only five o’clock, maybe people aren’t …


Karen Winnie!


Winnie appears in her dressing gown. She is the old family retainer, gentle, uncomplaining, with a soft-spoken Dorset accent.


Winnie Just a minute, Miss Karen … Here I am.


She gathers up their coats during the next.


Karen Winnie, dearest, could you find us a bottle of nice champagne?


Winnie Champagne. Right, Miss Karen.


Karen (to Henry) Anything to eat?


Henry No, not at this time of the morning. (Yawning) Excuse me.


Karen No, I’m not hungry either. Just the champagne.


Winnie Right. Just the champagne. Morning, sir.


Henry Good morning. This is very kind of you.


Karen Winnie, this is Mr Henry Bell. Known as Henrybell.


Henry How do you do?


Karen We’ll have two glasses, Winnie.


Winnie Right you are, Miss Karen.


Winnie goes off.


Henry What an amazing house. Wonderful. It’s yours?


Karen Well, my family’s. Yes.


Henry Who lives here? Besides you?


Karen Well, mostly my brother. That’s my brother Oliver, he’s generally around somewhere – then other people trail in and out from time to time. And then there’s people like Winnie and things.


Henry Do you have a lot of servants?


Karen (vaguely) No … Well. A few. I don’t have much to do with any of that side, really.


Henry Your parents don’t live here, then?


Karen (casually) No, they’re both dead. There was an accident. And they died.


Henry Oh dear. What sort of accident?


Karen (slight pause) I’m not allowed to talk about that.


Henry Ah.


Winnie enters with a tray, two glasses and a bottle of Dom Pérignon.


Karen This isn’t an ancestral home or anything, if that’s what you’re thinking.


Henry Oh, I see. (He yawns) Excuse me.


Winnie Want me to open it, Miss Karen?


Karen Well, we don’t want to sit here staring at the bottle, do we, Winnie? (To Henry) Some revolting old landowner built it in about 1850. My grandfather bought it in about 1910, spent a fortune doing it up and then promptly died and left it to my father.


Henry I couldn’t see it all in the dark. How many rooms?


Karen No idea.


Winnie There’s fifty-eight rooms, sir, including the servants’ quarters and the old nurseries.


Henry Fifty-eight. Goodness.


Winnie There’s twenty-five bedrooms, not counting the master bedroom. Twelve bathrooms. A billiard room, two drawing rooms, dining room, a west study, an east study …


Karen Yes, thank you, Winnie. (To Henry) You get the idea, anyway.


Winnie (giving Karen a glass) Miss Karen.


Karen We don’t use half the place. I mean, the billiard room is where Oliver keeps his motorbike.


Winnie He’s got a whole race track now and all.


Karen Has he? Oh well, I can’t keep up with him these days.


Winnie (giving Henry a glass) Sir.


Henry Thank you very much indeed. Delicious.


Winnie Anything else, miss?


Karen No, Winnie, you can go back to bed now. Thank you.


Winnie Nearly time to get up, I think. Sleep well, then.


Henry Thank you.


Winnie goes off again.


Good health.


Karen Good health, Henrybell.


Henry Mmm. Lovely.


Karen studies him for a second.


Karen Henrybell … While we were in the car, I had rather an exciting idea.


Henry (yawning) Sorry, did I doze off during the drive? I think I did.


Karen You did. You’ve had your night’s sleep. So you can keep awake now.


Henry I’m afraid I’m going to have to go to bed, properly. Very soon. Somewhere or other.


Karen (ignoring him) Answer me this –


Henry I presume one of your twenty-five bedrooms is free?


Karen If I hadn’t met you – if you hadn’t met me – where would you be?


Henry Home in bed, probably.


Karen (angrily) Oh, do be serious.


Henry I’m sorry.


Karen I hate silly men. I can’t stand them.


Henry What about silly women?


Karen (ignoring him) Answer me. Where would you be? Where would we both be? I will tell you. Floating in the Thames. That’s where we’d be. Only we’re not. Thanks to you, I’m here. And thanks to me, you’re here. True? Or false?


Henry Yes. I mean, true.


Karen We’ve both been given a reprieve. We’re playing extra time. I don’t know for how long – I may be run over tomorrow. You may drop dead tonight …


Henry I probably will, in a minute …


Karen But for now, we’re here. Alive when we should be dead. And owing that life to each other. And do you know the most crucial thing of all that occurred to me? It must have been meant. Something, some force, some power was operating tonight. It saw what you and I were trying to do and it said, not yet, not yet. I need these people. These two people are still necessary. They are still an essential part of the world. They are still in play. They are still there on the board. But the question is, why? For what reason?


Henry (yawning) I don’t know, no idea.


Karen Think.


A pause.


Well?


Henry I haven’t a clue.


Karen We both said it. Back there in that café. We sat there and we both experienced that same feeling.


Henry We did?


Karen Yes.


Henry What feeling?


Karen (drawing close to him, softly) Revenge, Henrybell, revenge.


Henry Revenge?


Karen (excitedly) That’s why we’re being kept alive, Henrybell, you and I. Why we weren’t allowed to die. We’re unquiet spirits, if you like, with unfinished business. The wrongs that have been done to us have got to be put right. We’re never going to rest, either of us, until we’ve done that.


Henry (intrigued) You actually believe that?


Karen My psychiatrist told me once that revenge was the most powerful driving force in the human psyche …


Henry You’re seeing a psychiatrist?


Karen Oh, years ago.


Henry Ah.


Karen I was just a baby.


Henry A baby? You had feelings of revenge when you were a baby?


Karen Well, ten, twelve – I don’t know. The point is – you and I – we still have purpose.


Henry Revenge?


Karen Yes. Can’t you feel it in you? It’s a terrific feeling, Henrybell, if you can harness it. Use it. Creatively.


Henry I don’t see how one could possibly do that.


Karen Nor did I. Till just now in the car. Then I had this brilliant idea. Oh, it’s so exciting … (Taking up the bottle) Have some more champagne …


She pours some into his glass, regardless.


Henry (in vain) Just a drop …


Karen What you were saying earlier gave me the idea. You said, if you did what you felt like doing and went into your office and murdered Mr – whateverhisnameis –


Henry Tick. Bruce Tick.


Karen Then your victory would be very short-lived indeed because you’d probably spend the rest of your life in jail.


Henry Quite so.


