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INTRODUCTION


Writing for the Theatre


A speech made by Harold Pinter at the National Student Drama Festival in Bristol in 1962.





I’m not a theorist. I’m not an authoritative or reliable commentator on the dramatic scene, the social scene, any scene. I write plays, when I can manage it, and that’s all. That’s the sum of it. So I’m speaking with some reluctance, knowing that there are at least twenty-four possible aspects of any single statement, depending on where you’re standing at the time or on what the weather’s like. A categorical statement, I find, will never stay where it is and be finite. It will immediately be subject to modification by the other twenty-three possibilities of it. No statement I make, therefore, should be interpreted as final and definitive. One or two of them may sound final and definitive, they may even be almost final and definitive, but I won’t regard them as such tomorrow, and I wouldn’t like you to do so today.


I’ve had two full-length plays produced in London. The first ran a week and the second ran a year. Of course, there are differences between the two plays. In The Birthday Party I employed a certain amount of dashes in the text, between phrases. In The Caretaker I cut out the dashes and used dots instead. So that instead of, say: ‘Look, dash, who, dash, I, dash, dash, dash,’ the text would read: ‘Look, dot, dot, dot, who, dot, dot dot, I, dot, dot, dot, dot.’ So it’s possible to deduce from this that dots are more popular than dashes and that’s why The Caretaker had a longer run than The Birthday Party. The fact that in neither case could you hear the dots and dashes in performance is beside the point. You can’t fool the critics for long. They can tell a dot from a dash a mile off, even if they can hear neither.


It took me quite a while to grow used to the fact that critical and public response in the theatre follows a very erratic temperature chart. And the danger for a writer is where he becomes easy prey for the old bugs of apprehension and expectation in this connection. But I think Düsseldorf cleared the air for me. In Düsseldorf about two years ago I took, as is the Continental custom, a bow with a German cast of The Caretaker at the end of the play on the first night. I was at once booed violently by what must have been the finest collection of booers in the world. I thought they were using megaphones, but it was pure mouth. The cast was as dogged as the audience, however, and we took thirty-four curtain calls, all to boos. By the thirty-fourth there were only two people left in the house, still booing. I was strangely warmed by all this, and now, whenever I sense a tremor of the old apprehension or expectation, I remember Düsseldorf, and am cured.


The theatre is a large, energetic, public activity. Writing is, for me, a completely private activity, a poem or a play, no difference. These facts are not easy to reconcile. The professional theatre, whatever the virtues it undoubtedly possesses, is a world of false climaxes, calculated tensions, some hysteria, and a good deal of inefficiency. And the alarms of this world which I suppose I work in become steadily more widespread and intrusive. But basically my position has remained the same. What I write has no obligation to anything other than to itself. My responsibility is not to audiences, critics, producers, directors, actors or to my fellow men in general, but to the play in hand, simply. I warned you about definitive statements but it looks as though I’ve Just made one.


I have usually begun a play in quite a simple manner; found a couple of characters in a particular context, thrown them together and listened to what they said, keeping my nose to the ground. The context has always been, for me, concrete and particular, and the characters concrete also. I’ve never started a play from any kind of abstract idea or theory and never envisaged my own characters as messengers of death, doom, heaven or the milky way or, in other words, as allegorical representations of any particular force, whatever that may mean. When a character cannot be comfortably defined or understood in terms of the familiar, the tendency is to perch him on a symbolic shelf, out of harm’s way. Once there, he can be talked about but need not be lived with. In this way, it is easy to put up a pretty efficient smoke screen, on the part of the critics or the audience, against recognition, against an active and willing participation.


We don’t carry labels on our chests, and even though they are continually fixed to us by others, they convince nobody. The desire for verification on the part of all of us, with regard to our own experience and the experience of others, is understandable but cannot always be satisfied. I suggest there can be no hard distinctions between what is real and what is unreal, nor between what is true and what is false. A thing is not necessarily either true or false; it can be both true and false. A character on the stage who can present no convincing argument or information as to his past experience, his present behaviour or his aspirations, nor give a comprehensive analysis of his motives is as legitimate and as worthy of attention as one who, alarmingly, can do all these things. The more acute the experience the less articulate its expression.


Apart from any other consideration, we are faced with the immense difficulty, if not the impossibility, of verifying the past. I don’t mean merely years ago, but yesterday, this morning. What took place, what was the nature of what took place, what happened? If one can speak of the difficulty of knowing what in fact took place yesterday, one can I think treat the present in the same way. What’s happening now? We won’t know until tomorrow or in six months’ time, and we won’t know then, we’ll have forgotten, or our imagination will have attributed quite false characteristics to today. A moment is sucked away and distorted, often even at the time of its birth. We will all interpret a common experience quite differently, though we prefer to subscribe to the view that there’s a shared common ground, a known ground. I think there’s a shared common ground all right, but that it’s more like a quicksand. Because ‘reality’ is quite a strong firm word we tend to think, or to hope, that the state to which it refers is equally firm, settled and unequivocal. It doesn’t seem to be, and in my opinion, it’s no worse or better for that.


A play is not an essay, nor should a playwright under any exhortation damage the consistency of his characters by injecting a remedy or apology for their actions into the last act, simply because we have been brought up to expect, rain or sunshine, the last act ‘resolution’. To supply an explicit moral tag to an evolving and compulsive dramatic image seems to be facile, impertinent and dishonest. Where this takes places it is not theatre but a crossword puzzle. The audience holds the paper. The play fills in the blanks. Everyone’s happy.


There is a considerable body of people just now who are asking for some kind of clear and sensible engagement to be evidently disclosed in contemporary plays. They want the playwright to be a prophet. There is certainly a good deal of prophecy indulged in by playwrights these days, in their plays and out of them. Warnings, sermons, admonitions, ideological exhortations, moral judgements, defined problems with built-in solutions; all can camp under the banner of prophecy. The attitude behind this sort of thing might be summed up in one phrase: ‘I’m telling you!’


It takes all sorts of playwrights to make a world, and as far as I’m concerned ‘X’ can follow any course he chooses without my acting as his censor. To propagate a phoney war between hypothetical schools of playwrights doesn’t seem to me a very productive pastime and it certainly isn’t my intention. But I can’t but feel that we have a marked tendency to stress, so glibly, our empty preferences. The preference for ‘Life’ with a capital L, which is held up to be very different to life with a small 1, I mean the life we in fact live. The preference for goodwill, for charity, for benevolence, how facile they’ve become, these deliverances.


