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Introduction





The source of Quartermaine’s Terms was my own history as a teacher in language schools in Cambridge during my eight or so years there as first undergraduate, and then fraudulent postgraduate. I used some of what I experienced in the last section of a novel I wrote, Little Portia, some sixteen years before I sat down to the play. In the novel the setting is contemporary, and therefore was found ridiculous, while the play is set in the past, which therefore has about it some aspects of the sublime. I have to admit to a deep personal attachment to Quartermaine himself, who embodies for me aspects of a world that vanished so poignantly before I’d even finished making fun of it.


It took me a long time – as long as usual, anyway – to get through all the irrelevant drafts and into the final one, of which I recall only the moment when I wrote the last lines of dialogue. Perfect, they seemed to me, in their elegiac conclusiveness – I was sure they’d haunt me down my remaining years. At the first read-through, however, they embarrassed me so deeply that I cut them on the spot, and can no longer remember even what they were.


The first language school I taught at still had flourishing branches across the country when we went into rehearsal. The director, the designer and I visited one of the London ones when doing research into atmosphere, the set, etc., and I asked the accommodating young principal whether the school’s founders ever visited his building – I’d never seen them in Cambridge in my day, I said. He replied that the founders were long retired, probably dead, and that the schools, in which foreigners were taught both our language and our customs, were now owned by a Swiss consortium. This seems to me a reasonable metaphor for the state of the nation.


I can’t remember too much about the production – a sign that all went well – but do recall that the rehearsal room was in Kennington, in walking distance of the Oval, and that on several evenings the director and I dropped in to check on the progress of a Test match.





January 1986











From the Introduction to the Eyre Methuen edition of Gray Plays 1, 1986.



















First Performance





Quartermaine’s Terms was first presented by Michael Codron at the Queen’s Theatre, London, on 30 July 1981. The cast was as follows:




St John Quartermaine Edward Fox


Anita Manchip Jenny Quayle


Mark Sackling Peter Birch


Eddie Loomis Robin Bailey


Derek Meadle Glyn Grain


Henry Windscape James Grout


Melanie Garth Prunella Scales







Director Harold Pinter


Designer Eileen Diss


Lighting Leonard Tucker

























Subsequent Performance





Quartermaine’s Terms was subsequently presented by Michael Codron, Anthony Pye-Jeary and Theatre Royal Bath Productions at Wyndham’s Theatre, London, on 29 January 2013. The cast was as follows:




St John Quartermaine Rowan Atkinson


Anita Manchip Louise Ford


Mark Sackling Matthew Cottle


Eddie Loomis Malcolm Sinclair


Derek Meadle Will Keen


Henry Windscape Conleth Hill


Melanie Garth Felicity Montagu







Directed by Richard Eyre


Designed by Tim Hatley


Lighting by David Howe


Sound by John Leonard
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St John Quartermaine


Anita Manchip


Mark Sackling


Eddie Loomis


Derek Meadle


Henry Windscape


Melanie Garth
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Note on the Set





The Set





The staff room of the Cull-Loomis School of English for foreigners, Cambridge, or rather a section of the staff room – the last quarter of it. On stage are French windows, a long table, lockers for members of the staff, pegs for coats etc., and a number of armchairs; on the table a telephone, newspapers and magazines. This is the basic set, to which, between scenes and between the two acts, additions can be made to suggest the varying fortunes of the school. Offstage, left, a suggestion of hard-backed chairs, and off left, a door to the main corridor of the school, where the classrooms are.








The Period





Early 1960s.





















Act One
























SCENE ONE








Monday morning, spring term. The French windows are open. It is about nine-thirty. Sunny.


Quartermaine is sitting with his feet up, hands folded on his lap, staring ahead. From off, outside the French windows, in the garden, the sound of foreign voices, excited, talking, laughing, etc., passing by. As these recede Anita comes through the French windows carrying a briefcase.




Anita Morning, St John.


Quartermaine Oh hello, Anita, but I say, you know – (getting up) you look – you look different, don’t you?


Anita Do I? Oh – my hair probably. I’ve put it up.


