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ACT ONE: HATS OFF, STRANGERS!



























SCENE ONE








The Cenotaph. As the audience come in to the theatre, they see the Cenotaph Memorial dimly lit on stage with large flags at its base. As we arrive, so too do those who will take part in the ceremony – the soldiers, sailors, airmen and diplomats who stand on three sides to create an open area around the Memorial. The massed bands begin to play. Then, as the lights go down, the discreet voice of the distinguished broadcaster, LINUS FRANK, is heard, as everyone on stage stands silent, waiting.




LINUS FRANK: Welcome again to the annual ceremony of the Cenotaph where we remember the men and women of the Home Forces and of the Commonwealth who sacrificed themselves in the wars of this century in order that we may be allowed to live.


(There is a moment’s silence. Then on to the stage in a procession of three walk the country’s political leaders. First, the Prime Minister, CHARLES KENDRICK, who is tall, grey-haired, in his early fifties. Behind him, GEORGE JONES, the Leader of the Opposition. He is the same age, apparently unassuming but thick-set and powerfully built. Behind them, the LIBERAL LEADER, shorter and younger. Each of the three wears an almost identical dark, heavy coat and each carries a wreath of poppies. With their backs to us, they are indistinguishable. They stand a moment, a line of three, isolated, before LINUS FRANK resumes.)


If today all those who have died since 1914 fighting for this country were to parade four abreast past the Cenotaph, then the procession’s head, now, at one minute to eleven, would be here in Whitehall, and its tail would stand waiting in Edinburgh.


(Now the music of massed bands swells over Whitehall, and the crowd is stilled as the wind stirs among them.)


Here on this, the eleventh day of the eleventh month at the eleventh hour, in country churches and by stone memorials on village greens, the people of this country are asked to join with its leaders in two minutes’ silence as we remember the price of freedom.


(At this, Big Ben chimes. A gun fires in salute. The silence begins. After a few moments, a light finds ANDREW BUCHAN, at the side of the ceremony. He is heavily built, with spectacles and a thick coat. His bulk and pallor mean he could pass for anything between 25 and 45 years of age. He addresses us.)


ANDREW: I love this moment. The two minutes’ silence. It always moves me, year after year. It gives you a breath, just to question. The questions everyone in politics asks. Why these hours? Why these ridiculous schedules? Up and out of our beds at six every day. Read the papers. When you know already what the papers will say. Grab a quick croissant – a croissant! Jesus, I’m from Paisley – then the first meeting of the day. Seven o’clock and I’m there. 


And outside that meeting, another meeting, already beating, bulging, pressing against the door. Your mind’s already on the next one, the one you are already late for, the one which may – God help us – achieve a little bit more than the one you are at now.


What is this for? This madness? To bed at twelve-thirty. After which the phone goes only twice. And once more at three-fifteen. As it happens, a wrong number. But you do not dare turn the thing off.


(The guns fire again. KENDRICK steps forward and lays his wreath at the bottom of the memorial. GEORGE steps forward and lays his beside it. The LIBERAL LEADER steps forward and lays his alongside theirs. Then the three men stand a moment, heads bowed. ANDREW looks up.)


I have a theory. People of my age, we did not fight in a war. If you fight in a war, you have some sense of personal worth. So now we seek it by keeping busy. We work and hope we will feel we do good.


(At once, on this last word, the whole scene dissolves, the military and the politicians scatter and ANDREW leads us quickly to the Lobby of the House of Commons.)



























SCENE TWO








The lobby of the House of Commons. Four corridors meet in an octagonal Gothic space with marble statuary, and a tiled floor of many colours. To one side there is a desk, rather like a maître d’s, and attended by men in tails and white ties and by a couple of POLICEMAN. All around, MPs, summoned by the small chits they hold in their hands, are mingling and meeting with members of the public. ANDREW BUCHAN crosses quickly to meet LINDSAY FONTAINE. LINDSAY is in her mid-thirties, tall, articulate and quick-thinking.




ANDREW: Lindsay, I’m sorry. I’m Andrew Buchan.


LINDSAY: Hello. Yes, I think we have met.


ANDREW: That’s right. Briefly. At the health service benefit. Didn’t you organize it?