Karen Similarly, were I to run down Imogen Staxton-Billing on the zebra crossing as she trundled her monstrous brood to school or to put strychnine into her feeding trough, then the finger of suspicion would very rapidly point at me. The same problem would apply.


Henry (yawning) Yes.


Karen Keep awake, I’m nearly there. But what – here it is – what if we swapped?


Henry Swapped?


Karen I took on your revenge. You took on mine. I put pay to Mr Tick. You put pay to Mrs Staxton-Billing.


Henry That’s ridiculous –


Karen It’s brilliant. No motive. No trace. Cold, calculated revenge.


Henry You mean, kill them?


Karen No. Not necessarily. Just – teach them. Give them as good as they gave.


Henry How?


Karen That’s half the fun of it. We’d both have to work it out for ourselves. Find a way. Size up our prey and seek out their weaknesses. Choose our method. And – thwunk!


She brings her fingers together like a gin trap.


Henry What’s – thwunk?


Karen That’s the trap closing on them, Henrybell. Isn’t it a brilliant idea?


Henry It’s – absurd. I mean how could I – I couldn’t – No. Could you …? Honestly?


Karen I could.


Henry You really could?


Karen All I’d need is a way in. Just an intro.


Henry There you are, then. That’s impossible to start with. I couldn’t introduce you to Bruce Tick … ‘Hallo, Bruce, I’d like you to meet the instrument of my revenge …’


Karen No, of course you couldn’t, that would ruin the whole thing.


Henry I don’t even know where he lives. It’s somewhere miles out.


Karen You know where he works, though.


Henry So?


Karen I’ll get myself a job with the firm.


Henry A job? What sort of a job?


Karen I don’t know. A secretary or something.


Henry Have you ever been a secretary?


Karen No.


Henry Well, you can’t just walk in and be a secretary, you know. You need shorthand and typing and degrees in word-processing. All sorts of things these days.


Karen Oh, I could bluff all that.


Henry Don’t be ridiculous. (Half to himself) Mind you, a lot of them seem to.


Karen You don’t like the idea, then.


Henry No, I don’t.


A silence. Karen sulks.


Look, Karen. It wouldn’t work. (Pause) It really wouldn’t.


Karen You’re a wimp.


Henry Probably.


Karen What have you got to lose? Nothing. What’s the worst that could happen? Imogen Staxton-Billing might slap your face. Better than being fished out of the Thames by the river police any day. But you’d prefer to go on being trodden on by the Mr Ticks of this world, would you? Fine. They’ll be happy. They don’t expect you to fight back, so they’ll hardly be surprised when you don’t, will they? (Pause) Wimp.


Henry (tired and angry) Look, it just wouldn’t work.


Karen Wet.


Henry Complete dreamland.


Karen Weed.


Henry Childish.


Karen Wally.


Henry (shouting) Look, will you stop that! I’m sorry. I’ve had enough. I’m sorry. I’m very tired and I want to go to bed. I’m sorry.


A pause. He controls himself.


(Quietly) I’m sorry.


Karen Are you frightened because you think you couldn’t do it, or because you think I couldn’t do it?


Henry I think it’s out of the question for both of us even to try.


Karen (wheedling) But supposing – supposing – I tried, Henrybell … I mean, it needn’t involve you at all – no one need trace me to you – Look, say I managed to get in there – into your firm somehow – and say that somehow I got close to Mr Tick – then would you be prepared to give it a try from your side?


Henry (a slight pause) Why? Why do you want to do this?


Karen The greatest feeling in the world, Henrybell. Revenge. Pure, unadulterated revenge. Not weedy little jealousy. Not some piddling little envy. But good, old-fashioned, bloodcurdling revenge. Just picture it, Henrybell. What I could do to him, once I got close to your Mr Tick … Can’t you see it?


Henry My God, I think I can, almost …


Karen It’ll be him standing on that bridge instead of you … And there won’t be someone like me there to rescue him, either. I’ll just drive past on the other side of the road. And as I go by, I’ll lean out and say – by the way, Mr Tick, Henrybell sends you his regards. Isn’t that a beautiful thought?


Henry (softly) Fairly attractive, I must say.


Karen Think about that.


Henry I will.


He yawns. She refills his glass. Henry is still abstracted.


Karen Did you say your secretary had resigned?


Henry Elaine? Yes.


Karen Presumably they’ll have to replace her, won’t they?


Henry I suppose so. They’ll probably advertise the post, in due course.


Karen When will they get someone?


Henry Oh, weeks. Knowing the pace that place moves.


Karen Big, is it?


Henry Lembridge Tennit? Huge. They’ve got thirty-two floors in that building alone.


Karen What will they do till they get someone permanent?


Henry I don’t know. Probably get a temp.


Karen A temp?


Henry Temporary secretary. From an agency. Just to fill in.


Karen I could do that.


Henry (yawning) You couldn’t. Believe me. You really couldn’t.


Karen Maybe I could talk to your Elaine …


Henry What for?


Karen Do you have her address?


Henry Yes, I do actually. Why?


Karen Is she on the phone?


Henry (yawning again) Yes, yes … I’m sure she is.


Karen Ring her.


Henry Now?


Karen Now.


Henry I’m not ringing anyone now. It’s five thirty in the morning, for God’s sake …


Karen Then later on. Tell her I want to see her. Tell her I need to talk to her …


Henry Oh, heavens …


Karen Will you do that?


Henry (yawning) I’m so tired, you’ve no idea …


Karen Will you do that?


Henry Karen, please let me go to bed …


Karen (slapping him awake) Henrybell, listen to me …


Henry I agree. Yes, I agree to everything.


Karen Will you give me her number?


Henry (yawning uncontrollably) Yes, yes, anything. I’ll give you anything you want – just let me go to bed …


Karen Give it to me …


Henry (producing his wallet) Here.


Karen Is the number in here?


Henry (his eyes half-closed) Yes, in the address book …


Karen This is a wallet.


Henry (yawning) Oh … ooo … ot … air … (He takes back the wallet and puts it away) … it … ear … (He produces an address book from his other inside pocket) … air … is …


Karen (examining the book) What’s Elaine’s surname?


Henry Oh God, I’ve told you everything I know … let me sleep …


Karen Henrybell, what’s her surname?


Henry … ith …


Karen Ith? What, I-T-H?


Henry No … Smith …


Karen Smith (Finding it) E. Smith.


Henry (snuggling up on the sofa) Mmm …


Karen (keeping the book) Good. Good. Good boy …


Henry (sleepily) Good boy …


Karen (helping him up) Come on, Henrybell. Bedtime now. Don’t go to sleep yet. Up you come. Come on. I’ll take you up to bed.