Quartermaine Well, it looks – looks really terrific! Of course I liked it the other way too, tumbling down your shoulders.


Anita It hasn’t tumbled down my shoulders for three years, St John.


Quartermaine Oh. How was it, then, before you changed it?


Anita Back in a ponytail. (She indicates.)


Quartermaine That’s it. Yes. Well, I liked it like that, too.


Anita Thank you. Oh, by the way, Nigel asked me to apologise again for having to cancel dinner. He was afraid he was a little abrupt on the phone. 


Quartermaine Oh Lord no, not at all – besides, it’s lucky he was abrupt, you know how Mrs Harris hates me using the phone, she stands right beside me glowering, but I managed to understand exactly what he was getting at, something to do with – with a lecture he had to prepare, wasn’t it?


Anita No, it was the new magazine they’re starting. The first issue’s coming out shortly and they still haven’t got enough material so they had to call a panic editorial meeting – it went on until three in the morning –


Quartermaine Oh. Poor old Nigel. But it sounds tremendously – tremendously exciting –


Anita Oh, yes. Well, they’re all very excited about it, anyway, they’re determined it shouldn’t just be another little Cambridge literary magazine, you know, but they want to preserve the Cambridge style and tone. Anyway, I’m sorry we couldn’t have the dinner, and at such short notice. Did you find anything else to do?


Quartermaine Oh yes, yes, I was fine, don’t worry, tell Nigel, because just after he phoned, old Henry phoned, to invite me around.


Anita What luck. For dinner?


Quartermaine No, to babysit, actually.


Anita To babysit. But their oldest – Susan isn’t it? – must be nearly fourteen.


Quartermaine Yes, but apparently she’s working away for her O-levels – she’s very bright – taking it years in advance and all that, so they wanted her not to have to worry about the young ones, you see – in fact, they really hadn’t meant to go out, and then they discovered that there was some film they wanted to see at the Arts, some old German classic they seem to be very fond of, about – about a child-murderer as far as I could make out from what Henry told me. So that was all right.


Anita You enjoyed it, then?


Quartermaine Oh Lord yes – well, children, you know, are such – such – it took me a bit of time to get them used to me, of course, as the smallest one, the one they call little Fanny – very charming, very charming – cried when she saw me – she hates it when Henry and Fanny go out, you see – and then the boy – my word, what a little devil, full of mischief, told me little Fanny had drowned in the bath and when I ran in there she was – lying face down – hair floating around – and I stood there thinking, you know – (Laughs.) – Lord, what am I going to say to Henry and Fanny particularly when they get back, especially after seeing a film like that – but it turned out it was only an enormous Raggedy Ann doll, and little Fanny was hiding under her bed – because Ben had told her I was going to eat her up – (Laughs.) But I got them settled down in the end, in fact it would have been sooner if Susan hadn’t kept coming out of her room to scream at them for interrupting her studying – and anyway Henry and Fanny came back quite early. In about an hour, as a matter of fact.


Anita Well, at least you had a bit of an evening with them, then.


Quartermaine Oh rather – except that Fanny had a terrible headache from straining to read the subtitles, that’s why they’d had to leave, a very poor print apparently – then Henry got involved in a – an argument with Ben, who’d got up when he heard them come in, so I felt, you know, they rather wanted me out of the way –


The sound of the door opening, during the above. Footsteps.


Oh hello, Mark, top of the morning to you, have a good weekend?


Sackling appears on stage. He is carrying a briefcase, is unshaven, looks ghastly.


Anita (looking at him in concern) Are you all right?


Sackling Yes, yes, fine, fine. (He drops the briefcase, slumps into a chair.)


Anita Are you growing a beard?


Sackling What? Oh Christ! (Feeling his chin.) I forgot!


Anita But there must be several days’ stubble there.


Sackling Haven’t been to bed, you see. All weekend.


Quartermaine Ah, been hard at it, eh?


Sackling What?


Quartermaine Hard at it. The old writing.


Sackling grunts.


Terrific!