LINDSAY: Sort of. Well, I did the campaign.


(ANDREW stands a moment, apologetic.)


ANDREW: George asked me to meet you. He’s got Prime Minister’s Questions. So he couldn’t come. Then he was going to. Now he can’t, I’m afraid. Though he still may if … (He looks at his watch.) Well now it’s unlikely. (He smiles at her.) I act as his sweeper. Sheer weight of traffic, as the radio says.


(They both smile, at ease.)


LINDSAY: It’s pretty hectic?


ANDREW: It’s a problem with opposition. The government has cars. And teams of civil servants. Resources. Buildings. Access to the facts. But George has much less. He has only his own private office. (He smiles.) George has to make do with us.


(LINDSAY smiles politely.)


LINDSAY: Yes.


ANDREW: You’ve met George already?


LINDSAY: Only socially.


ANDREW: That’s what I heard. He knew of course of the work you’ve been doing …


LINDSAY: This was a dinner party actually. It was just chance. I had no idea that George would be there. It was given by some actors …


ANDREW: George loves the theatre.


LINDSAY: Yes. Well, he certainly does. (She nods.) I’d never met him. When you meet him of course he’s fantastically impressive. I found myself wondering why am I surprised? He’s so authoritative. Why should that surprise me?


(ANDREW is smiling now.)


I’m sure you’ve heard this kind of thing before.


ANDREW: Once or twice.


LINDSAY: Yes I’m sure it must be familiar. I didn’t mean to start right in like this. But you meet George, you think: ‘this man is dynamite’. So then you ask the next question. Why on earth does this never quite come across?


(ANDREW looks at her a moment, as if deciding just how hard he is going to have to go in. But just as he starts decisively, he is interrupted.)


ANDREW: Yeah. Look …


(And at once GWENDA AARON appears. She is in her early fifties, in a pleated skirt and moving from one corridor to another. She is barely ever still.)


GWENDA: You haven’t seen George?


ANDREW: Isn’t he with you?


GWENDA: No.


ANDREW: Oh God, has he gone walkabout? (He turns despairingly to introduce them.) This is George’s secretary, Gwenda. This is Lindsay Fontaine.


LINDSAY: How do you do?


(But GWENDA just smiles vaguely at her.)


ANDREW: He did his lunch, did he? The city lunch. (To LINDSAY.) George was massaging banks. For the big moment.


GWENDA: That’s where we lost him. He went to get tobacco.


ANDREW: The driver let him go? How could he? Doesn’t he know? (He turns away, making himself angry by repetition.) Hasn’t anyone told him?


GWENDA: He’s been told. A thousand times. There’s one rule with George. Never slacken the leash. 


(Before ANDREW can respond he finds two men in impeccable suits heading towards him. MALCOLM PRYCE MP is in his late forties, laconic, smooth and extremely sharp. His minder, BRUCE, is immediately behind him, pencil-thin, young.)


MALCOLM: There you are, Andrew.


ANDREW: Malcolm.


GWENDA: I’m going.


(Saying this, she has already headed off, a whirl of perpetual motion.)


MALCOLM: I’ve heard George is going to put a question on finance.


ANDREW: Yes, that’s right.


MALCOLM: Well we must check, I do need to hear it, so that it’s watertight, so there’s nothing between us. I want to hear the question before we go in.


(ANDREW looks a little uneasy.)


ANDREW: Yeah, yeah, he’ll come in.


MALCOLM: He’s not in his office.


ANDREW: That’s right.


MALCOLM: Will he be? George will be available? Well won’t he?


(MALCOLM is frowning in evident puzzlement.)


ANDREW: Malcolm, I’m afraid I have to tell you George is out of control.


(MALCOLM turns at once to his political assistant.)


BRUCE: There we are.


MALCOLM: I see.


ANDREW: Yeah.


BRUCE: I told you …


MALCOLM: You said, Bruce, you said you smelt this …


BRUCE: Honestly!


(ANDREW is indignant.)


ANDREW: It’s nothing serious. For goodness’ sake, he always comes back. Off for some tobacco and then he legged it. (He turns, opening his arms to him, appealing.) From what I’ve heard you’re not above legging it yourself …


(MALCOLM Shifts.)