If I were to state any moral precept it might be: Beware of the writer who puts forward his concern for you to embrace, who leaves you in no doubt of his worthiness, his usefulness, his altruism, who declares that his heart is in the right place, and ensures that it can be seen in full view, a pulsating mass where his characters ought to be. What is presented, so much of the time, as a body of active and positive thought is in fact a body lost in a prison of empty definition and cliché.


This kind of writer clearly trusts words absolutely. I have mixed feelings about words myself. Moving among them, sorting them out, watching them appear on the page, from this I derive a considerable pleasure. But at the same time I have another strong feeling about words which amounts to nothing less than nausea. Such a weight of words confronts us day in, day out, words spoken in a context such as this, words written by me and by others, the bulk of it a stale dead terminology; ideas endlessly repeated and permutated become platitudinous, trite, meaningless. Given this nausea, it’s very easy to be overcome by it and step back into paralysis. I imagine most writers know something of this kind of paralysis. But if it is possible to confront this nausea, to follow it to its hilt, to move through it and out of it, then it is possible to say that something has occurred, that something has even been achieved.


Language, under these conditions, is a highly ambiguous business. So often, below the word spoken, is the thing known and unspoken. My characters tell me so much and no more, with reference to their experience, their aspirations, their motives, their history. Between my lack of biographical data about them and the ambiguity of what they say lies a territory which is not only worthy of exploration but which it is compulsory to explore. You and I, the characters which grow on a page, most of the time we’re inexpressive, giving little away, unreliable, elusive, evasive, obstructive, unwilling. But it’s out of these attributes that a language arises. A language, I repeat, where under what is said, another thing is being said.


Given characters who possess a momentum of their own, my job is not to impose upon them, not to subject them to a false articulation, by which I mean forcing a character to speak where he could not speak, making him speak in a way he could not speak, or making him speak of what he could never speak. The relationship between author and characters should be a highly respectful one, both ways. And if it’s possible to talk of gaining a kind of freedom from writing, it doesn’t come by leading one’s characters into fixed and calculated postures, but by allowing them to carry their own can, by giving them a legitimate elbowroom. This can be extremely painful. It’s much easier, much less pain, not to let them live.


I’d like to make quite clear at the same time that I don’t regard my own characters as uncontrolled, or anarchic. They’re not. The function of selection and arrangement is mine. I do all the donkeywork, in fact, and I think I can say I pay meticulous attention to the shape of things, from the shape of a sentence to the overall structure of the play. This shaping, to put it mildly, is of the first importance. But I think a double thing happens. You arrange and you listen, following the clues you leave for yourself, through the characters. And sometimes a balance is found, where image can freely engender image and where at the same time you are able to keep your sights on the place where the characters are silent and in hiding. It is in the silence that they are most evident to me.


There are two silences. One when no word is spoken. The other when perhaps a torrent of language is being employed. This speech is speaking of a language locked beneath it. That is its continual reference. The speech we hear is an indication of that which we don’t hear. It is a necessary avoidance, a violent, sly, anguished or mocking smoke screen which keeps the other in its place. When true silence falls we are still left with echo but are nearer nakedness. One way of looking at speech is to say that it is a constant strategem to cover nakedness.


We have heard many times that tired, grimy phrase: ‘Failure of communication’ … and this phrase has been fixed to my work quite consistently. I believe the contrary. I think that we communicate only too well, in our silence, in what is unsaid, and that what takes place is a continual evasion, desperate rearguard attempts to keep ourselves to ourselves. Communication is too alarming. To enter into someone else’s life is too frightening. To disclose to others the poverty within us is too fearsome a possibility.


I am not suggesting that no character in a play can ever say what he in fact means. Not at all. I have found that there invariably does come a moment when this happens, when he says something, perhaps, which he has never said before. And where this happens, what he says is irrevocable, and can never be taken back.


A blank page is both an exciting and a frightening thing. It’s what you start from. There follow two further periods in the progress of a play. The rehearsal period and the performance. A dramatist will absorb a great many things of value from an active and intense experience in the theatre, throughout these two periods. But finally he is again left looking at the blank page. In that page is something or nothing. You don’t know until you’ve cornered it. And there’s no guarantee that you will know then. But it always remains a chance worth taking.


I’ve written nine plays, for various mediums, and at the moment I haven’t the slightest idea how I’ve managed to do it. Each play was, for me, ‘a different kind of failure’. And that fact, I suppose, sent me on to write the next one.


And if I find writing plays an extremely difficult task, while still understanding it as a kind of celebration, how much more difficult it is to attempt to rationalise the process, and how much more abortive, as I think I’ve clearly demonstrated to you this morning.


Samuel Beckett says, at the beginning of his novel The Unnamable, ‘The fact would seem to be, if in my situation one may speak of facts, not only that I shall have to speak of things of which I cannot speak, but also, which is even more interesting, but also that I, which is if possible even more interesting, that I shall have to, I forget, no matter.’





















THE BIRTHDAY PARTY



























First Presentation








The Birthday Party was first presented by Michael Codron and David Hall at the Arts Theatre, Cambridge, on 28 April 1958, and subsequently at the Lyric Opera House, Hammersmith, with the following cast:














	    

	PETEY, a man in his sixties   

	Willoughby Gray






	 

	MEG, a woman in her sixties    

	Beatrix Lehmann






	 

	STANLEY, a man in his late thirties   

	Richard Pearson






	 

	LULU, a girl in her twenties   

	Wendy Hutchinson






	 

	GOLDBERG, a man in his fifties   

	John Slater






	 

	MCCANN, a man of thirty   

	John Stratton




















Directed by Peter Wood





The Birthday Party was revived by the Royal Shakespeare Company at the Aldwych Theatre, London, on 18 June 1964, with the following cast:














	  

	PETEY

	Newton Blick






	 

	MEG

	Doris Hare






	 

	STANLEY

	Bryan Pringle






	 

	LULU

	Janet Suzman






	 

	GOLDBERG

	Brewster Mason






	 

	MCANN

	Patrick Magee




















Directed by Harold Pinter





The Birthday Party was broadcast on BBC Television on 28 June 1987, with the following cast:














	  

	PETEY

	Robert Lang






	 

	MEG

	Joan Plowright






	 

	STANLEY

	Kenneth Cranham






	 

	LULU

	Julie Walters






	 

	GOLDBERG

	Harold Pinter






	 

	MCANN

	Colin Blakely




















Directed by Kenneth Ives







ACT I A morning in summer


ACT II Evening of the same day


ACT III The next morning
























Act One








The living-room of a house in a seaside town. A door leading to the hall down left. Back door and small window up left. Kitchen hatch, centre back. Kitchen door up right. Table and chairs, centre.