Anita Oh, I’ve got a message from Nigel, by the way, he asked me to ask you to hurry up with an extract, they’re desperate to get it into the first issue, he says don’t worry about whether it’s self-contained, they can always shove it in as ‘Work in Progress’ or something.


Sackling Right.


Anita You look to me as if you’ve overdone it – are you sure you’re all right?


Quartermaine I say, how’s old Camelia?


Sackling (barks out a laugh) Oh fine! just – fine!


Quartermaine Terrific, and little Tom too?


Sackling Tom too, oh yes, Tom too.


Quartermaine The last time I saw him he was teething, standing there in his high chair dribbling away like anything, while Camelia was sitting on old Mark’s lap making faces at him with orange peel in her mouth –


Sackling bursts into tears. Anita goes to Sackling, puts her hand on his shoulder.


What? Oh – oh Lord!


Sackling Sorry – sorry – I’ll be all right – still – still digesting.


Quartermaine Something you had for breakfast, is it? Not kidneys – they can give you terrible heartburn – especially with mushrooms –


Anita shakes her head at him.


Mmmm?


Anita Do you want to talk about it?


Sackling I don’t want anyone – anyone else to know – especially not Thomas or Eddie – don’t want them dripping their – their filthy compassion all over me.


Quartermaine What?


Anita We’re to keep it to ourselves, St John.


Quartermaine Oh Lord, yes. Of course. What, though?


Sackling She’s left me.


Quartermaine Who?


Anita Camelia, of course.


Quartermaine What! Old Camelia! Oh no!


Sackling Taking Tom – taking Tom with her.


Quartermaine Oh, not little Tom too!


Sackling Tom too.


Anita Well, did she – say why?


Sackling (makes an effort, pulls himself together) She – she – (He takes an envelope out of his pocket.) I was upstairs in the attic – writing away – as far as I knew she was downstairs where she usually is – in the kitchen or – ironing – with the television on. And Tom in bed, of course. So I wrote on and on – I felt inspired, quite inspired, a passage about – about what I’d felt when I saw Tom coming out of her womb – so shiny and whole and beautiful – a wonderful passage – full of – full of my love for her and him – and when I finished I went downstairs to her – to read it to her – as I always do when it’s something I’m burning with – and she wasn’t there – the house was very still, empty, but I didn’t think – never occurred to me – so I went up the stairs and into our bedroom and – all her clothes – the suitcases everything – gone – and this – this on the pillow.


He hands the note to Quartermaine. He takes it, opens it, makes to read it. Stops. Shakes his head. Anita makes a small move to take it from him.


Quartermaine (not noticing) No, we can’t – can we, Anita? Really – I mean it’s from her to you so – so – (He hands it back.)


Sackling (takes it back) ‘I’m sorry, darling, so sorry, oh my darling, but it seems after all that I wasn’t cut out to be a writer’s wife. I can’t stand the strain of it, the lonely evenings, your remoteness, and most of all the feeling that your novel means more to you than Tom and I do. Perhaps that’s what being an artist is. Not caring about those who love you. I’m going back to mother’s, I’ll take the car –’ yes, taken the car – she’d take that all right, wouldn’t she? ‘– as you don’t drive, and begin proceedings as soon as I’ve got a lawyer. Take care, my love, look after yourself, I wish you such success and I know that one day I’ll be proud to have been your first wife, just as Tom will be proud to be your father.’


There is a pause.


Quartermaine Um, son, surely.


Sackling What?


Quartermaine Um, Tom’s your son. Not your father. You read out that he was your father. Not your son.


Sackling Oh, if only I’d been able to read her that passage – she would have understood my feelings, she’d have known – but what do I do? I can’t give up now, not when I’m so close to finishing – my fourth draft – my penultimate draft – I know it’s the penultimate – then one final one – and – and – so what do I do – I can’t think – can’t think –


Loomis enters through the French windows. He walks awkwardly, has thick glasses, is carrying a file.


Loomis Good morning, good morning, Anita my dear, Mark. I trust you all had a good weekend?


Quartermaine, Anita and Sackling Yes, thank you, Eddie.


