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Introduction





Epitaph for George Dillon was written immediately before Look Back in Anger in collaboration with an actor-friend, Anthony Creighton. It had an odd passage. I offered it to the English Stage Company after they had accepted Look Back. It was clear that they regarded it as an inferior run-up, which was a fair judgement, and little more was said about it, in the way of these things. Then the Oxford Experimental Theatre wrote asking if I had something neglected lying in a drawer. They put it on, every newspaper sent one of its predators to see it and the response seemed to suggest that it might be a superior version of Look Back. Certainly, it sorted out the Philistines from the Boys, and the Royal Court perversely decided to stage it.


 


I was away in America at the time, and when I returned it had transferred to the Comedy Theatre. The director, Bill Gaskill, had assembled a supple cast of then little-known actors. His staging was delicate, but it seemed that Creighton had coaxed the cast to over-strive for laughs; Heaven knows, the Elliot family is grotesque enough and tiptoe on caricature, as did their models in real life. To guy them robbed them of truthfulness.


 


However, this was easily put right, and when the play arrived in New York the production was impeccable. Those who did see it will never forget the performance of Robert Stephens, the most uncomfortably powerful actor of his generation. When he looked at the photograph of Raymond at the end of Act One, his delivery of the line: ‘You stupid-looking bastard,’ was lacerating. The audience shuddered unfailingly. His crumpled collapse, like an upended beetle, as he unwrapped the Elliots’ unconsciously cruel gift of a typewriter, was enough to send the most abstemious, alcohol-fearing American reeling out into 45th Street and the nearest bar. Looking at the text again, it is dispiriting to realise how little in Britain, now the Yookay, has changed. The difference is that the lower-middle classes, instead of being a comic sub-culture, are now firmly on top and in command of the nation’s drooping conformism and its resolute addiction to mediocrity in taste, morals and ambition.


 


John Osborne, 1993


 


The above is an extract from the author’s introduction to John Osborne: Plays One, published by Faber and Faber in 1993.
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EPITAPH FOR GEORGE DILLON



























Act One








The home of the Elliot family, just outside London. Spring, late afternoon.


The action takes place in the sitting room and hall, the front door being stage right. In the hall, immediately facing, are the stairs, which turn off left. Flat against the staircase is a hat- and coat-stand, shelving hats, coats, magazines, umbrellas, etc., in the midst of which is a vase of everlasting flowers. Upstage of the hall, under the arch formed by the stairs, is the door leading into the room called the lounge. Next to this upstage is the invisible wall which divides the hall from the sitting room. The only object suggesting the wall is a door set upstage. Downstage of this, set against the ‘wall’ facing into the sitting room is a radiogram, upon which stands a biscuit barrel and a silver-plated dish containing wax or real fruit. Nearby an armchair of the ‘contemporary’ kind faces downstage. Against the upstage wall, right, is a dining chair. Centre, an ornate cocktail cabinet and another dining chair. On the wall, flanking this, are two wall lights, in the centre of which is painted a group of wild ducks, in flight.


Left centre is the door leading to the kitchen, next to which is the kitchen hatch which, when raised, reveals the kitchen beyond. Below the hatch is a tea-trolley. Above the hatch, on the wall, is a tinted photograph of a wedding group. In the stage-left wall, french windows which look out on to a small back garden. Below the french windows, a half-round occasional table, above which hangs a mirror. In front of the french windows a settee, again of the utility-contemporary period. At the  head a white-painted wrought-iron floor lamp. Upstage, left centre, a draw-leaf table with dining chair and armed dining chair in position. On the cocktail cabinet stands a large china model of an Alsatian dog, and a photograph of a soldier in a silver frame, decorated with ‘Haig’ poppies.


At rise of curtain, Josie is on stage alone. She is about twenty, pretty in a hard, frilly way and nobody’s fool. At the moment she is not looking her best. The turban she is wearing reveals a couple of curlers above her forehead, her jumper is grubby and her slacks baggy, stained and not very fetching. She is sprawled in the armchair. In a vicious idleness she stares at a highly coloured weekly. Mozart is on the radio, delicate, liquid. She flips through the magazine, is about to put it down when something catches her attention.


She reads.




Josie   Fancy writing up and asking that!




She laughs and goes on with her reading, fondling one of her curlers as she does so. Presently she throws the magazine down.