PETEY enters from the door on the left with a paper and sits at the table. He begins to read. MEG’S voice comes through the kitchen hatch.




MEG. Is that you, Petey?


Pause.


Petey, is that you?


Pause.


Petey?


PETEY. What?


MEG. Is that you?


PETEY. Yes, it’s me.


MEG. What? (Her face appears at the hatch.) Are you back?


PETEY. Yes.


MEG. I’ve got your cornflakes ready. (She disappears and reappears.) Here’s your cornflakes.


He rises and takes the plate from her, sits at the table, props up the paper and begins to eat. MEG enters by the kitchen door.


Are they nice?


PETEY. Very nice.


MEG. I thought they’d be nice. (She sits at the table.) You got your paper?


PETEY. Yes.


MEG. Is it good?


PETEY. Not bad.


MEG. What does it say?


PETEY. Nothing much.


MEG. You read me out some nice bits yesterday.


PETEY. Yes, well, I haven’t finished this one yet.


MEG. Will you tell me when you come to something good?


PETEY. Yes.


Pause.


MEG. Have you been working hard this morning?


PETEY. No. Just stacked a few of the old chairs. Cleaned up a bit.


MEG. Is it nice out?


PETEY. Very nice.


Pause.


MEG. Is Stanley up yet?


PETEY. I don’t know. Is he?


MEG. I don’t know. I haven’t seen him down yet.


PETEY. Well then, he can’t be up.


MEG. Haven’t you seen him down?


PETEY. I’ve only just come in.


MEG. He must be still asleep.


She looks round the room, stands, goes to the sideboard and takes a pair of socks from a drawer, collects wool and a needle and goes back to the table.


What time did you go out this morning, Petey?


PETEY. Same time as usual.


MEG. Was it dark?


PETEY. No, it was light.


MEG (beginning to darn). But sometimes you go out in the morning and it’s dark.


PETEY. That’s in the winter.


MEG. Oh, in winter.


PETEY. Yes, it gets light later in winter.


MEG. Oh.


Pause.


What are you reading?


PETEY. Someone’s just had a baby.


MEG. Oh, they haven’t! Who?


PETEY. Some girl.


MEG. Who, Petey, who?


PETEY. I don’t think you’d know her.


MEG. What’s her name?


PETEY. Lady Mary Splatt.


MEG. I don’t know her.


PETEY. No.


MEG. What is it?


PETEY (studying the paper). Er—a girl.


MEG. Not a boy?


PETEY. No.


MEG. Oh, what a shame. I’d be sorry. I’d much rather have a little boy.


PETEY. A little girl’s all right.


MEG. I’d much rather have a little boy.


Pause.


PETEY. I’ve finished my cornflakes.


MEG. Were they nice?


PETEY. Very nice.


MEG. I’ve got something else for you.


PETEY. Good.


She rises, takes his plate and exits into the kitchen. She then appears at the hatch with two pieces of fried bread on a plate.


MEG. Here you are, Petey.


He rises, collects the plate, looks at it, sits at the table. MEG  re-enters.


Is it nice?


PETEY. I haven’t tasted it yet.


MEG. I bet you don’t know what it is.


PETEY. Yes, I do.


MEG. What is it, then?


PETEY. Fried bread.


MEG. That’s right.


He begins to eat.


She watches him eat.


PETEY. Very nice.


MEG. I knew it was.


PETEY (turning to her). Oh, Meg, two men came up to me on the beach last night.


MEG. Two men?


PETEY. Yes. They wanted to know if we could put them up for a couple of nights.


MEG. Put them up? Here?


PETEY. Yes.


MEG. How many men?


PETEY. Two.


MEG. What did you say?


PETEY. Well, I said I didn’t know. So they said they’d come round to find out.


MEG. Are they coming?


PETEY. Well, they said they would.


MEG. Had they heard about us, Petey?


PETEY. They must have done.


MEG. Yes, they must have done. They must have heard this was a very good boarding house. It is. This house is on the list.


PETEY. It is.


MEG. I know it is.


PETEY. They might turn up today. Can you do it?


MEG. Oh, I’ve got that lovely room they can have.


PETEY. You’ve got a room ready?


MEG. I’ve got the room with the armchair all ready for visitors.


PETEY. You’re sure?


MEG. Yes, that’ll be all right then, if they come today.


PETEY. Good.


She takes the socks etc. back to the sideboard drawer.


MEG. I’m going to wake that boy.


PETEY. There’s a new show coming to the Palace.


MEG. On the pier?


PETEY. No. The Palace, in the town.


MEG. Stanley could have been in it, if it was on the pier.


PETEY. This is a straight show.


MEG. What do you mean?


PETEY. No dancing or singing.


MEG. What do they do then?


PETEY. They just talk.


Pause.


MEG. Oh.


PETEY. You like a song eh, Meg?


MEG. I like listening to the piano. I used to like watching Stanley play the piano. Of course, he didn’t sing. (Looking at the door.) I’m going to call that boy.


PETEY. Didn’t you take him up his cup of tea?


MEG. I always take him up his cup of tea. But that was a long time ago.


PETEY. Did he drink it?


MEG. I made him. I stood there till he did. I’m going to call him. (She goes to the door.) Stan! Stanny! (She listens.) Stan! I’m coming up to fetch you if you don’t come down! I’m coming up! I’m going to count three! One! Two! Three! I’m coming to get you! (She exits and goes upstairs. In a moment, shouts from STANLEY, wild laughter from  MEG. PETEY takes his plate to the hatch. Shouts. Laughter. PETEY sits at the table. Silence. She returns.) He’s coming down. (She is panting and arranges her hair.) I told him if he didn’t hurry up he’d get no breakfast.