Loomis I’m just on my way through to do my little welcome speech, with a small dilation this time on the problems of our Cambridge landladies, we’ve just heard that our faithful Mrs Cornley is refusing to take any of our students except what she calls traditional foreigners, all over some dreadful misunderstanding she’s had with those three really delightful Turks we sent her, over the proper function of the bathroom – such a nuisance, Thomas has been on the phone to her for hours – but still, I suppose the problems of a flourishing school – nine Japanese have turned up, by the way, instead of the anticipated six, and as it was three last time we can hope for a round dozen next – Mark, is it these fast-fading old eyes of mine, or did you forget to shave this morning, and yesterday morning, even?


Sackling No, no – I’m thinking of growing a beard, Eddie.


Loomis Alas! And what saith the fair Camelia to that?


Sackling (mutters) I don’t think she’ll mind.


Loomis Mmmm?


Sackling I don’t – I don’t think she’ll mind, Eddie.


Loomis Good, good – Anita, my dear, may I pay you a compliment?


Anita Yes please, Eddie.


Loomis I like your hair even more that way.


Anita Well, thank you, Eddie, actually I put it up for a dinner party we had last night – and thought I’d give it a longer run – it was a sort of editorial dinner, you see – (realising)


Loomis Ah! And the magazine’s progressing well, or so we gathered from Nigel. We bumped into him on the Backs, on Saturday afternoon, did he tell you?


Anita No. No, he didn’t.


Loomis He was having a conference with one of his coeditors, I suppose it was.


Anita Oh. Thomas Pine.


Loomis No no, I don’t think Thomas Pine, my dear, but co-editress I should have said, shouldn’t I? One can’t be too precise these days.


Anita Oh. Was she – blonde and – rather pretty? 


Loomis Oh, very pretty – at least, Thomas was much smitten, you know what an eye he’s got.


Anita Ah, then that would be Amanda Southgate, yes, I expect he was trying to persuade her to take on all the dogsbodying – you know, hounding contributors, keeping the printers at bay – she’s terrifically efficient. She’s an old friend of mine. I used to go to school with her sister.


A little pause.


She’s smashing, actually.


Loomis Good good – now, St John, what was it Thomas asked me to tell you? Or was it Henry and Melanie I’m to tell what to? Oh yes, this of course. (He hands him a postcard from the file.) We couldn’t resist having a look, postcards being somehow in the public domain, one always thinks. At least when they’re other people’s. (He laughs.) Do read it out to Mark and Anita, don’t be modest, St John.


Quartermaine Um, ‘I must writing to thanking you for all excellent times in your most heppy clesses, your true Ferdinand Boller.’ Lord! (He laughs.)


Loomis And which one was he, can you recall?


Quartermaine Oh. Well, you know a – a German –


Loomis Postmarked Zurich, I believe, so more likely a Swiss.


Quartermaine Oh yes, that’s right, a Swiss, a – a, well, rather large, Eddie, with his hair cut en brosse and – round face – in his forties or so, and –


Loomis – and wearing lederhosen, perhaps, and good at yodelling, no no, St John, I don’t think I quite believe in your rather caricature Swiss, I suspect you must have made rather more of an impression on Herr Ferdinand Boller than he managed to make on you, still I suppose that’s better than the other way around, and his sentiments are certainly quite a tribute – would that his English were, too, eh? But do try to remember them, St John, match names to faces. (He laughs.) And on that subject, you haven’t forgotten Mr Middleton begins this morning, have you?


Quartermaine Who, Eddie?


Loomis Middleton. Dennis Middleton, St John, Henry told you all about him at the last staff meeting, he wrote to us from Hull expressing such an intelligent interest in the techniques of teaching English as a foreign language that Thomas invited him for an interview, and was so taken by the genuineness of his manner that he offered him some teaching – only part-time to begin with, of course, until we see how things go – anyway, he should be here any minute, so whilst I’m making the students welcome perhaps you would be doing the same for him, and tell him that either Thomas or I will be along before the bell to introduce him to his first class, which is, I believe, Intermediary Dictation – Mark?