Soppy cow!




She sighs and leans back, thrusts her hands into the top of her slacks, rubbing her stomach and frowning. She gets up and stares at her reflection in the mirror. Pursing her lips experimentally, she watches the effect. She leans forward and tries fluffing up her eyebrows. It doesn’t seem very successful and she sighs again.





Oh, that damn row!




She goes to the radio, stabs at the knobs, then gives up and switches it off. Her eye catches the magazine again and she goes through it again until she finds what she is looking for. She stares at it sullenly and flings the  paper on the floor. At the mirror again she tries several grimaces, puts out her tongue. A little more speculation, and she goes over to the settee, and sinks down on her knees. She stretches, and, catching sight of the resulting white space between her jumper and slacks, strokes herself dreamily. She slides forward onto her stomach, her hands moving over the arm of the settee, curiosity in her fingers and boredom in her body. She starts to sing, in a studied, offhand way, one of those downward-inflection popular hits.





‘Why don’t you give me …


Give me …’




Pause.





‘All that you have to share.


Why don’t you give me …


Give me …’




She picks her nose daintily, and turns over on her back.





‘And tell me you really c–are …’




Her hand trails the space beside her, like a hand in rippling water, then stops, as she says deliberately:





I wonder – what it would be like?




She is about to swing her legs above her head, when the front door bell rings.





Good-O!




She rushes off to the front door, almost reaches it, when she remembers something, and comes back into the dining room. Her eyes light on her handbag, and she snatches it up, taking it with her, through the hall, straight to the front door. The bell is still ringing, and she calls out:





Oh, all right! Wait a minute! Wait a minute!




Opens front door. We hear a voice saying: ‘Parcel for Mrs Elliot. Three pounds fifteen and ninepence to pay.’





Miss Elliot, if you please. I thought you were never coming. Here you are. You have been a long time. I thought you’d have been here this morning. I haven’t even been able to go up the road, waiting for you to come. What? I haven’t got it. Well, you’ll have to change it.




A few minutes of change fumbling before she slams the front door, and goes into the sitting room with a square cardboard box in her arms, which she starts to open excitedly, kneeling on the floor. Off come the string and paper, then the lid and a layer of tissue paper. She rises quickly, places the box on the settee, takes a cigarette from her handbag, which she puts in her mouth, kicks off her slippers, and goes to the radiogram, unzipping her slacks at the same time. She raises the lid, switches it on, and takes off her slacks, leaving them on the floor, one leg inside out. She selects a record from the pile beside her, and puts it on. Cigarette in mouth, she waits expectantly until the corncrake growl of a New Orleans trumpet strides off into a piece of fairly traditional jazz. She runs back to her parcel and takes out the contents, in a scurry of paper and impatience, which turn out to be a pair of black, tapering trousers. She puts them on, zipping up the sides with a little difficulty. Hands on hips, she looks down at the result anxiously, then delightedly. She goes nearer to the mirror, to get a better view of herself. She bounces up and down, looking at this angle and that, patting her stomach, feeling the seat until she is finally satisfied. She lights her cigarette, then, putting her hands in her unfamiliar pockets, strikes a more or less elegant attitude and a bored expression, one black undeniably slim leg straight out  in front of the other. She inclines her head back, and blows out a cloud of smoke. Josie may be funny at times, but she is never consciously so. She begins to dance, slowly at first, and surprisingly well, across right, ending up by lying with her back on the floor, and her knees up. The front door opens and Ruth enters hall. Josie sits up quickly.





That you, Mum?




Ruth closes the door, but makes no reply. Josie takes off her new trousers, and starts slipping them back in their box. As she is doing this, Ruth enters from the hall. She is about forty, slim, smartly dressed, attractive. She carries a small weekend case, which she puts down when she gets into the sitting room.





You’re in early.




Ruth goes to the radiogram and switches it off.





Ruth   Do you mind if we do without New Orleans just for the moment? (She crosses and picks up Josie’s old slacks from the floor.) Are you looking for these?




She throws them over, and Josie manages to catch them.





Josie   Thought you were Mum.


Ruth   I don’t suppose you’d made any tea?


Josie   (putting on her slacks) I had some at dinner time.




Ruth goes into the kitchen, and puts the kettle on to boil.