PETEY. That did it, eh?


 


MEG. I’ll get his cornflakes.


MEG exits to the kitchen. PETEY reads the paper. STANLEY  enters. He is unshaven, in his pyjama jacket and wears glasses. He sits at the table.


PETEY. Morning, Stanley.


STANLEY. Morning.


Silence. MEG enters with the bowl of cornflakes, which she sets on the table.


MEG. So he’s come down at last, has he? He’s come down at last for his breakfast. But he doesn’t deserve any, does he, Petey? (STANLEY stares at the cornflakes.) Did you sleep well?


STANLEY. I didn’t sleep at all.


MEG. You didn’t sleep at all? Did you hear that, Petey? Too tired to eat your breakfast, I suppose? Now you eat up those cornflakes like a good boy. Go on.


He begins to eat.


STANLEY. What’s it like out today?


PETEY. Very nice.


STANLEY. Warm?


PETEY. Well, there’s a good breeze blowing.


STANLEY. Cold?


PETEY. No, no, I wouldn’t say it was cold.


MEG. What are the cornflakes like, Stan?


STANLEY. Horrible.


MEG. Those flakes? Those lovely flakes? You’re a liar, a little liar. They’re refreshing. It says so. For people when they get up late.


STANLEY. The milk’s off.


MEG. It’s not. Petey ate his, didn’t you, Petey?


PETEY. That’s right.


MEG. There you are then.


STANLEY. All right, I’ll go on to the second course.


MEG. He hasn’t finished the first course and he wants to go on to the second course!


STANLEY. I feel like something cooked.


MEG. Well, I’m not going to give it to you.


PETEY. Give it to him.


MEG (sitting at the table, right). I’m not going to.


Pause.


STANLEY. No breakfast.


Pause.


All night long I’ve been dreaming about this breakfast.


MEG. I thought you said you didn’t sleep.


STANLEY. Day-dreaming. All night long. And now she won’t give me any. Not even a crust of bread on the table.


Pause.


Well, I can see I’ll have to go down to one of those smart hotels on the front.


MEG (rising quickly). You won’t get a better breakfast there than here.


She exits to the kitchen. STANLEY yawns broadly. MEG  appears at the hatch with a plate.


Here you are. You’ll like this.


PETEY rises, collects the plate, brings it to the table, puts it in front of STANLEY, and sits.


STANLEY. What’s this?


PETEY. Fried bread.


MEG (entering). Well, I bet you don’t know what it is.


STANLEY. Oh yes I do.


MEG. What?


STANLEY. Fried bread.


MEG. He knew.


STANLEY. What a wonderful surprise.


MEG. You didn’t expect that, did you?


STANLEY. I bloody well didn’t.


PETEY (rising). Well, I’m off.


MEG. You going back to work?


PETEY. Yes.


MEG. Your tea! You haven’t had your tea!


PETEY. That’s all right. No time now.


MEG. I’ve got it made inside.


PETEY. No, never mind. See you later. Ta-ta, Stan.


STANLEY. Ta-ta.


PETEY exits, left.


Tch, tch, tch, tch.


MEG (defensively). What do you mean?


STANLEY. You’re a bad wife.


MEG. I’m not. Who said I am?


STANLEY. Not to make your husband a cup of tea. Terrible.


MEG. He knows I’m not a bad wife.


STANLEY. Giving him sour milk instead.


MEG. It wasn’t sour.


STANLEY. Disgraceful.


MEG. You mind your own business, anyway. (STANLEY eats.) You won’t find many better wives than me, I can tell you. I keep a very nice house and I keep it clean.


STANLEY. Whoo!


MEG. Yes! And this house is very well known, for a very good boarding house for visitors.


STANLEY. Visitors? Do you know how many visitors you’ve had since I’ve been here?


MEG. How many?


STANLEY. One.


MEG. Who?


STANLEY. Me! I’m your visitor.


MEG. You’re a liar. This house is on the list.


STANLEY. I bet it is.


MEG. I know it is.


He pushes his plate away and picks up the paper.


Was it nice?


STANLEY. What?


MEG. The fried bread.


STANLEY. Succulent.


MEG. You shouldn’t say that word.


STANLEY. What word?


MEG. That word you said.


STANLEY. What, succulent—?


MEG. Don’t say it!


STANLEY. What’s the matter with it?


MEG. You shouldn’t say that word to a married woman.


STANLEY. Is that a fact?


MEG. Yes.


STANLEY. Well, I never knew that.


MEG. Well, it’s true.


STANLEY. Who told you that?


MEG. Never you mind.


STANLEY. Well, if I can’t say it to a married woman who can I say it to?


MEG. You’re bad.


STANLEY. What about some tea?


MEG. Do you want some tea? (STANLEY reads the paper.) Say please.


STANLEY. Please.


MEG. Say sorry first.


STANLEY. Sorry first.


MEG. No. Just sorry.


STANLEY. Just sorry!


MEG. You deserve the strap.


STANLEY. Don’t do that!


She takes his plate and ruffles his hair as she passes.  STANLEY exclaims and throws her arm away. She goes into the kitchen. He rubs his eyes under his glasses and picks up the paper. She enters.


I brought the pot in.


STANLEY (absently). I don’t know what I’d do without you.


MEG. You don’t deserve it though.


STANLEY. Why not?


MEG (pouring the tea, coyly). Go on. Calling me that.


STANLEY. How long has that tea been in the pot?


MEG. It’s good tea. Good strong tea.


STANLEY. This isn’t tea. It’s gravy!


MEG. It’s not.


STANLEY. Get out of it. You succulent old washing bag.


MEG. I am not! And it isn’t your place to tell me if I am!


STANLEY. And it isn’t your place to come into a man’s bedroom and—wake him up.


MEG. Stanny! Don’t you like your cup of tea of a morning—the one I bring you?


STANLEY. I can’t drink this muck. Didn’t anyone ever tell you to warm the pot, at least?


MEG. That’s good strong tea, that’s all.


STANLEY (putting his head in his hands). Oh God, I’m tired.


Silence. MEG goes to the sideboard, collects a duster, and vaguely dusts the room, watching him. She comes to the table and dusts it.