Sackling Mmmm?


Loomis Middleton, Mark.


Sackling (blankly) Yes. Yes. Right, Eddie.


Loomis See you all at the bell, then – (He walks off, stage left. Then sound of him stopping. A slight pause.) Oh Mark, there is one other thing – if I could just have a quick private word –


Sackling What? Oh – oh yes –


He gets up. As he goes over:


Loomis (takes a few necessary steps to be on stage. In a lowered voice) Nothing important, Mark, merely Thomas wanted me to mention, in a by-the-way spirit, one of our French students, Mlle Jeanette LeClerc, do you recall her?


Sackling Oh. Yes. I think so. Yes.


Loomis She’s written complaining that you forgot to return two or three pieces of her work, an essay and two comprehension passages I believe she listed, as I say, not cataclysmic in itself, but as Thomas always points out, so much of our reputation depends on Jeanette passing on to Lucien what Lucien then passes to Gabrielle, so do make a note of which students are leaving when and make sure of getting every item back before they go. Mark? (Sackling tautly nods.) Good, good, and may I put in my personal plea against the beard? I do think they make even the handsomest chaps red-eyed and snivelly-looking, I don’t want to end up begging Camelia to be Delilah to your Samson, eh, and think of poor little Tom, too, having to endure Daddy’s whiskers against his chubby young cheeks at cuddle-time – (Sackling rushes past him out of the door.) But – but – what did I say? A little professional criticism – it can’t have been about the beard, I couldn’t have been more playful.


Quartermaine Oh, it’s not your fault, Eddie, is it, Anita? You see the poor chap’s had a – a horrible weekend –


Anita (warningly, cutting in) Yes, up all night, working at his novel. I’ll go and see if he’s all right. (She goes off, left.)


Loomis I see. Well that’s all very well, after all, nobody could respect Mark’s literary ambitions more than Thomas and myself, but we really can’t have him running about in this sort of state, what on earth would the students make of it if he were to gallop emotionally off in the middle of a dictation –?


Meadle appears at the French windows.


Meadle Um, is this the staff room, please? (He is hot and flustered, wearing bicycle clips, carrying a briefcase, and mopping his brow.)


Loomis Yes, what do you want – oh, of course, it’s Mr Middleton, isn’t it? Our new member of staff.


Meadle Well, yes – well, Meadle, actually, Derek Meadle.


Loomis Yes, yes, Derek Meadle, well, I’m Eddie Loomis, the Principal. One of two Principals, as you know, as you’ve met Mr Cull, of course, and this is St John Quartermaine, who’s been with us since our school started, and you’ve come down to join us from Sheffield, isn’t it?


Meadle Yes, sir, well, Hull actually.


Loomis Hull, good, good – and when did you arrive?


Loomis And found yourself a room?


Meadle Yes, yes, thank you, sir.


Loomis Good good, and found yourself a bicycle too, I see.


Meadle (who throughout all this has been standing rather awkwardly, keeping face-on to Loomis) Yes, sir. My landlady – I happened to ask her where would be a good place to buy a second-hand one, not being familiar with the shops, and she happened to mention that her son had left one behind in the basement and I could have it for two pounds so I –


Loomis (interrupting) Good good, most enterprising – at least of your landlady. (He laughs.) But Mr Meadle, I’ve got to have a little talk with the students, and Mr Cull is still looking after enrolment, but one of us will be back at the bell to introduce you to your first class – Intermediary Comprehension, isn’t it –?


Meadle Dictation, sir.


Loomis So I’ll leave you in St John’s capable hands –


Meadle Yes, sir. Thank you.


Loomis Oh, one thing, though, Mr Meadle – sir us no sirs, we’re very informal here – I’m Eddie, Mr Cull is Thomas, and you’re Dennis.


Meadle Oh, well thank you very much –


Loomis (as the sound of students’ voices is heard off, crossing the garden) Ah, and here they are – (He goes off, left.)