You’re in early.


Ruth   (off) Why aren’t you at work today?


Josie   Wasn’t feeling very good this morning.


Ruth   (off) Oh?


Josie   So Mum said I’d better stay indoors. (She is staring at the case Ruth has left on the floor.) Going on your holidays?


Ruth   (off) No – coming back. Satisfied?


Josie   How can you be coming back, when you haven’t been away? Anyway, I haven’t had a day off work for ages – it won’t hurt them. (Picking up the case to see if it is empty.) New case?


Ruth   (off) I picked it up from where I left it last night – at Leicester Square Left Luggage Office. And it’s full of obscene photographs.


Josie   Oh?


Ruth   (appearing in the doorway) Josie, give me a cigarette, will you? I came all the way back in the train without one. (Back into kitchen.) There wasn’t any post for me was there?


Josie   (crossing to her handbag, right) Package came for you – registered.


Ruth   (off) No letters?


Josie   Just the pools. It’s only a small one. Doesn’t weigh anything hardly.


Ruth   (off) And what’s inside it?


Josie   (searching in her handbag) How should I know?


Ruth   (off) Didn’t you open it?


Josie   What do you mean? Course I didn’t open it.


Ruth   (coming back in) If you must fry yourself food when you’re feeling ill, you might have the decency to clear up afterwards. The gas stove is covered in grease and muck – it’s filthy. (She takes off her hat, and moves to the occasional table down left, where she sees a small package.) Is this it? (Examines it, and goes on, rather absently.) You’ve even left the breakfast things in the sink.




Josie is holding her packet of cigarettes, watching her curiously. Ruth stares at the packet.





Josie   Typewritten.


Ruth   You’ve had damn-all to do all day. It’s like a slum when your mother comes in.


Josie   Aren’t you going to open it?


Ruth   (a quick glance at her) I said you’re a slut.


Josie   Oh, did you? I didn’t hear.




After a momentary hesitation, Ruth unwraps the package. Josie slips her cigarettes back into her handbag, and moves over to the kitchen door. From a small cardboard box, Ruth takes out a man’s wristwatch. Josie takes it in, and goes into the kitchen.





I’ll get a cup of tea.




The watch is lying in Ruth’s hand as, with the other, she takes out a piece of notepaper, and reads it. Then she places the box on the table. She stares at the paper, stroking her temples with her fingers, as if she felt a weight in her head. Presently, she calls out to Josie in the kitchen. The edge has gone out of her voice, and she sounds tired.





Ruth   Josie, be a good girl and get me that cigarette, will you?




Josie enters with a cup of tea, which she hands to her.





Josie   That man was here again this afternoon, asking for you.


Ruth   I’ve asked you twice to let me have one of your cigarettes. Please! I’ll pay you back tonight.


Josie   Haven’t got one. Sorry.


Ruth   (turning back to the table) Oh well, I suppose I’ll have to go upstairs, anyway. There may be some in the bedroom somewhere. (She replaces the watch and note in the little box.) Who was here, did you say?


Josie   That man. I don’t know who he is. The one who came on Saturday, and again the other day. That’s the third time he’s been.


Ruth   I thought you told him I didn’t get in till 5.30?


Josie   I did. He said he’d come back one evening.


Ruth   (to armchair and sitting) Well, what time did he come today?


Josie   About four, I suppose.


Ruth   He doesn’t sound very bright, whoever he is. What’s he look like?


Josie   Not bad. Bit like Frankie Vaughan.


Ruth   Who the hell’s Frankie Vaughan? (sipping tea) You make a putrid cup of tea, don’t you. Doesn’t he say what he wants?


Josie   Just that he wants to see you – that’s all.


Ruth   Strange way to go about it. Calling at the time when you’ve specifically told him I shall be out. You didn’t tell him anything, did you?


Josie   Tell him what? That he looked like Frankie Vaughan?


Ruth   Oh, Josie, for heaven’s sake, can’t you see I’m tired? All I want is a cigarette and a bath. 




The front door opens and Mrs Elliot comes in. She is a sincere, emotionally restrained little woman in her early fifties, who firmly believes that every cloud has a silver lining. She carries various carrier-bags filled with shopping. At the hall-stand she removes her coat.





Ruth   That’s your mother. For heaven’s sake make a start on that kitchen so that she can get started on the supper without having to clear up your mess first.