Karen starts to lead him off. Henry is reeling with tiredness.


Henry Bedtime …


Karen That’s it. Upstairs now …


Henry Upstairs now …


Karen Come on. You can come and sleep in my bed. You can come and sleep with me …


Henry Oh, no. Please no. I just need to sleep …


Karen Come on. We’ll have a nice time now, shall we?


Henry Oh, please no. Not that. Please …


Karen Come on, Henrybell, that’s it. You mustn’t go to sleep yet, we’ve got to celebrate …


Henry (despairingly, as he is led away) Oh God, please. Anything but that …


They go off. Once again the lights cross-fade swiftly and we move to – 





SCENE THREE




3.00 p.m.


The dining room at Furtherfield House. Afternoon sun is streaming in through large windows. Faint birdsong from outside. Distant sounds of mowing. A clock ticks somewhere. The room is dominated by a (predictably) large table. It is laid for one. Norma, a young parlourmaid, probably no more than sixteen, enters. She is evidently waiting to serve breakfast. She straightens the cutlery a fraction, tweaks the table arrangement of flowers and walks to the window and watches whoever it is who is mowing. Winnie enters and looks at Norma. Norma catches her eye and hurries out. Winnie moves to the table and restraightens the cutlery and the flowers. She also has a look out of the window. In a moment, Henry enters. He has on a large dressing gown and larger slippers. He looks rather lost.


Henry (seeing Winnie) Ah.


Winnie Afternoon, sir.


Henry Ah. Is it?


Winnie Lovely day again.


Henry Yes. You haven’t by any chance seen my clothes?


WinnieClothes?


Henry Yes.


WinnieNo, I’m afraid not, sir.


Henry Only they were taken off me – I took them off me – myself last night and they’re nowhere in sight this morning. It’s very odd.


Winnie Very odd, sir.


Henry Yes. Well.


Winnie It might be that Miss Karen took them, sir.


Henry Really?


Winnie It might be. She did have a bag when she went.


Henry Went?


Winnie Out, sir.


Henry Where?


Winnie I wouldn’t know at all, sir.


Henry Oh.


Winnie She did take her car, that I do know.


Henry Ah, then she could have gone anywhere, couldn’t she? At the rate she drives she’s probably in Cornwall.


Winnie A law unto herself, sir, Miss Karen.


Henry Yes. Still, until she gets back with my suit, I’m afraid I have to wear this. I hope nobody minds.


Winnie That’s the late master’s gown, sir. I’m sure you’ll be very welcome to it. Now, would you care for some breakfast, sir?


Henry Well, yes, I think I would. Thank you.


Winnie holds our the chair while he sits at the table. As he goes to sit, a fluttering sound above their heads. Henry instinctively ducks.


Winnie Oh, those birds. They fly in here through the windows and then they haven’t the sense to fly out again. Shoo! Shoo! There, now.


Henry (sitting) Thank you. I’m afraid I’m terribly late down. My watch has stopped. I’ve no idea of the time.


Winnie It’s just gone three ten, sir.


Henry Three ten? Good Lord.


Winnie So long as you slept well, sir.


Henry Yes, I did, I did. Eventually I did, anyway.


Winnie What would you care for, sir? I’m afraid we didn’t lay out the sideboard with there just being the one of you here, sir. When we have a house full we have it all laid out there, you see. It’s a lovely sight.


Henry It must be, yes.


The bird swoops again. Henry evades it.


Winnie How about eggs and bacon, sir? That suit you?


Henry Oh, well now, that sounds rather …


Winnie Or scrambled eggs? Poached eggs? Boiled eggs? Omelette? Kidneys? Kedgeree? Ham? Kippers? A little bit of smoked haddock?


Henry No, no. Eggs and bacon sound just the thing.


Winnie Cornflakes?


Henry Perfect.


Winnie Or Weetabix? Crispies? Puffed Wheat? Shredded Wheat? Sugar Puffs? Rice Krispies? Muesli?


Henry No, no. Cornflakes.


Winnie Tea or coffee?


Henry Tea. (Quickly) Indian. Just as it comes. With milk. White toast. Marmalade. Thank you.


Winnie Butter?


Henry Yes, please. Unsalted.


Winnie Or margarine?


Henry Butter.


Winnie Thank you, sir. Won’t be a moment. Newspaper is there, sir.


Henry Thank you.


Winnie goes out. Henry takes a deep breath. All in all, he’s feeling rather cheerful. The bird dive-bombs him again. He flaps it away with his napkin. He rises and retreats to the window, ducking and weaving. The bird gives up and apparently perches somewhere high in one corner of the room. Henry relaxes. He, too, watches the mowing. He takes deep breaths. He hears the sound of approaching crockery. He hastily resits. Norma enters with a tray with milk, sugar, a silver bowl full of cornflakes and a separate bowl for Henry to eat them out of. Norma is evidently still learning her job. She frowns throughout in concentration, breathing heavily as she goes about her tasks. Her tongue tends to stick out when she attempts anything especially difficult. Winnie shadows Norma throughout, talking her through every action in a low, barely audible voice.


Winnie (quietly) Put it down just there.


Norma puts the tray down.


That’s it. Now give the gentleman the bowl.


Norma goes to give Henry the large bowl.


No, not that bowl. The other bowl. Give the gentleman the other bowl.


Norma goes to give Henry the smaller bowl.


Henry (anticipating this, in an encouragingly helpful tone) Thank you.


Winnie No, no, no. Not from that side. You don’t serve from that side, ever, now do you?


Norma takes the bowl back and moves round to Henry’s other side.


That’s it. That’s better.


Henry gets the bowl again.


Henry Thank you again.


Winnie Now serve the cornflakes. Serve the gentleman with the cornflakes.


Norma takes up the silver bowl and moves around to Henry’s other side.


That’s it. Good girl. Good girl. Don’t get nervous, he won’t bite you.


Norma Cornflakes, sir?


Henry Yes, thank you very much.


Norma now attempts silver service on the cornflakes. It is nail-biting stuff. Each serving gives him about eight cornflakes at a time. She is very nervous. Henry watches her, scarcely daring to breathe. The bird dive-bombs them a couple of times. Winnie continues her back-seat advice in a low monotone.


Winnie That’s it, carefully, carefully, carefully. Never mind about the bird.