Not the bloody table!


Pause.


MEG. Stan?


STANLEY. What?


MEG (shyly). Am I really succulent?


STANLEY. Oh, you are. I’d rather have you than a cold in the nose any day.


MEG. You’re just saying that.


STANLEY (violently). Look, why don’t you get this place cleared up! It’s a pigsty. And another thing, what about my room? It needs sweeping. It needs papering. I need a new room!


MEG (sensual, stroking his arm). Oh, Stan, that’s a lovely room. I’ve had some lovely afternoons in that room.


He recoils from her hand in disgust, stands and exits quickly by the door on the left. She collects his cup and the teapot and takes them to the hatch shelf. The street door slams.  STANLEY returns.


MEG. Is the sun shining? (He crosses to the window, takes a cigarette and matches from his pyjama jacket, and lights his cigarette.) What are you smoking?


STANLEY. A cigarette.


MEG. Are you going to give me one?


STANLEY. No.


MEG. I like cigarettes. (He stands at the window, smoking. She crosses behind him and tickles the back of his neck.) Tickle, tickle.


STANLEY (pushing her). Get away from me.


MEG. Are you going out?


STANLEY. Not with you.


MEG. But I’m going shopping in a minute.


STANLEY. Go.


MEG. You’ll be lonely, all by yourself.


STANLEY. Will I?


MEG. Without your old Meg. I’ve got to get things in for the two gentlemen.


A pause. STANLEY slowly raises his head. He speaks without turning.


STANLEY. What two gentlemen?


MEG. I’m expecting visitors.


He turns.


STANLEY. What?


MEG. You didn’t know that, did you?


STANLEY. What are you talking about?


MEG. Two gentlemen asked Petey if they could come and stay for a couple of nights. I’m expecting them. (She picks up the duster and begins to wipe the cloth on the table.)


STANLEY. I don’t believe it.


MEG. It’s true.


STANLEY (moving to her). You’re saying it on purpose.


MEG. Petey told me this morning.


STANLEY (grinding his cigarette). When was this? When did he see them?


MEG. Last night.


STANLEY. Who are they?


MEG. I don’t know.


STANLEY. Didn’t he tell you their names?


MEG. No.


STANLEY (pacing the room). Here? They wanted to come here?


MEG. Yes, they did. (She takes the curlers out of her hair.)


STANLEY. Why?


MEG. This house is on the list.


STANLEY. But who are they?


MEG. You’ll see when they come.


STANLEY (decisively). They won’t come.


MEG. Why not?


STANLEY (quickly). I tell you they won’t come. Why didn’t they come last night, if they were coming?


MEG. Perhaps they couldn’t find the place in the dark. It’s not easy to find in the dark.


STANLEY. They won’t come. Someone’s taking the Michael. Forget all about it. It’s a false alarm. A fake alarm. (He sits at the table.) Where’s my tea?


MEG. I took it away. You didn’t want it.


STANLEY. What do you mean, you took it away?


MEG. I took it away.


STANLEY. What did you take it away for?


MEG. You didn’t want it!


STANLEY. Who said I didn’t want it?


MEG. You did!


STANLEY. Who gave you the right to take away my tea?


MEG. You wouldn’t drink it.


STANLEY stares at her.


STANLEY (quietly). Who do you think you’re talking to?


MEG (uncertainly). What?


STANLEY. Come here.


MEG. What do you mean?


STANLEY. Come over here.


MEG. No.


STANLEY. I want to ask you something, (MEG fidgets nervously. She does not go to him.) Come on. (Pause.) All right. I can ask it from here just as well. (Deliberately.) Tell me, Mrs Boles, when you address yourself to me, do you ever ask yourself who exactly you are talking to? Eh?


Silence. He groans, his trunk falls forward, his head falls into his hands.


MEG (in a small voice). Didn’t you enjoy your breakfast, Stan? (She approaches the table.) Stan? When are you going to play the piano again? (STANLEY grunts.) Like you used to? (STANLEY grunts.) I used to like watching you play the piano. When are you going to play it again?


STANLEY. I can’t, can I?


MEG. Why not?


STANLEY. I haven’t got a piano, have I?


MEG. No, I meant like when you were working. That piano.


STANLEY. Go and do your shopping.


MEG. But you wouldn’t have to go away if you got a job, would you? You could play the piano on the pier.


He looks at her, then speaks airily.


STANLEY. I’ve … er … I’ve been offered a job, as a matter of fact.


MEG. What?


STANLEY. Yes. I’m considering a job at the moment.


MEG. You’re not.


STANLEY. A good one, too. A night club. In Berlin.


MEG. Berlin?


STANLEY. Berlin. A night club. Playing the piano. A fabulous salary. And all found.


MEG. How long for?


STANLEY. We don’t stay in Berlin. Then we go to Athens.


MEG. How long for?


STANLEY. Yes. Then we pay a flying visit to … er … whatsisname….


MEG. Where?


STANLEY. Constantinople. Zagreb. Vladivostock. It’s a round the world tour.


MEG (sitting at the table). Have you played the piano in those places before?


STANLEY. Played the piano? I’ve played the piano all over the


world. All over the country. (Pause.) I once gave a concert.


MEG. A concert?


STANLEY (reflectively). Yes. It was a good one, too. They were all there that night. Every single one of them. It was a great success. Yes. A concert. At Lower Edmonton.


MEG. What did you wear?


STANLEY (to himself). I had a unique touch. Absolutely unique. They came up to me. They came up to me and said they were grateful. Champagne we had that night, the lot. (Pause.) My father nearly came down to hear me. Well, I dropped him a card anyway. But I don’t think he could make it. No, I—I lost the address, that was it. (Pause.) Yes. Lower Edmonton. Then after that, you know what they did? They carved me up. Carved me up. It was all arranged, it was all worked out. My next concert. Somewhere else it was. In winter. I went down there to play. Then, when I got there, the hall was closed, the place was shuttered up, not even a caretaker. They’d locked it up. (Takes off his glasses and wipes them on his pyjama jacket.) A fast one. They pulled a fast one. I’d like to know who was responsible for that. (Bitterly.) All right, Jack, I can take a tip. They want me to crawl down on my bended knees. Well I can take a tip … any day of the week. (He replaces his glasses, then looks at  MEG.) Look at her. You’re just an old piece of rock cake, aren’t you? (He rises and leans across the table to her.) That’s what you are, aren’t you?