Josie   (moving to kitchen) OK.


Mrs Elliot   Are you there, Josie? (taking off hat)


Josie   Hello, Mum. You’re not in any trouble are you, Auntie?


Ruth   In trouble? Do you mean in the general or the popular sense?


Josie   What?


Mrs Elliot   (coming into sitting room with bags) Hello, dear, hello, Josie. Managed to get a seat on the train today, thank goodness. (into kitchen)


Ruth   Hello, Kate.


Josie   Hello, Mum.


Mrs Elliot   Oh Josie, you are a naughty girl, you really are. (into sitting room) I was hoping you’d have everything nice and clean and tidy when I came in.


Josie   I was just going to do it.


Mrs Elliot   Just look at it out there. It would be tonight too, when there’s so much to do.


Ruth   Here, let me take that from you. (taking one of the bags)


Mrs Elliot   Thank you, Ruth.


Josie   I’m sorry, Mum. Auntie Ruth was talking to me just as I was going to do it. Everyone seems a bit early tonight. (into kitchen)


Mrs Elliot   (unpacking carrier) I asked Mr Beamish to let me off five minutes early. Didn’t like it either. I thought I’d just miss the rush. Funny what a difference a few minutes makes. Anyway, I managed to get some shopping up the road before they closed. Oh dear, what a rush. There we are. You’re back early, Ruth dear. Weren’t you feeling well? Wonder if George likes parsley sauce.


Ruth   It wasn’t anything. Central heating in the office, I expect.


Mrs Elliot   Well – Josie complained she wasn’t too great this morning at breakfast time, so I made her stay at home. I hope you haven’t gone and caught something off of her – food poisoning or something.


Ruth   Yes.


Mrs Elliot   You do look tired, I must say.


Ruth   Oh, I’m better now. Josie gave her Auntie a cup of tea.


Mrs Elliot   You always hate her calling you Auntie, don’t you? What can you expect, dear, when that’s what you are? Now, I wanted you to do something for me. What was it? Josie, don’t bother with those things now. Lay the table for me in here instead, there’s a good girl.


Ruth   You seem a bit overloaded.


Mrs Elliot   Well, I had to get a few extras.


Josie   (in from kitchen) Where’s the fire, Mum?


Mrs Elliot   Now try and help me a little, Josie. I’m rather cross with you over that kitchen, my girl.


Josie   Well, I’m doing it, aren’t I?


Ruth   All right you two, I’ll help, only don’t go on about it, please. (into kitchen)


Josie   Well, she was ‘going on’ a bit herself just now.


Mrs Elliot   That’s enough, Josie. (clearing table) I had hoped that at least you could have had the table laid.


Josie   Yes, Mum, all right.


Mrs Elliot   I’m in such a muddle, I don’t know where I am. I haven’t a chance to do a thing. Hope your father comes in on time.


Josie   What’s all the panic? Don’t tell me you’ve got somebody coming?


Mrs Elliot   Yes, I have.


Josie   Who on earth is it?




Ruth comes in with loaded tray, puts it down and she and Mrs Elliot start laying the table.





Mrs Elliot   Young George is coming, that’s all.


Ruth   George?


Mrs Elliot   George Dillon. The young fellow that works at my place. You know. I told you about him.


Ruth   Oh, did you? I don’t remember.


Josie   Oh, him. (She yawns loudly and flops into the armchair.)


Mrs Elliot   Of course I told you. I’ve often spoken about him. I’ve asked him down to tea lots of times. But each time some appointment seems to turn up, and he can’t come. Well, he’s coming now, for certain. He’s a very busy chap. Always on the go.


Ruth   Oh, that one. The rather superior young man who’s so much younger than the rest of you. Is he still there? I thought you said the job wasn’t quite good enough for him.


Mrs Elliot   I’ve always felt a bit sorry for him, that’s all. He seemed so much on his own all the time. And, one day, I started telling him about our Raymond, and he was most interested. He was in the services as well, you see.


Ruth   Quite a coincidence.


Mrs Elliot   Yes. He went right through the war.


Ruth   I had the idea we all did.




Pause.





Mrs Elliot   No, Ruth, some boys didn’t get to see the end of it.


