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a family friend, late forties
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Edith’s son, late twenties
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her son, late twenties
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Angela Isham


member of the delegation, late thirties
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Act One








January 1919. The drawing room of a big late-Victorian villa in a village not far from Tonbridge in Kent. There is a door leading to the rest of the house and at the back, through a kind of square proscenium, is another smaller room, which serves as a library, and through that is a further door leading to other rooms. There is something of the Arts and Crafts movement about the house. It is late afternoon. Edith is playing patience. Mabel comes in.




Edith   Did you have a nice walk, dear?


Mabel   We did, thank you.


Edith   Where are the others?


Mabel   Hugh hasn’t come in yet.


Edith   Why, what is he doing?


Mabel   I left him buffing one of the headlights on his motor car, with his sleeve.


Edith   Oh, really, Mabel.


Mabel   It’s true. He breathed on it and buffed like Mrs T with the brass. They’re new.


Edith   When is he due back?


Mabel   Well, straight from here in fact. He’s going to see his parents on Monday and then he joins his unit from there.


Edith   And how long after that before he’s home for good?


Mabel   I don’t know.


Edith   Why is it taking so long?


Mabel   Well, I suppose they can’t disperse a whole army, in a trice.


Edith   There are other boys home now. Ethel’s brother William is home. Why isn’t Hugh?


Mabel   It’s not Hugh’s fault, Mummy. You sound as if he could do something about it.


Edith   No, poor boy, I know.




She can’t suit the cards she has dealt.





This is not going to come out.




Moves a group of cards.





And then?


Mabel   What then?


Edith   Well, dear.


Mabel   Well dear, what, Mummy?


Edith   Haven’t you spoken?


Mabel   Mummy, not now, not now.


Edith   You won’t be able to put things off for ever, you know. It won’t be fair.


Mabel   Please, Mummy.


Edith   I know. Ah.




Moves some cards and finishes playing.





Mabel   Really.


Edith   I know, I know. I don’t know why I’m so out of sorts and melancholy today. I’ve no reason to be. But it gets dark so early still. And things have become so ordinary and everyday again in such a short time. I think it must be that we have got used to the peace, and the excitement and anticipation before the armistice and then the relief and joy after it couldn’t sustain itself. And now a feeling of let-down and dispersal. And instead of being, as we were, united in one preoccupation, we are all leading our separate lives again and going our separate ways.


Mabel   Oh Mummy.


Edith   And yet when I went into Tonbridge on Wednesday, the sameness was oppressing. As if nothing had happened at all. There was no difference in the shops, except that when I went for tea in Brewster’s there seemed to be a greater variety of sugar cakes and currant buns on offer. But no soldiers anywhere. And now having to deal with what is ahead. Whatever that is. Except for those like the poor Chaters, who are left isolated in their grief, increasingly to become, I suppose, more lonely and cut off. It’s not as if I smoked.


Mabel   Or drank, dear, we’re glad to say. I hope.


Edith   Where is Miss Fitch?


Mabel   She’s upstairs changing her shoes.


Edith   I hope she’s not too bored, is she? We so seldom have visitors nowadays.


Mabel   She’s fine.


Edith   Is she? We haven’t had anyone to stay since Mildred Rivers came at Easter.


Mabel   She’s fine.


Edith   I hope so. Didn’t Leonard go with you on your walk?


Mabel   No.


Edith   Really? I thought he had.


Mabel   He’s in the morning room, his papers all out, and not to be disturbed.


Edith   I suppose he has things to prepare.


Mabel   When does he go to Paris?


Edith   He hasn’t said.


Mabel   Can we have some tea, Mummy?


Edith   Soon dear. Apropos. I’ve asked the Chaters. I thought it would be nice for them and some variety for Miss Fitch. I thought not for dinner.


Mabel   Do they know that Leonard is at home?


Edith   I don’t know that they do. Why do you ask?