MEG. Don’t you go away again, Stan. You stay here. You’ll be better off. You stay with your old Meg. (He groans and lies across the table.) Aren’t you feeling well this morning, Stan. Did you pay a visit this morning?


He stiffens, then lifts himself slowly, turns to face her and speaks lightly, casually.


STANLEY. Meg. Do you know what?


MEG. What?


STANLEY. Have you heard the latest?


MEG. No.


STANLEY. I’ll bet you have.


MEG. I haven’t.


STANLEY. Shall I tell you?


MEG. What latest?


STANLEY. You haven’t heard it?


MEG. No.


STANLEY (advancing). They’re coming today. They’re coming in a van.


MEG. Who?


STANLEY. And do you know what they’ve got in that van?


MEG. What?


STANLEY. They’ve got a wheelbarrow in that van.


MEG (breathlessly). They haven’t.


STANLEY. Oh yes they have.


MEG. You’re a liar.


STANLEY (advancing upon her). A big wheelbarrow. And when the van stops they wheel it out, and they wheel it up the garden path, and then they knock at the front door.


MEG. They don’t.


STANLEY. They’re looking for someone.


MEG. They’re not.


STANLEY. They’re looking for someone. A certain person.


MEG (hoarsely). No, they’re not!


STANLEY. Shall I tell you who they’re looking for?


MEG. No!


STANLEY. You don’t want me to tell you?


MEG. You’re a liar!


A sudden knock on the front door. LULU’S voice: Ooh-ooh!  MEG edges past STANLEY and collects her shopping bag.  MEG goes out. STANLEY sidles to the door and listens.


VOICE (through letter box). Hullo, Mrs Boles …


MEG. Oh, has it come?


VOICE. Yes, it’s just come.


MEG. What, is that it?


VOICE. Yes. I thought I’d bring it round.


MEG. Is it nice?


VOICE. Very nice. What shall I do with it?


MEG. Well, I don’t … (Whispers.)


VOICE. No, of course not …(Whispers.)


MEG. All right, but … (Whispers.)


VOICE. I won’t … (Whispers.) Ta-ta, Mrs Boles.


STANLEY quickly sits at the table. Enter LULU.


LULU. Oh, hullo.


STANLEY. Ay-ay.


LULU. I just want to leave this in here.


STANLEY. Do. (LULU crosses to the sideboard and puts a solid, round parcel upon it.) That’s a bulky object.


LULU. You’re not to touch it.


STANLEY. Why would I want to touch it?


LULU. Well, you’re not to, anyway.


LULU walks upstage.


LULU. Why don’t you open the door? It’s all stuffy in here.


She opens the back door.


STANLEY (rising): Stuffy? I disinfected the place this morning.


LULU (at the door). Oh, that’s better.


STANLEY. I think it’s going to rain to-day. What do you think?


LULU. I hope so. You could do with it.


STANLEY. Me! I was in the sea at half past six.


LULU. Were you?


STANLEY. I went right out to the headland and back before breakfast. Don’t you believe me!


She sits, takes out a compact and powders her nose.


LULU (offering him the compact). Do you want to have a look at your face? (STANLEY withdraws from the table.) You could do with a shave, do you know that? (STANLEY sits, right at the table.) Don’t you ever go out? (He does not answer.) I mean, what do you do, just sit around the house like this all day long? (Pause.) Hasn’t Mrs Boles got enough to do without having you under her feet all day long?


STANLEY. I always stand on the table when she sweeps the floor.


LULU. Why don’t you have a wash? You look terrible.


STANLEY. A wash wouldn’t make any difference.


LULU (rising). Come out and get a bit of air. You depress me, looking like that.


STANLEY. Air? Oh, I don’t know about that.


LULU. It’s lovely out. And I’ve got a few sandwiches.


STANLEY. What sort of sandwiches?


LULU. Cheese.


STANLEY. I’m a big eater, you know.


LULU. That’s all right. I’m not hungry.


STANLEY (abruptly). How would you like to go away with me?


LULU. Where.


STANLEY. Nowhere. Still, we could go.


LULU. But where could we go?


STANLEY. Nowhere. There’s nowhere to go. So we could just go. It wouldn’t matter.


LULU. We might as well stay here.


STANLEY. No. It’s no good here.


LULU. Well, where else is there?


STANLEY. Nowhere.


LULU. Well, that’s a charming proposal. (He gets up.) Do you have to wear those glasses?


STANLEY. Yes.


LULU. So you’re not coming out for a walk?


STANLEY. I can’t at the moment.


LULU. You’re a bit of a washout, aren’t you?


She exits, left. STANLEY stands. He then goes to the mirror and looks in it. He goes into the kitchen, takes off his glasses and begins to wash his face. A pause. Enter, by the back door,  GOLDBERG and MCCANN. MCCANN carries two suitcases,  GOLDBERG a briefcase. They halt inside the door, then walk downstage. STANLEY, wiping his face, glimpses their backs through the hatch. GOLDBERG and MCCANN look round the room. STANLEY slips on his glasses, sidles through the kitchen door and out of the back door.


MCCANN. Is this it?


GOLDBERG. This is it.


MCCANN. Are you sure?


GOLDBERG. Sure I’m sure.


Pause.


MCCANN. What now?


GOLDBERG. Don’t worry yourself, McCann. Take a seat.


MCCANN. What about you?


GOLDBERG. What about me?


MCCANN. Are you going to take a seat?


GOLDBERG. We’ll both take a seat. (MCCANN puts down the suitcase and sits at the table, left.) Sit back, McCann. Relax. What’s the matter with you? I bring you down for a few days to the seaside. Take a holiday. Do yourself a favour. Learn to relax, McCann, or you’ll never get anywhere.


MCCANN. Ah sure, I do try, Nat.