Norma shoots cornflakes over the table. She attempts to rescue them. So does Henry.


(Sharply) No, don’t try to pick them up. Leave them there.


Henry and Norma both stop at once.


No point in picking them up now, is there? Keep going.


Henry gets another eight cornflakes.


Norma Is that sufficient, sir?


Henry (relieved) Yes, yes. That’s perfect.


He stares at his nearly empty bowl.


Winnie Milk and sugar now. Milk and sugar.


Henry Oh, now look, I can easily do that myself. Please.


But Norma is on a pre-programmed course. She carries the tray round to Henry.


Norma (holding firmly on to the jug) Milk, sir?


Henry Thank you.


Norma Say when, sir.


Norma attempts another difficult feat, holding the tray in one hand and the milk jug in the other. The milk dribbles out in a thin trickle.


Henry (waiting till he has enough milk) Er … er …


Norma That sufficient, sir?


Henry (doubtfully) Yes, yes. Thank you. (The cornflakes are barely damp)


Winnie Now the sugar. Serve the sugar.


Norma, like a high-wire artiste, manages to get the milk jug back on the tray and pick up the sugar.


Norma Sugar, sir?


Henry Thank you.


Norma Say when, sir.


She scatters an enormous amount of sugar over Henry’s flakes.


Henry (as she does this) Yes – right, whoa! Whoa! Thank you.


Norma That sufficient, sir?


Henry Perfect.


Norma Thank you, sir.


Winnie That’s it, now take the rest of that out with you. Off you go.


Norma I’ll serve you your bacon and eggs in a moment, sir.


Henry Er, look, I think, actually, I’ve changed my mind. I don’t think I want bacon and eggs, after all.


Norma Right, sir.


Henry Just the tea and toast.


Norma Right, sir.


Winnie (in her usual undertone) You better tell cook he doesn’t want it. Tell her the gentleman’s changed his mind.


Norma Right.


Norma goes out carefully, as before.


Winnie (confidentially) You’ll have to bear with Norma, sir. She’s just learning.


Henry Ah. I see you’ve had a fire out there.


Winnie Beg your pardon, sir.


Henry The building or whatever it was out there. I see you’ve had a fire.


Winnie Oh yes, sir. That’ll be the old summerhouse.


Henry Oh yes. What happened? How did it get burnt down?


Winnie (darkly) There was a fire, sir. Just a fire.


Somewhere along the hall, the sound of Norma dropping the tray and contents on the parquet floor.


Excuse me, sir. Newspaper’s just there, sir.


Winnie goes out. Henry tries to scrape a little of the sugar off his cornflakes. He nibbles at a few but they aren’t very appetising. The sound of a sports car outside the window. A scrunch of tyres as it comes to a squealing halt on the gravel drive. Henry looks towards the window, startled. The front door slams, off.


Oliver (yelling, off) Winnie!


Winnie immediately hurries through.


Winnie (as she passes, to Henry) Excuse me, sir. That’ll be Master Oliver.


Henry (uncomprehending) Ah.


Norma hurries through after Winnie.


Norma (as she passes through, to Henry) Master Oliver.


Voices from the hall. After a second, Oliver strolls in. A tall young man in his early twenties. He is wearing evening dress with a white jacket. He throws himself into the chair at the other end of the table.


Oliver Hi!


Henry (rising) Good afternoon.


Oliver Good God! Is it really?


Winnie and Norma re-enter. They are carrying, separately, two halves of a Victorian jardinière. Winnie carries the top while Norma struggles behind her with the base.


Norma (as she passes, to Henry) Tea’s just coming, sir.


Henry (alarmed by her exertions) Thank you. Can you manage?


Oliver Winnie, run us a bath, will you, there’s a sweet.


Winnie (as she goes) Yes, Master Oliver.


Oliver Careful with that. I’ll have to take it back. When I find out where it came from.


Winnie and Norma go out. Pause.


Found the thing on my back seat. I’ve been chatting away quite merrily to it all the way home under the impression it was a passenger. Come down with Karen, did you?


Henry Yes. Last night. Early this morning. I’m Henry Bell.


Oliver Oliver Knightly. I’m her bro.


Henry Yes. Hallo.


Oliver Hi. I’ve just been to this party.


Henry Oh yes.


Oliver Just now. Dragged on and on. Very dull.


Henry Oh dear.


Oliver Still going, I think. They held it in an aquarium.


Henry Really. How unusual.


Oliver I’ll tell you one thing. The fish were having a far better time than we were, I can promise you that.


Norma enters with another tray. This time it contains a silver teapot, milk, sugar and teacup, etc.


I mean, I don’t know your views on dolphin shows but I’ve just about had them up to here …


Henry Well …


Norma Tea, sir?


Henry (vainly) It’s all right, I can –


Norma grasps firmly hold of the teapot.


Oliver I mean, you’ve seen one. Know what I mean?


Henry I suppose so.


Oliver I mean, nice enough creatures they may be but with a very limited repertoire. I don’t care how many nude girls they tow round on rubber rings.


Norma Milk, sir?


Henry Just a little, please.


The bird flutters above their heads. Henry ducks again.


Oliver (squinting upwards) Oh, that’s a wren. Do you see? Lovely birds.


Norma Sugar, sir?


Henry No. Thank you.


Norma Thank you, sir. Toast is just coming, sir.


Henry Thank you.


Norma goes out, leaving the tray. Henry takes advantage of her absence to adjust the colour of his tea during the next.


Oliver I must have a bath in a minute. I tend to think we have some people coming round.


Henry Oh, really?


Oliver I seem to remember we have. Today’s Saturday, isn’t it?


Henry (ducking as the bird apparently dive-bombs him) Yes.


Oliver Then we definitely have.


Henry Ah. I wonder if you perhaps know where Karen has gone to?


Oliver Haven’t the foggiest, sorry. I mean, she disappears for months on end sometimes.


Henry Oh. Does she?


Oliver Looking for her, are you?


Henry It’s just that she has my clothes, you see.


Oliver Your clothes?


Henry My suit. And my shoes. And my shirt. So I’ve nothing to put on. Nothing at all.


Oliver Well, you’re welcome to anything of mine. Just help yourself.


Henry That’s very kind of you but I’d rather like to get my own clothes back, really.


Oliver (sleepily) How come she’s waltzed off with your suit? Was she wearing it?


Henry No. I don’t think so, anyway. It’s a very complicated story …


Oliver (settling back in his chair) Uh-huh?