MALCOLM: Well …


ANDREW: Where did Bruce find you? I heard a video arcade. On the Nintendo machine.





MALCOLM: I’d never seen one before. My children had mentioned it. I was pretty good at it. Wasn’t I, Bruce?


BRUCE: Indeed, sir. Very much so.


(They both smile.)


MALCOLM: And anyway, I wasn’t gone long.


(LINDSAY is standing waiting to be introduced.)


LINDSAY: We haven’t met.


ANDREW: Oh God, I’m sorry …


LINDSAY: My name is Lindsay Fontaine.


ANDREW: I hardly need say, Malcolm Pryce, the Shadow Chancellor …


MALCOLM: Yes. How do you do?


(They shake hands. ANDREW smiles, trying to ease things along.)


ANDREW: Lindsay here is making a submission. To fill the conspicuous vacancy we have.


MALCOLM: Ah yes. Which one is that?


ANDREW: (Smiles) Malcolm, we need a new advertising agency. In charge of posters and print.


MALCOLM: Oh yes. I forgot. Didn’t the last lot fall down a hole?


(They both smile, a familiar joke. LINDSAY looks between them.)


LINDSAY: I gather, we’ve all read, you have had some problems …


MALCOLM: You could say.


LINDSAY: Your last agency walked out. Or were sacked. It wasn’t quite clear.


ANDREW: It was by mutual agreement. Wasn’t it, Malcolm?


MALCOLM: The last words I heard was someone saying ‘Throw them to the dogs …’ (He smiles amiably.) Now if that’s what you mean by mutual agreement …


LINDSAY: Yes. I heard the dog phrase. But someone has to do the job.


MALCOLM: (Smiles again) Do they?


LINDSAY: I think so. (She stops a moment, puzzled.) You can’t fight an election without professional help.


(MALCOLM looks at her a moment as if there were a great deal he could say, but is choosing not to.)


MALCOLM: Possibly. You may well be right. I wish you luck.





(But LINDSAY is frowning, not understanding his heavily ironic tone.)


LINDSAY: But? But what?


MALCOLM: No, nothing.


LINDSAY: What are you saying? Are you against help?


MALCOLM: No, the job must be done. And perhaps it’s best you do it …


(BRUCE has been discreetly fretting and now leans in to his ear.)


BRUCE: Sir, I think we should be going.


MALCOLM: (To LINDSAY) Why not? … (To BRUCE.) All right, I’m coming … (To LINDSAY again.) Andrew will tell you, it’s a vexed issue … as you say, we’ve had packaging experts before …


BRUCE: You are late for your next meeting …


MALCOLM: But some of us – that includes me – believe if your policy is right … if it corresponds to people’s own experience … if it will fulfil a real need in people’s lives … as I believe ours will, Andrew …


ANDREW: No question. No one’s questioning that.


MALCOLM: Good. (His words are suddenly incisive, a real seriousness appearing.) Then we need not waste time on the design of the envelope, so long as we trust the document inside.


(MALCOLM stands, his point made, then starts to move.)


LINDSAY: Yes but …


(And now GWENDA comes running back in. The whole lobby is beginning to get much busier.)


GWENDA: I think we’ve got good news …


LINDSAY: I’m not sure things are that simple …


BRUCE: Sir …


MALCOLM: I’d love to continue this …


BRUCE: Sir …


(ANDREW has headed over in GWENDA’s direction.)


ANDREW: What are you saying, a sighting?


GWENDA: Well someone who looks like him at least.


ANDREW: Thank God. Does he look enough like him to lead at Prime Minister’s Question Time?


(The POLICE are now heading down to organize the public into a line which turns a ninety-degree angle at the centre of the lobby.)


POLICE: Into lines now please, into lines everyone …


BRUCE: Sir, we’re going this way.


MALCOLM: I’m sorry to leave this …


LINDSAY: What you’re saying is interesting …


ANDREW: Are you going after him?


MALCOLM: I certainly don’t wish to be rude …


LINDSAY: No.


GWENDA: Yes, hold here, why don’t you?