GOLDBERG (sitting at the table, right). The secret is breathing. Take my tip. It’s a well-known fact. Breathe in, breathe out, take a chance, let yourself go, what can you lose? Look at me. When I was an apprentice yet, McCann, every second Friday of the month my Uncle Barney used to take me to the seaside, regular as clockwork. Brighton, Canvey Island, Rottingdean—Uncle Barney wasn’t particular. After lunch on Shabbuss we’d go and sit in a couple of deck chairs—you know, the ones with canopies—we’d have a little paddle, we’d watch the tide coming in, going out, the sun coming down—golden days, believe me, McCann. (Reminiscent.) Uncle Barney. Of course, he was an impeccable dresser. One of the old school. He had a house just outside Basingstoke at the time. Respected by the whole community.


Culture? Don’t talk to me about culture. He was an all-round man, what do you mean? He was a cosmopolitan.


MCCANN. Hey, Nat….


GOLDBERG (reflectively). Yes. One of the old school.


MCCANN. Nat. How do we know this is the right house?


GOLDBERG. What?


MCCANN. How do we know this is the right house?


GOLDBERG. What makes you think it’s the wrong house?


MCCANN. I didn’t see a number on the gate.


GOLDBERG. I wasn’t looking for a number.


MCCANN. No?


GOLDBERG (settling in the armchair). You know one thing Uncle Barney taught me? Uncle Barney taught me that the word of a gentleman is enough. That’s why, when I had to go away on business I never carried any money. One of my sons used to come with me. He used to carry a few coppers. For a paper, perhaps, to see how the M.C.C. was getting on overseas. Otherwise my name was good. Besides, I was a very busy man.


MCCANN. What about this, Nat? Isn’t it about time someone came in?


GOLDBERG. McCann, what are you so nervous about? Pull yourself together. Everywhere you go these days it’s like a funeral.


MCCANN. That’s true.


GOLDBERG. True? Of course it’s true. It’s more than true. It’s a fact.


MCCANN. You may be right.


GOLDBERG. What is it, McCann? You don’t trust me like you did in the old days?


MCCANN. Sure I trust you, Nat.


GOLDBERG. But why is it that before you do a job you’re all over the place, and when you’re doing the job you’re as cool as a whistle?


MCCANN. I don’t know, Nat. I’m just all right once I know what I’m doing. When I know what I’m doing, I’m all right.


GOLDBERG. Well, you do it very well.


MCCANN. Thank you, Nat.


GOLDBERG. You know what I said when this job came up. I mean naturally they approached me to take care of it. And you know who I asked for?


MCCANN. Who?


GOLDBERG. You.


MCCANN. That was very good of you, Nat.


GOLDBERG. No, it was nothing. You’re a capable man, McCann.


MCCANN. That’s a great compliment, Nat, coming from a man in your position.


GOLDBERG. Well, I’ve got a position, I won’t deny it.


MCCANN. You certainly have.


GOLDBERG. I would never deny that I had a position.


MCCANN. And what a position!


GOLDBERG. It’s not a thing I would deny.


MCCANN. Yes, it’s true, you’ve done a lot for me. I appreciate it.


GOLDBERG. Say no more.


MCCANN. You’ve always been a true Christian.


GOLDBERG. In a way.


MCCANN. No, I just thought I’d tell you that I appreciate it.


GOLDBERG. It’s unnecessary to recapitulate.


MCCANN. You’re right there.


GOLDBERG. Quite unnecessary.


Pause. MCCANN leans forward.


MCCANN. Hey Nat, just one thing….


GOLDBERG. What now?


MCCANN. This job—no, listen—this job, is it going to be like anything we’ve ever done before?


GOLDBERG. Tch, tch, tch.


MCCANN. No, just tell me that. Just that, and I won’t ask any more.


GOLDBERG sighs, stands, goes behind the table, ponders, looks at MCCANN, and then speaks in a quiet, fluent, official tone.


GOLDBERG. The main issue is a singular issue and quite distinct from your previous work. Certain elements, however, might well approximate in points of procedure to some of your other activities. All is dependent on the attitude of our subject. At all events, McCann, I can assure you that the assignment will be carried out and the mission accomplished with no excessive aggravation to you or myself. Satisfied?


MCCANN. Sure. Thank you, Nat.


MEG enters, left.


GOLDBERG. Ah, Mrs Boles?


MEG. Yes?


GOLDBERG. We spoke to your husband last night. Perhaps he mentioned us? We heard that you kindly let rooms for gentlemen. So I brought my friend along with me. We were after a nice place, you understand. So we came to you. I’m Mr Goldberg and this is Mr McCann.


MEG. Very pleased to meet you.


They shake hands.


GOLDBERG. We’re pleased to meet you, too.


MEG. That’s very nice.


GOLDBERG. You’re right. How often do you meet someone it’s a pleasure to meet?


MCCANN. Never.


GOLDBERG. But today it’s different. How are you keeping, Mrs Boles?


MEG. Oh, very well, thank you.


GOLDBERG. Yes? Really?


MEG. Oh yes, really.


GOLDBERG. I’m glad.


GOLDBERG sits at the table, right.


GOLDBERG. Well, so what do you say? You can manage to put us up, eh, Mrs Boles?


MEG. Well, it would have been easier last week.


GOLDBERG. It would, eh?


MEG. Yes.


GOLDBERG. Why? How many have you got here at the moment?


MEG. Just one at the moment.


GOLDBERG. Just one?


MEG. Yes. Just one. Until you came.


GOLDBERG. And your husband, of course?


MEG. Yes, but he sleeps with me.


GOLDBERG. What does he do, your husband?


MEG. He’s a deck-chair attendant.


GOLDBERG. Oh, very nice.


MEG. Yes, he’s out in all weathers.


She begins to take her purchases from her bag.


GOLDBERG. Of course. And your guest? Is he a man?


MEG. A man?


GOLDBERG. Or a woman?


MEG. No. A man.


GOLDBERG. Been here long?


MEG. He’s been here about a year now.


GOLDBERG. Oh yes. A resident. What’s his name?


MEG. Stanley Webber.


GOLDBERG. Oh yes? Does he work here?


MEG. He used to work. He used to be a pianist. In a concert party on the pier.


GOLDBERG. Oh yes? On the pier, eh? Does he play a nice piano?


MEG. Oh, lovely. (She sits at the table.) He once gave a concert.


GOLDBERG. Oh? Where?


