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Introduction


Nicholas Wright


The Slaves of Solitude is Patrick Hamilton’s last major novel and it’s thought by many to be his best. I first read it thirty years ago and I’ve gone back to it many times since. Like most of Hamilton’s novels it leads a flickering existence in the world, constantly falling in and out of print, sometimes vanishing completely from the shops, only to reappear under the marque of a different publisher, so that each edition looks different from the one you read before.


When I first read it, I loved the attention and value that it pays to characters whom many writers would think too unimportant to bother about. I enjoyed the evocation of civilian wartime life, so pinched and drab and yet in a curious way so vivid. Essentially, though, the novel appealed to my depression in those days. It gave depression colour and meaning: the very qualities that depression is most at pains to obliterate. Thirty years later, it has the reverse effect on me: it appeals to my optimism. I relish the fact that Miss Roach’s journey, however many pitfalls it contains, ends on a note of hope.


There are other affinities. I was born in Cape Town into the English colonial diaspora, so I experienced the genteel pretensions of Hamilton’s Henley-on-Thames at first hand. I know the shiny oak furniture of the Rosamund Tea Rooms, I know the smell of its cooking, the dinner gong and the cruets. The residents are the people I grew up with: I sat in church with them, I heard their whistling hearing aids and I watched their solitary walks home.


I was three years old at the time that the novel is set. My father was in the army in North Africa and the war was a constant background. I remember how the six o’clock news defined the mood of the house, and how exotic were the men in uniform



who arrived without much explanation, lit up the ‘lounge’ with their unfamiliar accents and cheerful stories before disappearing for ever. These are some of the echoes that I hear in the novel; there are more.


Hamilton wrote a number of plays, of which two – Rope and Gaslight – were enormously successful both in the theatre and as movies. At first glance, they don’t resemble his novels at all, being unabashed melodramas with no higher aim than to thrill, shock and generally harrow the audience’s nerves. You have to dig a bit to find any connection with Hamilton’s bleak and subtle fiction, but it’s there, I think, in a kind of horrified fascination with mental cruelty. The psychological torture suffered by Mrs Manningham of Gaslight at the hands of her devilish husband bears some relation to the psychic blows inflicted on Miss Roach in the Rosamund Tea Rooms, while themes of treacherous friendship and betrayal are everywhere in Rope. I say this by way of suggesting that Hamilton’s view of theatre was a pretty robust one and that, where I’ve changed or adapted his book for theatrical advantage, I think he wouldn’t have minded too much and might even have approved.


My thanks are due to Simon Curtis, who reignited my long-buried desire to adapt the book, to Hampstead Theatre for commissioning me, to the director of the play, Jonathan Kent, for many years of friendship and collaboration and, as always, to David Lan.











Characters


MISS ROACH, a guest at the Rosamund Tea Rooms


VICKI KUGELMANN LIEUTENANT DAYTON PIKE, African-American


MRS BARRATT, a guest


MISS STEELE, another guest


SHEILA, a maid


MR THWAITES, another guest


MRS PAYNE, owner of the Rosamund Tea Rooms


MR PREST, another guest


COLIN MASON, a young soldier


DR MILLS-PIPER, Mrs Barratt’s sister


The roles of Mrs Barratt and Dr Mills-Piper should be doubled.


Place


Henley-on-Thames and London


Year


1943


There is no interval.


The text includes extracts from ‘Overheard on a Saltmarsh’ by Harold Monro (d. 1932), ‘The Congo’ by Vachel Lindsay (d. 1931) and ‘The Highwayman’ by Alfred Noyes (d. 1958), and permission will be required to quote the last of these.


This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.











Scene One


The dining room of the Rosamund Tea Rooms, now a boarding house, in Henley-on-Thames. It’s an afternoon in December, 1943. Sad Christmas decorations are up.


MISS ROACH is there: a woman in her mid- to late-thirties, either plain or attractive depending on the light and her mood. She’s dishevelled and very upset.


Footsteps cannonade down the stairs and a woman’s voice is heard:


VICKI. Mrs Payne! Mrs Payne!


MISS ROACH goes swiftly to the door and locks it. An elderly woman’s voice is heard:


MISS STEELE. Can somebody please come and help? It’s an emergency!


And another:


MRS BARRATT. What’s happening? Why is everybody shouting?


Voices rise in a confused hubbub. Someone tries the doorknob but it’s locked. The door is rattled angrily and a voice is heard calling:


VICKI. Miss Roach! Open the door. I know you’re there.


MISS ROACH. Go away.


VICKI. Why have you locked the door?