Quartermaine Well, I must say – jolly glad to have you with us – I think you’ll enjoy it here – the staff is – well, they’re terrific – and the students are – well, they’re very interesting, coming from all quarters of the globe, so to speak – but look, why don’t you come in properly and sit down and – and make yourself at home?


Meadle Yes, thanks, but – well, you see, the trouble is, I’ve had an accident.


Quartermaine Really? Oh Lord!


Meadle Yes, I didn’t want to go into it in front of Mr Loomis – Eddie – not quite the way to start off one’s first day in a new job – but – well – here – you’d better see for yourself. (He turns. His trousers are rent at the seat.) How bad is it, actually?


Quartermaine Well – they’re – they’re – a bit of a write-off, I’m afraid. How did it happen?


Meadle Oh, usual combination of unexpected circumstances, eh? (He laughs.) For one thing the bicycle – I suspected there might be something wrong with it for two pounds, but I checked everything – the brakes, the mudguards, the wheels, the inner tubes, even the pump and the dynamo. The only thing I didn’t examine meticulously was the seat. There was the minutest bit of spring sticking up, and I suppose it worked its way into my trousers as I was pedalling here. The worm in the apple, eh? (He laughs.) But even so I’d probably have been all right if it hadn’t been for a little pack of Japanese coming up the school drive. They were laughing and chattering so much among themselves – not the usual idea of Japanese at all – you know, formal and keeping a distance from each other – (Laughs.) Didn’t hear my bell until I was almost on top of them, and then a big chap with a bald head – I didn’t realise they came in that sort of size either – stepped right out in front of me – I was going pretty quickly, I have to admit – wanted to be in good time, you see, for my first day – and of course I lost control on the gravel and skidded and had to leap sideways off the bike. But with my trousers snagged I only half made it. They were very tactful about it, by the way. Averted their eyes to show they hadn’t seen it, and went on into the office. What they call saving face, I believe. My face, in this case. Oh, except for the big bald one. I had the impression he found it rather amusing – but of course the question is, what do I do about it? I mean I don’t really want to spend my first day going about like this, do I? People might get the impression it’s my normal attire.


He laughs. But this speech should be delivered to convey a simmering rage and desperation behind the attempt at an insouciant manner, and of a natural North Country accent held in check under stress.


Quartermaine Well, you know, old chap, I think the best thing would be to go back and change. Don’t worry about being late – I’ll explain what happened – 


Meadle Ah, yes, but into what, is the question.


Quartermaine Well – into another pair of trousers, I – I suppose.


Meadle Yes, but you see, I haven’t got another pair is the problem. An elderly gentleman on the train yesterday spilt his chocolate out of his thermos right over the pair I happened to have on, so the first thing I did when I got in – irony of ironies – was to take them to the cleaners. And my trunk, which I’d sent on from Hull and which contained my suit and my other two pairs, hasn’t arrived yet. So there it is. Hot chocolate, a broken spring, a pack of unusually gregarious Japanese and British Rail, all working together in complete harmony to bring me to my first day of my new job looking like Oliver and Hardy. What do I do? Any suggestions? I mean if I pull them really high – like this – (pulling them up) – and leave my clips on – does it still show?


Quartermaine Well, just a little – well, not really – well, I say, I’ll tell you what – if you can get your jacket down just a fraction –


Meadle (he pulls it down) – but if I keep my hands in – (putting them in the pockets, and pushing down) what about it?


Quartermaine How does it feel?


Meadle (laughs) Well – unnatural. (Taking a few steps.) Extremely unnatural.


Quartermaine Actually, you look rather – rather formidable actually.


Meadle (taking another step or so) No no – (exploding into a violent rage) Bloody hell, I’m meant to be teaching, I can’t go round like this all day, everybody will think I’m some sort of buffoon – this is the sheerest – the sheerest – 


Windscape enters through the French windows. He is carrying a briefcase, wears bicycle clips, smokes a pipe.


Windscape Hello, St John.


Quartermaine Oh – oh, hello, Henry – um, come and meet our new chap – (to Meadle) Henry’s our academic tutor – syllabus and all that –


Windscape (comes over) Oh yes, of course, very glad to have you with us, Merton, isn’t it?