Henry We met on this bridge last night, you see. Albert Bridge, actually. And … well …


Oliver Mwuhuhuh.


Oliver has fallen asleep. He snores very gently.


Henry Ah.


Henry drinks his tea while Oliver slumbers on. Norma comes on with her tray, this time containing toast, butter, marmalade, etc. She sees Oliver and tiptoes the rest of the way.


Norma (whispering) Toast, sir?


Henry (whispering back) Thank you. Now, I know with this I really can help myself, you see, so don’t –


Another sports car draws up outside at speed. Another squeal of brakes. Norma freezes. Winnie hurries through to the hall.


Winnie (as she passes through) That’ll be Miss Karen.


Norma Miss Karen.


She hurries out after Winnie. Henry quickly helps himself to toast. Voices from the hall. In a moment, Karen enters. She is now in rather stylish day clothes. She appears amazingly fresh for someone who can’t have slept at all.


Karen Hallo!


Henry (rising) Ah, Karen, thank heavens …


Karen Henrybell. (She kisses him) You look lovely. That suits you. Are they all looking after you?


Henry Yes. Karen, where are my clothes? I can’t find my clothes.


Karen Wait, wait, wait. Just wait and see what I’ve bought. 


Winnie and Norma enter with innumerable carrier bags and parcels.


(Indicating her purchases) Behold! I have not been idle.


Henry Good grief.


Karen (to Winnie and Norma) Dump them down, just dump them down. (Seeing Oliver) Oh, just look at that. Isn’t that sweet? Has he been there long?


Henry Just a moment or two.


Karen He’s like a dormouse. He sleeps anywhere. (Shouting into his face) Oliver!


Oliver stirs in his sleep but fails to wake.


Hopeless. I’m parched. Winnie, do we have some white wine open?


Winnie I can open one, miss.


Karen Bring us a couple of glasses, there’s a dear.


Winnie Yes, miss.


Henry makes a feeble protest. Winnie goes out, followed by Norma.


Karen (softly) That was a beautiful night last night. You were fantastic.


Henry Was I?


Karen (kissing him rather off-handedly) We must do it again some time. Now, to prove I had not forgotten you … (She rummages among the bags) Now which one was it? Oh yes. Voilà!


From one of her bags she produces a man’s suit, new and on a hanger. It is modern and positive in design and colour. Certainly something that Henry would never dream of wearing. She holds it up for him to look at.


What do you think?


Henry (incredulous) You’re going to wear that to the office?


Karen Of course not. It’s for you.


Henry Me?


Karen Do you like it?


Henry I’m not wearing that.


Karen It’s gorgeous. I picked it specially. They took it out of the window for me.


Henry I wouldn’t be seen dead in that.


Karen (throwing the suit down, sulkily) Oh well, walk around naked then, see if I care.


Henry Where’s my suit?


Karen I went to a lot of trouble for that.


Henry Karen, where is my suit?


Karen I don’t know. In a rubbish bin somewhere. I don’t know.


Norma comes on with a tray with a bottle of white wine and glasses. Winnie follows her.


Winnie (sotto, to Norma) That’s it, just put it down there.


Henry A rubbish bin?


Norma Wine, miss?


Karen Thank you.


Henry What rubbish bin? Where?


Karen I don’t know. Somewhere in Oxford Street. I wasn’t lugging that hideous suit all the way back with me.


Norma (hovering at Henry’s elbow) Wine, sir?


Henry (ignoring Norma) Oxford Street? Why did you take it to Oxford Street?


Karen How else was I to know your size? (Tearfully) I got you a shirt and everything to match.


Norma (patiently) Wine, sir?


Henry I was perfectly happy with the suit I had.


Winnie (sotto to Norma) Other side, girl. You’re serving him from the wrong side again.


Henry I was very fond of that suit. I’d had it for years.


Karen Obviously.


Norma (appearing at Henry’s other elbow) Wine, sir?


Henry No, I don’t want any wine. Go away. I just want my suit.


Karen Then you’ll have to go to Oxford Street and get it, won’t you? I’m not doing any more for you, that’s it.


She sits and glares into the middle distance. Henry can’t cope with that at all. Oliver snores.


Winnie (sotto, to Norma) Ask the gentleman if he’s had sufficient, then.


Norma Have you had sufficient, sir?


Henry (testily) Yes, yes, yes.


Norma Thank you, sir.


Winnie (sotto, to Norma) Clear away, then. Start clearing away.


Norma starts to clear away Henry’s breakfast. Oliver snores. Karen sulks.


Henry (softly, to Karen) I’m sorry. Look, I’m sorry. I don’t want to seem ungrateful. It’s just I was – (Aware of the others) I was rather fond of that suit. It had seen me through some good times. And yes, it has to be said, some pretty rotten ones as well.


Karen sulks on. Henry perseveres.


You see, I don’t think that particular sort of suit would suit me at all. You see?


Karen You haven’t even tried it on.


Henry No, but I can pretty well tell just from looking at it, you see. If I was in a shop, shopping, I’d catch sight of it and I’d say straight away, look, that really isn’t my sort of suit.


Karen You might at least try it on. I bought it specially.


Henry Yes, OK, OK. I’ll certainly go and try it on if you like …


Karen You will?


Henry But I’m afraid you’re in for a bit of a laugh if I do. It’s going to make me look pretty silly.


Karen (brightening, getting up) How do you know till you’ve tried? Come on, try it.


Henry All right, yes. Right …


Henry picks up the suit rather gingerly and makes as if to leave the room. During the next, Winnie and Norma go out with the tray.


Karen Wait, wait. We need all the bits. Just a second. (She rummages in the bags again) Shirt!


She produces a very jolly shirt.


Henry (eyeing it) Ah.


Karen Tie!


She produces a tie in similar vein.


Henry Oh, my God …


Karen Not your sort of tie, either?


Henry I didn’t say that.


Karen Shoes!


Some very un-Henryish (slip-on) shoes.


Henry Oh-ho! Yes. Those are interesting, aren’t they? I’ll go upstairs …


Karen Here’s all right. Why not here?


Henry Here? But –


He indicates Winnie and Norma.


Karen It’s all right, there’s nobody here. Oliver’s sound asleep. I won’t look …


Henry (reluctantly) All right.


He starts to get dressed, rather like a bather on a crowded beach. Karen talks to him as he does this. Henry starts by putting on the trousers under his dressing gown. Only then does he remove this and put on the shirt.