MEG (falteringly). In … a big hall. His father gave him champagne. But then they locked the place up and he couldn’t get out. The caretaker had gone home. So he had to wait until the morning before he could get out. (With confidence.) They were very grateful. (Pause.) And then they all wanted to give him a tip. And so he took the tip. And then he got a fast train and he came down here.


GOLDBERG. Really?


MEG. Oh yes. Straight down.


Pause.


MEG. I wish he could have played tonight.


GOLDBERG. Why tonight?


MEG. It’s his birthday today.


GOLDBERG. His birthday?


MEG. Yes. Today. But I’m not going to tell him until tonight.


GOLDBERG. Doesn’t he know it’s his birthday?


MEG. He hasn’t mentioned it.


GOLDBERG (thoughtfully). Ah! Tell me. Are you going to have a party?


MEG. A party?


GOLDBERG. Weren’t you going to have one?


MEG (her eyes wide). No.


GOLDBERG. Well, of course, you must have one. (He stands.) We’ll have a party, eh? What do you say?


MEG. Oh yes!


GOLDBERG. Sure. We’ll give him a party. Leave it to me.


MEG. Oh, that’s wonderful, Mr Gold—


GOLDBERG. Berg.


MEG. Berg.


GOLDBERG. You like the idea?


MEG. Oh, I’m so glad you came today.


GOLDBERG. If we hadn’t come today we’d have come tomorrow. Still, I’m glad we came today. Just in time for his birthday.


MEG. I wanted to have a party But you must have people for a party.


GOLDBERG. And now you’ve got McCann and me. McCann’s the life and soul of any party.


MCCANN. What?


GOLDBERG. What do you think of that, McCann? There’s a gentleman living here. He’s got a birthday today, and he’s forgotten all about it. So we’re going to remind him. We’re going to give him a party.


MCCANN. Oh, is that a fact?


MEG. Tonight.


GOLDBERG. Tonight.


MEG. I’ll put on my party dress.


GOLDBERG. And I’ll get some bottles.


MEG. And I’ll invite Lulu this afternoon. Oh, this is going to cheer Stanley up. It will. He’s been down in the dumps lately.


GOLDBERG. We’ll bring him out of himself.


MEG. I hope I look nice in my dress.


GOLDBERG. Madam, you’ll look like a tulip.


MEG. What colour?


GOLDBERG. Er—well, I’ll have to see the dress first.


MCCANN. Could I go up to my room?


MEG. Oh, I’ve put you both together. Do you mind being both together?


GOLDBERG. I don’t mind. Do you mind, McCann?


MCCANN. No.


MEG. What time shall we have the party?


GOLDBERG. Nine o’clock.


MCCANN (at the door). Is this the way?


MEG (rising). I’ll show you. If you don’t mind coming upstairs.


GOLDBERG. With a tulip? It’s a pleasure.


MEG and GOLDBERG exit laughing, followed by MCCANN.  STANLEY appears at the window. He enters by the back door. He goes to the door on the left, opens it and listens. Silence, He walks to the table. He stands. He sits, as MEG  enters. She crosses and hangs her shopping bag on a hook. He lights a match and watches it burn.


STANLEY. Who is it?


MEG. The two gentlemen.


STANLEY. What two gentlemen?


MEG. The ones that were coming. I just took them to their room. They were thrilled with their room.


STANLEY. They’ve come?


MEG. They’re very nice, Stan.


STANLEY. Why didn’t they come last night?


MEG. They said the beds were wonderful.


STANLEY. Who are they?


MEG (sitting). They’re very nice, Stanley.


STANLEY. I said, who are they?


MEG. I’ve told you, the two gentlemen.


STANLEY. I didn’t think they’d come.


He rises and walks to the window.


MEG. They have. They were here when I came in.


STANLEY. What do they want here?


MEG. They want to stay.


STANLEY. How long for?


MEG. They didn’t say.


STANLEY (turning). But why here? Why not somewhere else?


MEG. This house is on the list.


STANLEY (coming down). What are they called? What are their names?


MEG. Oh, Stanley, I can’t remember.


STANLEY. They told you, didn’t they? Or didn’t they tell you?


MEG. Yes, they….


STANLEY. Then what are they? Come on. Try to remember.


MEG. Why, Stan? Do you know them?


STANLEY. How do I know if I know them until I know their names?


MEG. Well … he told me, I remember.


STANLEY. Well?


She thinks.


MEG. Gold—something.


STANLEY. Goldsomething?


MEG. Yes. Gold….


STANLEY. Yes?


MEG. Goldberg.


STANLEY. Goldberg?


MEG. That’s right. That was one of them.


STANLEY slowly sits at the table, left.


Do you know them? 


STANLEY does not answer.


Stan, they won’t wake you up, I promise. I’ll tell them they must be quiet.


STANLEY sits still.


They won’t be here long, Stan. I’ll still bring you up your early morning tea.


STANLEY sits still.


You mustn’t be sad today. It’s your birthday.


A pause.


STANLEY (dumbly). Uh?


MEG. It’s your birthday, Stan. I was going to keep it a secret until tonight.


STANLEY. No.


MEG. It is. I’ve brought you a present. (She goes to the sideboard, picks up the parcel, and places it on the table in front of him.) Here. Go on. Open it.


STANLEY. What’s this?


MEG. It’s your present.


STANLEY. This isn’t my birthday, Meg.


MEG. Of course it is. Open your present.


He stares at the parcel, slowly stands, and opens it. He takes out a boy’s drum.


STANLEY (flatly). It’s a drum. A boy’s drum.


MEG (tenderly). It’s because you haven’t got a piano. (He stares at her, then turns and walks towards the door, left.) Aren’t you going to give me a kiss? (He turns sharply, and stops. He walks back towards her slowly. He stops at her chair, looking down upon her. Pause. His shoulders sag, he bends and kisses her on the cheek.) There are some sticks in there. (STANLEY  looks into the parcel. He takes out two drumsticks. He taps them together. He looks at her.)


STANLEY. Shall I put it round my neck?


She watches him, uncertainly. He hangs the drum around his neck, taps it gently with the sticks, then marches round the table, beating it regularly. MEG, pleased, watches him. Still beating it regularly, he begins to go round the table a second time. Halfway round the beat becomes erratic, uncontrolled. MEG expresses dismay. He arrives at her chair, banging the drum, his face and the drumbeat now savage and possessed.
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