Quartermaine Middleton, actually.


Meadle Meadle, as a matter of fact.


Quartermaine That’s right. Sorry. Dennis Meadle.


Windscape Well, whatever yours happens to be –


Meadle Derek. Derek Meadle.


Windscape – mine is Windscape. Henry Windscape. How do you do?


Meadle (he gets his hand out of his pocket, they shake hands, Meadle replaces his hand) How do you do?


Quartermaine I say, how were they in the end, Susan, little Fanny and old Ben – and Fanny’s headache?


Windscape Oh, fine thank you, St John, fine – I didn’t get Susan to bed until midnight of course. (To Meadle.) She’s studying for her O-Levels – a couple of years in advance – and – and Fanny had rather a bad moment when she went into the lavatory because of Raggedy Ann sitting there – and dripping – she thought it was little Fanny, you see – (Laughing.)


Quartermaine Oh Lord, I forgot –


Windscape St John was good enough to come over and sit with our three last night – we went to see M, you know – such a fine film – so delicate and human in its treatment of a – a sexual freak and Peter Lorre – unfortunately the print was a trifle worn – but still – memorable – memorable – but isn’t it interesting – on another subject – this English thing about names, how we forget them the second we hear them? Just now, for instance, when St John was introducing you. Unlike Americans, for instance.


He puffs and pulls on his pipe throughout this speech. Meadle nods and chuckles tensely.


I suppose because we – the English, that is – are so busy looking at the person the name represents – or not looking, being English – (laughs) – that we don’t take in the name itself – whereas the Americans, you see, make a point of beginning with the name – when one’s introduced they repeat it endlessly. ‘This is Dennis Meadle. Dennis Meadle, why hello, Dennis, and how long have you been in this country, Dennis? This is Dennis Meadle, dear, Dennis was just telling me how much he liked our fair city, weren’t you Dennis …?’ (All this in an execrable imitation of an American accent.) And – and so forth, and in no time at all they’ve learnt what you’re called by even if not who you are – (laughs) while we, the English, being more empirical, don’t learn your name until you yourself have taken on a complicated reality – you and your name grow, so to speak, in associated stages in our memories, until what you are as Dennis Meadle and the sounds Dennis Meadle are inseparable, which is actually – when you think about it – a radical division in ways of perceiving that goes back to the Middle Ages in the Nominalists – the name-callers – calling the name preceding the object, so to speak, and the realists –


During this, Melanie has entered through the French windows. She puts her briefcase on the table.


– who believed the object preceded the name – but one could go on and on; there’s Melanie, Melanie come and meet our new chap –


Quartermaine Hello, Melanie, have a good weekend?


Melanie Yes thanks, St John, you’re in top form for a Monday morning, Henry, how do you do, I’m Melanie Garth.


Meadle Meadle. Derek Meadle.


Melanie And you’ve come to reinforce us. Well, we certainly could do with you, Thomas was just telling me about the enrolment chaos, you’ll be getting a lot of overspill from my groups, I can tell you.


Windscape Melanie’s our Elementary Conversation specialist, by the way.


Melanie Oh, I don’t know about specialist, Henry. Henry’s our only real specialist here, he specialises in – well, everything, doesn’t he, St John? From pronunciation to British Life and Institutions, but what I enjoyed most about the sight of you two philosophising away here was that you both still had your bicycle clips on – as if you’d met on a street corner –


Windscape (laughing) Good heavens, so they are. Thank you for reminding me, my dear, whenever I forget to take them off I spend hours after school hunting for them –


He bends to take them off. Meadle, grinning and distraught, makes a gesture towards taking his off.


Quartermaine (taking this in) I say – I say, Melanie, how’s um, how’s Mother?


Melanie Top form, thanks, St John, her left leg’s still giving her bother, and the stairs are a dreadful strain, you know, because of this sudden vertigo, but yesterday she managed to hobble down to the corner shop all by herself, and was halfway back by the time I came to pick her up.


Quartermaine Oh, that’s terrific! Melanie’s mother’s just recovering from a thingmebob.
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