Ruth   I’m sorry, Kate. I’ve had a bit of a day, I’m afraid. I’m not in the right frame of mind to talk to young men, refined or not. If I can’t do anything for you down here, I’ll go and run myself a bath, if you don’t mind.


Mrs Elliot   Oh! Were you going to have a bath now?


Ruth   Yes. Why?


Mrs Elliot   Well, I can’t go into a long rigamarole now – I’ve too much to do before George comes. But you see – well, you’ve got to know sometime, I suppose – I’ve asked him to stay.


Josie   Stay? What, here?


Mrs Elliot   It won’t be for long – just till he finds somewhere else to go.


Josie   What’s wrong with where he is?


Mrs Elliot   He’s not very happy there. I’ll tell you later. Don’t worry me with a lot of questions now, Josie. There’s too much to do.


Ruth   Well, it’s your business. It’s your house – not mine. What about Percy?


Mrs Elliot   Nothing about Percy. It’s got nothing to do with him.


Ruth   You’re right, of course. (rather dryly) It isn’t his house, either.


Mrs Elliot   There’s just one thing –


Josie   There won’t half be an atmosphere when he finds out. You know what Dad’s like – he hasn’t got over those budgerigars you bought yet.


Mrs Elliot   He knows what he can do, and it won’t take me long to tell him. Oh, do clear up that paper and stuff, Josie. The place looks awful. What was I saying?


Ruth   ‘There’s just one thing.’


Mrs Elliot   Oh yes, Ruth. I was going to ask if you would mind very much moving out of your room for a few days, and going in with Norah.


Ruth   Why yes, I do mind. Is it really necessary? Does George Whats-his-name have to have my room?


Mrs Elliot   No, he doesn’t have to, but I thought it would be nicer – being Ray’s old room, he’d like it. More like a man’s room. Still –


Ruth   (quietly) You know, I do like to have at least some time to myself. And anyway, Norah sleeps with her mouth open.


Mrs Elliot   Oh, very well, Ruth. Josie can go in with her. You won’t mind, will you, Josie?


Josie   (folding up paper) Oh, all right. All this blessed fuss! (into kitchen)


Ruth   I’m sorry, Kate, but you do understand.


Mrs Elliot   Never mind. I just thought it would be nicer, that’s all. It doesn’t matter, dear. And there’s no fuss, Madame Josie, thank you. God pays debts without money, I always say.


Ruth   You haven’t any aspirin, have you? I don’t seem to know where any of my things are –


Mrs Elliot   There are some in the medicine chest, I think. And if you’re going up, would you mind getting some of Josie’s stuff into Norah’s room – as that’s going to be the arrangement?


Ruth   Right.




She is lost in her own thoughts and does not move. Mrs Elliot is too preoccupied to notice. Pause.





Mrs Elliot   Only would you mind doing it now, while Josie and I get straight down here? George’ll be here very soon – he’s only got to pick up his bag from his digs. Is that your case?


Ruth   (picking it up, and into hall) I’ll take it up with me. (taking off scarf and hanging it up) Is there anything else?


Mrs Elliot   No, thank you very much, Ruth. I must get started now.




Ruth goes upstairs.





Oh, yes – (into hall) – Ruth, dear, would you put a clean towel in the bathroom for George? I expect he’d like a wash when he comes in.


Ruth   (halfway upstairs) Yes.


Mrs Elliot   I’m sorry you’re not feeling well, dear. 




Ruth goes on upstairs. Mrs Elliot returns to sitting room.





Now, where are we?




The table by now is almost laid, and Mrs Elliot completes it.





Josie   (in from kitchen) Will it be the boiled pork, Mum? There isn’t much left – least, not after Dad gets his hands on it.


Mrs Elliot   He can have it all, as far as I’m concerned. Anyway, it won’t worry George, he’s a vegetarian. (to cocktail cabinet)


Josie   A what?


Mrs Elliot   (triumphantly) A vegetarian. Now, where’s the sherry got to, I wonder? Oh, yes. (She finds the bottle, and puts it on the table.)


Josie   Oh, one of them. He sounds a bit wishy-washy to me.


Mrs Elliot   Well, he’s not – he’s a real gentleman.


Josie   That’s what I mean. My, we are going posh, aren’t we? Sherry! Anybody’d think it was Christmas.