Karen Now, let me tell you what I’ve been up to. First, I’ve been to see your Elaine Smith.


Henry (struggling into the trousers) You have?


Karen It’s all right, I rang her first. She was a little bit suspicious to start with but once she heard the whole story – how you’d nearly jumped off that bridge and how I stopped you in the nick of time –


Henry You told her all that?


Karen Of course. She was horrified. (Admiring the trousers) God, those are going to look terrific on you. Elaine said anything I could do to get back at Bruce Tick – and anyone else in that firm come to that – and give him one from her, too. She’s ace. No wonder you liked her. Absolutely invaluable. She told me masses about the ins and outs of the firm. Who’s having who, who’s got their knife into who. My God, the place is an absolute rats’ nest. Elaine said it was amazing you survived as long as you did.


Henry Really?


He is doing up the shirt now.


Karen (as he does this) Oh, that’s gorgeous. You’re going to look an absolute knockout.


Henry (sceptically) Oh, yes?


Karen Anyway, she gave me absolutely priceless information. And most important of all, the inside secrets of how to cope with the dreaded Mrs Bulley.


Henry Who on earth’s Mrs Bulley? Oh, her …


He starts to tie his tie.


Karen Mrs Bulley is the key to the whole secretariat. She alone can hire and she alone can fire. If I can win her heart, I can work for anyone in the building. She is the dragon that guards the gates.


Henry Yes, that pretty well describes her.


Karen Her name strikes shivers through the typing pool. But I think I’ve got the measure of her penchant. Nice, plain, sensible girls with very little make-up in drab wool suits cut just below the knee, plain stockings and flattish shoes. That’s her type. Mrs Bulley does not care for the flash.


Henry now has on the trousers, shirt and tie.


(Applauding) Oh, yes, yes, yes!


Henry (coolly) Socks. Any chance of some socks? Or have you bought me some tartan tights …?


Karen Socks! Damn! I knew there was something. (Yelling) Winnie! (To Henry) Hang on. The point is Elaine Smith, apparently, was Mrs Bulley’s blue-eyed girl. She’s going to phone her first thing Monday morning and recommend me.


Henry This is madness …


Karen Henrybell … Remember our agreement.


Henry What agreement?


Karen The agreement we consummated last night …


Henry Oh, that agreement.


Karen Yes. That agreement.


Winnie and Norma enter.


Winnie, can you run upstairs and get me some socks from Master Oliver’s room.


Winnie Yes, miss. (To Norma) Run upstairs and get some socks from Master Oliver’s room …


Norma (going off) Right.


Karen Better bring a selection.


Winnie Bring a selection.


Norma Yes, miss. I’ll bring a selection.


Norma goes off.


Karen (resuming) So, anyway, after that I had this shopping trip – you wait till you see my suit, it’s fabulous – after that, I even had time to call on a couple of friends who’ve very kindly agreed to give me a reference. And here I am. Not a bad day’s work, eh?


Henry How on earth did you find people to give you a reference?


Karen (smiling evasively) Oh, they owed me a favour.


Henry finally tries the jacket on. He has everything now except shoes and socks.


Let’s have a look at you, Henrybell.


Henry stands self-consciously.


Oh, yes. Yes!


Norma returns with two or three pairs of brightly coloured socks.


Ah, good. Thank you. Now then …


Karen holds up a couple of pairs and rejects them.


No … no … (Finding some that are reasonably appropriate) They’ll do for now.


Henry (taking the socks) Thank you. Yes, these should set the whole thing off nicely. All I need now is the crazy car and the bucket of whitewash.


Henry sits and pulls on the socks. Karen sets aside the rejects.


(Struggling with the socks) I’m sure this is going to look extraordinary.


Karen Nonsense.


Henry slips on the shoes and rises. The women admire him.


Wonderful.


Henry What?


Karen Turn round. (Henry does so) Terrific.


Henry Really?


Karen Really.


Henry Really?


Karen Yes.


Winnie Oh yes.


Norma Yes.


Henry still has his doubts but is rather flattered by their attention. It’s doubtful whether so many women have ever given him this much attention at one time before.


Henry Well, I … It’s certainly not something I would have … Still, I suppose … (Smiling at them) Well.


Karen (smiling back) It’s the start of a new life, Henrybell. A new life. A new you.


Henry (preening himself ever so slightly) Yes, you’re absolutely right. What the hell. Ha!


At this point, Oliver snorts and wakes up. The first thing he sees, is the new improved Henry.


Oliver Wah! God! Who on earth are you?


Henry Hallo, again.


Oliver Have we met?


Henry Yes. Henry Bell. I was having breakfast when you dozed off.


Oliver Oh, yes. What have you done to yourself? You seem to have had a new paint job.


Karen Hiya, Ol …


Oliver (seeing her for the first time) Oh hi, Ka. How’re things?


Karen Terrif.


Oliver Good-o. Going to have a bath. Did you run that bath, Winnie?


Winnie Yes, Master Oliver. Be a bit cold now, I dare say.


Oliver Oh, dear. Run another one somewhere else, will you? Use a different tank.


Winnie Yes, Master Oliver. (Sotto, to Norma) Come and help run the bath, now.


Winnie and Norma go out, taking the rejected socks. They leave the wine tray, which Oliver now spots.


Oliver Oh great, wine. (Holding up Henry’s unused glass) This anyone’s?


Henry No.


Oliver I’d better get changed. Those people are coming.


Karen What people?


Oliver Oh, you know. All those people. Cheers.


Karen What people? I’m busy.


Oliver The charity fête festival freedom thing committee. You know. The ones who meet here all the time. The one I’m on. They want to use the meadow.


Karen Oh. That committee. Yes.


Oliver They’ve always got something on. I said we’d lend them the meadow, again.


Karen Isn’t Imogen Staxton-Billing on that committee?


Oliver Probably. I think they both are, aren’t they?


Karen Anthony as well?


Oliver Think so.


Karen (to Henry) Your chance.


Henry What?


Karen To meet them.


Henry You mean they’re both coming here? To this house? Him and his wife? With you here? Won’t that be –?


Karen Presumably they thought I’d be away …


Oliver Yah. I’m sure they did.


Henry All the same …


Karen This is the country, Henrybell. You can’t stop seeing people just because you’ve slept with one of them. You’d end up a hermit. It’s a wonderful chance for you to have a look at her. See what you make of her.


Henry Yes.


Karen Your first sight of the enemy.