MISS ROACH. I don’t want to talk to you.


VICKI. You have to talk. You can’t run away from this.


MISS ROACH. I don’t know what you’re talking about.


VICKI. He’s dead!




MISS ROACH. What?


VICKI. You heard what I said. He’s dead.


She bangs on the door.


Didn’t you hear me?


MISS ROACH. It isn’t true. I don’t believe you.


VICKI. Why would I lie to you? You killed him.


MISS ROACH unlocks the door.


MISS ROACH. How dare you say that? How dare you?


VICKI charges in. She is a German woman in her thirties. Blonde, frizzy hair, rather a lot of make-up, dressed young for her age.


VICKI. It’s true.


MISS ROACH. How can you say…?


VICKI. You cannot deny it.


MISS ROACH. No, no, I only…


VICKI. I saw it. Everyone saw what you did. You know it is true.


Pause.


MISS ROACH. You’re right. Oh God, you’re right. I did. I killed him.




Scene Two


The dining room. Some weeks earlier. No sign of Christmas. LIEUTENANT DAYTON PIKE, an African-American serviceman in his thirties, sits alone at a table smoking a cigarette.


A small dinner gong is heard. MISS ROACH comes in, having parked her coat and washed her face in her bedroom upstairs.


MISS ROACH. Hello! I thought you’d gone.


PIKE. I did, but when I was halfway down the street I thought I’d eat my supper here for a change, so I came back.


MISS ROACH. Are you allowed to have your supper here? Not being a resident, I mean?


PIKE. Sure I am. I asked the lady with the, the gong…


MISS ROACH.…that’s Mrs Payne…


PIKE.…whatever she’s called, and she told me it’d be okay. I had to pay her one and sixpence.


MISS ROACH. Well, I hope you’ll think it’s worth it.


PIKE. Aren’t you gonna sit down with me?


MISS ROACH. Yes, if you like.


She sits at his table.


PIKE. What’s good to eat?


MISS ROACH. There isn’t any choice. It’s just whatever the cook can find in the shops. Do you have any choice wherever you’re staying?


PIKE. No choice at all.


MISS ROACH. When I came through the hall, I thought I could smell Spam fritters.


MRS BARRATT, a stoutish woman of about sixty-five, comes in.


MRS BARRATT. Good evening, Miss Roach.




MISS ROACH. Oh, Mrs Barratt, this is Lieutenant Pike of the American Army. He was kind enough to walk me from the station when my torch began to fade.


MRS BARRATT. How very thoughtful of you, Lieutenant. I try never to go out in the blackout. Not with all those alleyways and corners. It’s a wonder people don’t end up in the river.


She takes her seat at her usual table.


Now what shall it be this evening, do you think?


PIKE. Miss Roach thinks it’s gonna be Spam fritters.


MRS BARRATT. Spam fritters? We look forward to those. They’re rather tasty.


MISS STEELE, a woman of seventy or more, comes in, followed by SHEILA the maid, who serves soup all round.


Good evening to you, Miss Steele.


MISS STEELE. Good evening, Mrs Barratt. Good evening Miss…


She sees PIKE.


Oh!


MISS ROACH. This is Lieutenant Pike of the American Army.


MRS BARRATT. He very kindly walked Miss Roach all the way from the station when her torch conked out.


MISS STEELE. How nice to meet you.


She takes her usual seat.


We’re very fond of Americans… of every sort…


MRS BARRATT chips in.


MRS BARRATT. Mr Thwaites has not arrived, I see.


SHEILA (who is Irish). I knocked on his door, Mrs Barratt, and he said he’d be down when the news was done.


MISS STEELE. And Mr Prest is late again.




SHEILA. I think he most likely popped into The Rising Sun. That’s what he does most evenings.


MRS BARRATT. We know what Mr Prest does most evenings, Sheila. It is we who live with the results.


(To PIKE.) You must excuse us, Lieutenant Pike…


MISS STEELE. I think it’s ‘Lootenant’.


(To PIKE.) Isn’t that how you pronounce it? ‘Lootenant’?


PIKE. It’s a free country, ma’am. You can pronounce it how you like.


MRS BARRATT. Then I shall stick with what I know. What I am telling our, our guest, Miss Steele, is that we’ve all been here so long…


MISS STEELE (to PIKE).…some of us since the outbreak of the war…


MRS BARRATT.…that we’ve got used to each others’ little foibles. We refer to them in a humorous spirit. There’s no harm intended.


MISS STEELE. And The Rising Sun is a respectable place, I hear. Why don’t you take Miss Roach for a glass of sherry when we’ve had our supper?