Mrs Elliot   (to kitchen) That’s enough of that, young lady. Now go and get dressed and make yourself a bit more presentable, or else George will think I brought you up in the slums.


Josie   (idly round the room) George, George, George. Georgie Porgie puddeny-pie, kissed the girls and made them cry –


Mrs Elliot   (from kitchen) Now do as I say, dear, please.


Josie   All right, Mum. (She starts to sing.)


Why don’t you give me,


Give me, give me,


All that you – All that you


Have to share …


Her eyes light on the small package on the table downstage left. She moves over to it. She extracts the note from the package, and unfolds it.


Mrs Elliot   (off) Draw the curtains before you go, will you, dear? Thank goodness the days are drawing out again, though. I’m so sick of the winter.


Josie   OK, Mum. (She moves to the french windows, left, draws one of the curtains, and begins reading the letter. Reading) ‘My dear – You have just left, and I have found that you have left two pounds for me on the desk. How thoughtful of you, and, after that catechism of smug deficiencies you had just recited to me, how very practical and how like you. I suppose you must have slipped it there while I was swallowed up in the damned misery of our situation. Make no mistake – for the money, I’m grateful. But your setting up as a kind of emotional soup kitchen makes me spit.’




Ruth is seen to fold her arms to her and shiver.





‘If you had any understanding at all, you would know what a bitter taste this kind of watery gruel must have. This is the Brown Windsor of love all right, and the only fit place for it is the sink. If this is the kind of thing you and your pals would dole out for the proletariat and its poor, grubby artists, you had better think again. I’m just going out for some beer. PS. Was just going to post this, when I thought I would return this watch to you. It seems to be the one thing I have left that you ever gave me. I’d like to think that my returning it would hurt you, but I know it won’t.’ 




Bell rings. The lights in the sitting room blaze on. Mrs Elliot has switched them on. The door bell goes on ringing furiously.





Mrs Elliot   My goodness, Josie, can’t you please answer the front door for me? I’ve got milk on the stove. (into kitchen) And I asked you to draw those curtains, didn’t I?


Josie   OK. (Draws curtains.) All right, all right, I’m coming. (Goes through hall to front door.) Oh, it’s you. It’s only Norah, Mum.




Norah comes in, wearing outdoor clothes. She is in her middle thirties. She has some of her mother’s restraint but this is due more to having ‘been let down twice’. There is no bitterness, only a naive simplicity in all things and at all times.





Mrs Elliot   That you, Norah?


Josie   (going into sitting room) Well, I’ve just said so, haven’t I?


Norah   (following her) Can’t think where I left my key. It’s probably in my other bag. I’ll have a look in a minute. (Takes off hat and coat.) Blessed train, packed as usual. (Fetches her slippers from under the settee and changes her shoes.) I saw Father coming up the road, but I wasn’t going to wait for him to let me in. Not after this morning.




Josie takes out her ‘jazz’ trousers and holds them against her waist, dancing and humming quietly.





Mrs Elliot   (in kitchen) Had a nice day, dear?


Norah   Not bad, thanks, Mum. (to Josie) You going to the club tonight?


Josie   I might. Why?


Norah   Nothing.


Josie   Len’s got a new motor-bike. It’s a smasher.


Norah   Fancy.


Josie   Mum says he can come to dinner on Sunday.


Mrs Elliot   (in from kitchen) Well, Mum has changed her mind. He can’t.


Josie   Oh, Mum! Why?


Mrs Elliot   I’ll tell you why later. For goodness’ sake take that blessed box upstairs. Supper’s nearly ready and there’s only George and him to come.




Josie picks up box and trousers and goes upstairs, singing her favourite song.





Norah   George who?


Mrs Elliot   Young George from the office, you know – the one who gave me the necklace.


Norah   Oh, him.


Mrs Elliot   Would you like to start your supper, dear? It’s all ready, and I expect you’re hungry. (She goes into the kitchen.)


Norah   You know I’m never hungry, Mum.


Mrs Elliot   Too many sweets, my girl, that’s your trouble.




Norah sits at her usual place at the table.





You know what a state your teeth are in already. (Comes in with a plate of food, which she places in front of Norah.) I’m sure those sweets are half the trouble. There, see how you like that.


Norah   Thanks, Mum.




Mrs Elliot goes to the foot of stairs and calls.
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