Henry Now, wait a minute. I haven’t yet declared war …


Karen Just a look. No harm in looking, is there?


Henry No.


Oliver What’s all this?


Karen Go and have your bath.


Oliver Right-o. Will you organise some cake or something for them? They usually expect a bun or two.


Karen Oliver.


Oliver Yah?


Karen Listen, when they come, would you mind if we introduced Henrybell as your friend rather than mine?


Oliver Henrybell? Who’s Henrybell?


Henry Me. Henry. Bell.


Oliver Oh, yes. Why’s that?


Karen I’d just rather they thought he was your friend. And not my friend.


Oliver (doubtfully) Well, I don’t know. What sort of friend?


Karen I don’t know. Any sort of friend …


Oliver He doesn’t look much like any friend of mine. Not wearing a suit like that. No offence, sorry …


Henry That’s quite all right. I don’t think any friend of mine would wear a suit like this either.


Karen (beadily) Well, I know plenty of mine who would.


Oliver Then he’d better be a friend of yours, then.


Karen (shouting) I don’t want him to be a friend of mine, I want him to be a friend of yours.


Oliver (shouting back) Well, he bloody well can’t be a friend of mine. I’m damned if I want a friend wearing a suit like that.


Henry (shouting with them) Listen, if it helps I’ll take the thing off –


Karen (fiercely) DON’T YOU DARE TAKE IT OFF.


A pause.


Oliver (calmer) Tell you what. He could be something else altogether.


Karen (testily) What?


Oliver I don’t know. He could be from – from our accountants.


Henry In a suit like this?


Oliver Oh, yes … Most of them wear suits like that.


Karen That’s brilliant. You can be from … What are their names?


Oliver Haven’t the faintest idea. One of them’s called Dennis, I think.


Karen No, the name of the firm.


Oliver Dennis and Co. I don’t know. Dennis, Dennis and Dennis.


He laughs.


Karen Don’t be stupid. I hate men when they’re stupid.


Norma has entered with Winnie just behind her.


Norma Your other bath’s run, Master Oliver.


Oliver Oh, yah. Good-o.


Karen I’ll tell you who would know what they were called. John would know.


Oliver John?


Karen John Brackett.


Oliver Oh yes. He’d know. He knows everything.


Karen Phone him. Find out what they’re called.


Oliver I’m going to have a bath. You phone him.


Karen (angrily) Oliver!


Oliver (as he goes) They’ll all be here in a minute.


He goes out.


Karen Winnie. I want you to phone Mr Brackett, our solicitor. All right?


Winnie Yes, miss.


Karen Ask him could he tell you the name of our accountants. All right? Have you got that?


Winnie Accountants. Right, miss.


She goes.


Karen (after her) Oh, and get their address as well. (To Henry) You ought to know where you work. In case anyone asks you.


Henry I can’t tell lies like that.


Karen All right. I’ll tell them you’re a failed suicide that I dragged off a bridge to spend the night with me. How about that?


Henry (weakly) Oh, God. All right.


A doorbell rings.


Karen They’re here. Come on.


Henry Where?


Karen Just say hallo to them.


Henry Now?


Karen Just quickly, come on. It won’t take a second.


They’re having a committee meeting, you won’t have to be with them for long.


Henry What do I say?


Karen Say hallo, that’s all …


Before they can leave the room, Norma has ushered in two of the guests. First, Lady Ganton, a woman in her sixties. Then Colonel Marcus Lipscott of similar age.


Norma Lady Ganton and Colonel Lipscott, miss.


Karen Hallo, Ursula. How lovely to see you.


Lady Ganton Karen, dear. What a wonderful surprise. We didn’t expect you.


They kiss.


You’re looking wonderful.


Karen Thank you.


Lady Ganton Wonderful.


Karen Marcus.


Marcus (slightly less warmly) Hallo, Karen. (Kissing her) Good to see you. Understood you were in London.


Karen No, we – came back … last night, suddenly. May I introduce Henry Bell?


Lady Ganton Hallo.


Henry (shaking hands) How do you do?


Karen This is Lady Ganton. Ursula Ganton. And this is Colonel Marcus Lipscott. Henry Bell.


Marcus How do you do?


Karen (pointedly) Marcus is Imogen’s uncle. I may have mentioned her to you, Henrybell. Imogen Staxton-Billing’s uncle.


Henry Oh yes, right. That Imogen Staxton-Billing.


Marcus Oh, you know Imogen, do you?


Henry No, I’m afraid not.


Lady Ganton You’ll see her in a minute, I expect. She’ll be at the meeting. (To Henry) Are you coming to the meeting?


Karen No, Henry’s from our accountants. He’s just here looking at our books.


Lady Ganton Oh, I thought you might have been a sponsor. From the brewery. You look as if you’re from the brewery.


Henry No, I’m afraid I’m not from the brewery.


Lady Ganton Pity.


The doorbell rings.


Karen Will you excuse me?


Henry (panicking at being abandoned) Er …


Karen Won’t be a minute …


Karen goes out. In a moment, voices are heard outside.


Marcus Did you say you were a turf accountant?


Henry No, no. Just an accountant. I’m looking at the books.


Marcus Really? You look more like a bookie. What sort of firm is it?


Henry Oh, it’s a very – trendy sort of place.


Lady Ganton Jolly good. I don’t think we can ever have enough of that, do you?


Marcus Enough of what?


Lady Ganton Trendiness. God bless the young people. They brighten up this world, that’s what I say. In my day, we all looked dreadfully dull and dressed exactly like our mothers.


Marcus I didn’t dress like my mother.


Lady Ganton And then rows and rows of identical men. All in shiny dark blue suits. I mean, whoever decreed that accountants should all wear shiny dark blue suits?


Henry Exactly. That’s precisely our policy …


The doorbell rings again. In a moment, fresh voices are heard.


Marcus (suspiciously) Where is this place you work for?


Henry Oh …


He points vaguely at the ceiling.


Marcus What’s the name of it?


Henry That’s a wren, surely. Up there. Look.


Lady Ganton Oh yes … Do you feed them?


Henry Oh yes, rather.


Lady Ganton Well, don’t. You’ll never get rid of them. They’ll be nesting up there next.


Percy Cutting enters – a small unassuming man in his forties in a shiny dark blue suit.


Marcus Ah, Percy. Come over here. Meet Mr Bell. Now that’s the sort of suit I expect an accountant of mine to wear. Like the one Percy’s wearing. Percy, this is Mr Bell. Me Bell, this is Percy Cutting.