BRUCE: This way sir.


(GWENDA has gone off again, apparently having seen GEORGE. MALCOLM is also moving off, his minder in tow.)


MALCOLM: Now tell me, where am I going? What am I doing?


BRUCE: You’re meeting some people on the terrace out here.


MALCOLM: What people?


(Before they have gone off, from the same direction comes MARY HOUSEGO. She backs into the lobby, a tall, nervous woman in her late twenties, in a very short suit and carrying an immense bundle of newspapers under one arm, and a portable phone in her other hand.)


MARY: Are you looking for George?


ANDREW: Yes.


MARY: (Still looking off-stage) He’s on his way in.


ANDREW: Thank God for that.


(ANDREW goes to call GWENDA back from the wrong direction in which she has just gone, while the POLICE patrol the public into an orderly dogleg. MARY heads back towards where she thinks GEORGE is.)


POLICE: Into lines, please, into lines everyone …


ANDREW: Gwenda, Gwenda …


(LINDSAY is still standing slightly taken aback by MALCOLM’s hostility.)


LINDSAY: My goodness!


ANDREW: I know.


LINDSAY: People are so frightened. It isn’t voodoo, what people like me do …


(ANDREW looks at her a moment, suddenly giving her his whole attention, as GWENDA crosses at the back to follow up ANDREW’s lead.)


ANDREW: No. No. But you might as well get used to it. We give you this job, you inherit the storm.


(He holds a warning finger up silently to her as GWENDA reappears. She still has her back to them and is looking off-stage, as is MARY who now also reappears.)


GWENDA: All right, this is good. Wait. Yes. Yes. Mary?


MARY: I think so. Yes. It’s a definite appearance. (She turns back and watches again.) He’s coming. This time he’s coming.


(There is a long silence. LINDSAY, ANDREW and MARY all stand looking off-stage while the public, waiting for the other moment, is also silent.)


Yes. We’re bringing him in.


(There is a much shorter silence and into it walks GEORGE JONES. He is at his most modest and the suit he is wearing is unremarkable. You would not notice him in a crowd. But the quiet sparkle in his manner makes it plain he knows the anxiety he has caused by his absence.)


GEORGE: Andrew.


ANDREW: George.


GEORGE: Were you looking for me?


(His tone is gentle and he smiles beatifically. ANDREW is quiet too.)


ANDREW: Where were you?


GEORGE: I was in the park. I went for a walk in the park.


ANDREW: How was it?


GEORGE: Fine. It was like spring. I looked round. People were walking. And kissing. And talking. I thought, you lucky people … (He pauses a second.) You’re free and I’m not.


(Before he can say any more, the POLICE call out again and he reacts at once by heading off briskly towards his office.)


POLICE: Quiet, please, everyone, silence now please.


GEORGE: Now let me see …


POLICE: Quiet in the lobby, please.


ANDREW: George, I wonder, do you have time for a moment with Lindsay?


(But GEORGE has already got a postcard out of his pocket with a list of priorities and is moving away with GWENDA and MARY, talking into the distance. ANDREW is fighting a losing battle as he follows.)


GEORGE: Let me see now, I need to talk to Derek. The European group, what’s happened to that? Also, I can’t leave Michael any longer. And Malcolm, I must see Malcolm before I go into Question Time …


GWENDA: Of course.


POLICE: Quiet please!


(As ANDREW disappears with the leader’s group, he calls back to LINDSAY.)


ANDREW: Sorry … we will be in touch with you.


POLICE: Absolute silence. Absolute silence in here.


(There is a moment’s pause, then the back doors are flung open. Standing already waiting to pass through the lobby is the SPEAKER’s procession. A man in full eighteenth-century fig – stockings and knickerbockers – is carrying the mace and behind him the SPEAKER himself is bewigged. The POLICE have assembled on either side as the procession takes a few steps forward. There is a great cry.)


CLERK: Speaker!


(In silence now, the whole group pass through the lobby, the public watching in awe.)


Hats off, strangers!


(They pass on through. Before the crowd breaks up, LINDSAY turns and looks down towards us. She frowns, obviously puzzled by what she has just seen.


A bell rings and the crowd disperses.)
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