MISS ROACH (swiftly). I have some reading to do.


MISS STEELE. It was only a thought. (To PIKE.) Miss Roach works for a publisher.


PIKE (to MISS ROACH). Is that a fact?


MISS ROACH. Yes, I’m a reader for Grant and Lindsell, in Bloomsbury Square.


MISS STEELE. She recommends the better manuscripts and sends the bad ones back with a polite letter. People write about themselves these days, you know, and they have such interesting lives.


MRS BARRATT. You make me feel quite envious of these people.




MISS STEELE. No more than I am. My life isn’t remotely interesting, I’m sorry to say.


MR THWAITES comes in. He’s a large, loud-voiced man between sixty and seventy, nattily dressed and conspicuously healthy-looking.


MR THWAITES. Good evening, ladies, and the rest assembled.


He sees PIKE.


Good God!


MRS BARRATT. Good evening, Mr Thwaites.


MR THWAITES. Who have we here? I spy a dusky combatant from distant shores.


MRS BARRATT. This is Lefftenant Pike of the American Army.


MISS STEELE. He very kindly showed Miss Roach the way from the station in the dark.


MR THWAITES. The spirit of chivalry survives, I see.


He lapses into a terrible Uncle Remus accent.


Us Southern folks cain’t do enough for de ladies, ain’t dat a fact, mistah?


PIKE. I don’t know about that, sir. I just thought I’d lend this particular lady a hand.


MR THWAITES. And she was duly appreciative, I trust.


SHEILA approaches with soup.


Here comes the Hibernian maiden with her bowl of sustenance, begorrah.


MISS STEELE (to PIKE). Mr Thwaites has a way with words.


MRS BARRATT. And makes the most of it.


They eat.


MISS STEELE. Was anything interesting on the news, Mr Thwaites?




MR THWAITES. More clouds of war on the Eastern Front. Miss Roach’s friends seem to be mightily distinguishing themselves as usual.


MISS ROACH. Which friends do you mean, Mr Thwaites?


MR THWAITES. I mean your Russian friends.


MISS ROACH. They’re not my friends, Mr Thwaites…


MR THWAITES. What do you mean, they’re not your friends?


MISS ROACH. I mean, not more than anybody else.


MRS BARRETT (to MR THWAITES). You must admit they’re putting up a wonderful fight.


MR THWAITES (with suspicion). Oh yes, they’re putting up a fight all right.


MISS STEELE. I don’t think you like the Russians, Mr Thwaites. I don’t think you realise what they’re doing for us.


MR THWAITES. Perhaps I don’t. Maybe I thinks more than I says. Maybe I has my private views.


He looks meaningfully round the room.


I Keeps my Counsel. Like the Wise Old Bird. I Happens to Keep my Counsel. I Happens to be like the Wise Old Bird.


A weighty pause while they all eat.


I Hay Ma Doots, that’s all. I Hay Ma Doots. As the Scotchman said. Of yore. I Hay Ma Doots.


MRS PAYNE, a sensible, middle-aged woman, comes in with SHEILA. They carry plates of Spam fritters and mashed potatoes.


MRS PAYNE. It’s Spam fritters this evening. I hope they’ll suit. It’s been a while since we had them last.


MISS STEELE. I’m sure we’ll like them very much.


MRS BARRATT. We’ve been discussing them already.




They eat. SHEILA and MRS PAYNE stay and busy themselves with something or other. MISS STEELE addresses MR THWAITES.


MISS STEELE. Some of the ideas that the Russians have don’t seem too bad.


MR THWAITES. We shall find out for ourselves when the revolution comes. Equality will be the law. My lady’s maid will soon give orders to Milady and Milady will soon be polishing the potboy’s boots.


The other guests concentrate on their food. MRS BARRATT gets out her knitting. MR THWAITES continues:


The coalman will see fit to give commands to the king and the navvy lord it gaily o’er the man of wealth. The banker will bow the knee to the crossing-sweeper, I expect, and the millionaire take his wages from the passing tramp. The Lord forefend!


His gaze lands on MISS ROACH.


But that’s what you want, isn’t it?


MISS ROACH. Not precisely, Mr Thwaites.


MR THWAITES. Or do your loyalties move on a different bias?


MISS ROACH. I don’t know what you’re talking about.


MR THWAITES. I am talking about our German friends. Hast thou not been seen in a nearby hostelry with a young Fräulein of Hunnish heritage?



OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
THE SLAVES

Nicholas Wright
adapted from the novel by
Patrick Hamilton

EEA





OEBPS/images/pub.gif