Percy Hallo.


Henry How do you do?


Marcus Now, Percy, would you believe, this chap’s an accountant?


Percy No. I don’t think I would necessarily. Not at a glance, certainly.


Henry No, well … (He laughs)


Percy Where do you work then? Carnaby Street?


He laughs.


Henry (sharing the joke) No, no.


Marcus I’ve just been trying to find that out.


Lady Ganton He’s being rather secretive about it.


Henry No, no. There’s no secret. No secret at all.


Lady Ganton Who do you work for, then?


Henry Er … It’s on the tip of my tongue …


Lady Ganton I don’t think he knows.


At this moment, Winnie arrives at his elbow with a piece of paper on a tray. Marcus and Lady Ganton move away under the next and start talking together.


Winnie (to Henry) Excuse me, sir …


Henry Excuse me.


Winnie The – information you asked for, sir.


Henry The – Oh yes, thank you. (He reads it swiftly) Thank you.


Winnie goes out again.


Percy Not bad news, I hope?


Henry No, no. Where were we? Oh, yes. Where I work. I work with – Ullworth, Gladys and Thrace.


Percy Don’t you mean Ullworth, Gledhouse and Thrace?


Henry Gledhouse. Sorry, did I say Gladys? Gledhouse.


Percy I know them well. We used to have dealings with them at one time. You still in the same place then, are you?


Henry Oh yes, you bet. We’re still in – in – (He peeks at the paper but can’t read the writing) Still in good old – Strewth Street.


Percy Really? You used to be in Straight Street in my day.


Henry Oh yes, we are. Don’t get me wrong. The main bunch of us are still in good old Straight Street. But a few of us have moved into our new annexe just round the corner in Strewth Street.


Percy Ah well, after my time that must have been. I don’t know Strewth Street at all.


Henry No, it’s very, very narrow.


Percy Old man Stackwood still soldiering on, is he?


Henry (affectionately) Oh yes, yes. Bless his old heart.


Percy Miserable old sod, isn’t he?


Henry Oh, yes. And we’re mighty glad to be working round the corner in Strewth Street, I don’t mind telling you.


Percy I bet. I bet. I can see you’ve worked with old Stackwood.


Henry You can say that again.


Percy Amazed he’d let you come to work in a suit like that, though.


Henry Well, all sort of things go on in Strewth Street that he doesn’t know about, I can tell you.


Percy Tell me now, I’ve always wanted to know …


Henry is rescued from the remorseless Percy by the entrance of more guests. Karen comes in with Daphne Teale, a buxom woman in her mid-forties with bright red hair. Following them, Anthony and Imogen Staxton-Billing. Anthony, in his late thirties, has relied for a fraction too long on his youthful good looks to give him the reputation as the local ladies’ man. His wife, Imogen (despite Karen’s slanderous description of her) is, at thirty-seven, attractive too – though the trials and tensions of the past few years have left their mark on her. One might describe her as a desperately neglected English rose. She is certainly not at her best this afternoon. She has, after all, just been confronted unexpectedly with Karen.


Karen (calling to the beleaguered Henry) Henry?


Henry (gratefully) Yes?


Karen Come and meet some more people.


Henry (hurrying over) Yes, of course.


Karen Henry. This is Councillor Mrs Teale.


Daphne (a blunt, plain local speech) Daphne Teale, how do you do?


Henry Hallo, Henry Bell.


Karen Henry’s from our accountants. And this is Anthony and Imogen Staxton-Billing.


She immediately moves away to the other group.


Henry Ah, hallo.


Anthony (cursorily) ’Llo.


They shake hands.


Henry (turning to Imogen) Hallo, Henry Bell.


Imogen scarcely looks at him but gives him the most peremptory of greetings and handshakes.


Imogen (glacially) Hallo.


Daphne Did she say you were an accountant?


Henry (defensively) Yes.


Daphne Oh. (She looks him up and down) Not local, are you?


Henry No. London.


Daphne Yes, I thought as much. Excuse me, I just want a word with …


She drifts away to the other group.


Henry (charmingly) Of course. (Turning to the Staxton-Billings) Well. A lot of people to meet all of a sudden.


Imogen (ignoring him, to her husband) Did you know she was going to be here?


Anthony Who?


Imogen You know who I’m talking about?


Anthony No idea at all.


Imogen I’m talking about that little toad, Karen Knightly. Who do you think I’m talking about?


Anthony Oh, Karen. That’s who you’re talking about.


Slight pause.


Henry Did you have far to come?


Imogen (ignoring him still) God, you bastard. You let me come to this house and walk straight into her. And you never even warned me she’d be here.


Anthony Oh, do put a cork in it …


Imogen I mean it’s so cruel, Anthony. Don’t you realise how cruel it is? Don’t you honestly realise?


Anthony Oh, God. It’s one of those afternoons, is it?


He starts to move away.


Imogen Anthony …


Anthony Goodbye.


He goes to talk to Daphne, who has joined up with Percy. Pause.


Henry (trying again) What’s this committee in aid of then? Is it for some charity?


Imogen What? Are you talking to me?


Henry Er … yes. I was … I was just …


Imogen Listen, I don’t think we have a thing in common, do we? I’m sure you have nothing to say that would be of the slightest interest to me. And there’s nothing whatever that I want to talk to you about. So why don’t you just run away and practise your small talk with somebody else?


Henry is totally staggered by her rudeness. Before he can even begin to think of a retort, Imogen moves away from him. At the same time, Marcus calls everyone to order.


Marcus Ladies and gentlemen, I think we’re all here – are we all here?


Percy Yes, I think so.


Marcus Right. Shall we move through to the library and get under way, then? I understand Oliver’s on his way down. If you’d all like to follow on. Tea and biscuits are promised, I am assured, imminently.


Lady Ganton Hooray!


General chatter as the assembly starts to move off. Henry moves away but keeps his angry gaze on Imogen. Karen, having seen everyone out ahead of her, turns back in the doorway to Henry.


Karen (softly) Well, what did you make of her? Mrs Staxton-Billing?


Henry (through gritted teeth) Mrs Staxton-Billing? Well …


Karen So is it on? Our agreement?


Henry (still smarting) Oh yes. Most definitely it’s on.


Karen (in a gleeful whisper) Revenge?


She extends her hand to him.


Henry (taking her hand, grimly) Revenge.


Blackout. 
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