Mabel   Oh Mummy, won’t it be awkward, with Hugh here as well?


Edith   Well, it will have to be awkward. I can’t hide Leonard every time he’s home because of what happened to Gerald Chater, the poor boy. Or you, Hugh, come to that. We can’t avoid the Chaters because we find their feelings inconvenient, now the world is looking to go forward again. It wouldn’t be Christian or kind.


Mabel   Or Christian and therefore kind.


Edith   Don’t be so bright, Mabel. It really is unattractive. Do you think it will embarrass Miss Fitch?


Mabel   Of course not.


Edith   And they are fond of Leonard. Of both of you. And I am fond of them.


Mabel   I don’t know how fond Mrs Chater is of me. Nor of Leonard, truthfully. She’s not like you, Mummy. She was even more possessive of Gerald than you are of Leonard.


Edith   You do talk nonsense, Mabel.


Mabel   I’m long resigned to it. I think Mrs Chater resented Gerald’s friendship with us. Poor Mr Chater. I always think he comes second, you know.


Edith   Well, Gerald was her only child.


Mabel   And Mr Chater’s too, Mummy.


Edith   That’s what makes it so much harder for them. Oh, I’ll just have to accept that I get everything wrong. And anyway, I ordered a camellia from Rassel’s and it arrived from the station yesterday and Marjorie Chater will know best where to put it and I want to show her where I think that is. So I can’t put them off.




There is a knock at the door. Constance Fitch puts her head round it.





Constance   May I come in?


Edith   Of course, dear. Come in, come in, dear.




Constance comes in.





Did you have a nice walk?


Constance   Thank you, we did, very nice.


Edith   Leonard didn’t go with you?


Constance   No.


Edith   Did you go far?


Mabel   Along the ridgeway and through Barton woods and then as far as the two oast houses.


Edith   You must come in the spring. It is so pretty up there then in the spring, you know. The woods are thick with bluebells. I hardly go out of the village now.


Constance   It must be very pretty. Very pretty.


Mabel   People usually say it’s so English. Which indeed it is.


Constance   Well, it is. That’s exactly what it is.


Mabel   I know.


Edith   Mabel affects to finding everything at home wanting, Miss Fitch.


Constance   Constance, please, please.


Mabel   I don’t.


Edith   You do, dear. You think the house is ugly and old-fashioned. You said so.


Mabel   I said sorry.


Constance   It’s a lovely house.


Edith   Do you think so?


Constance   I do.


Edith   My husband built this house for me. I’ve lived here most of my married life. Mabel was born here, but I think she has become too grand for us now.


Mabel   My London ways, you know.


Edith   Yes indeed. You live in London, I think.


Mabel   My mother and her friend here, Mrs Chater, are not certain of how sound it is, to live in London exclusively.


Edith   Shhh. Where in London do you live?


Constance   My parents live in Hyde Park Gate. I live in Marchmont Street now.


Edith   We lived in Earls Court when I was first married. My husband had his practice in London then. It seems so long ago. Now, my dear, I’ve asked some old friends in the village up. A couple who lost their only son Gerald, who’s was a friend of Leonard’s from childhood and who we all loved. And Mabel thinks it will be awkward for you.


Mabel   Mummy.


Edith   And I know it won’t be.


Constance   No, no.


Edith   It won’t put you out, will it, dear?


Constance   No, no.


Edith   Good. You see, Mabel?


Mabel   Mummy.


Edith   There’s Hugh now.




Enter Hugh Skidmore and Geoffrey Ainsworth.





Hugh   Look who’s here.


Edith   Geoffrey. I thought you were staying in London.


Geoffrey   I was. But I had a telegram telling me that Thomson was going to take another offer – for the field beyond my orchard, you know.


Edith   Have you sorted it out?


Geoffrey   This morning.


Edith   Mr Ainsworth has the most beautiful house at the other end of the village. This is Miss Fitch, Geoffrey, a friend of the children’s. This is Mr Ainsworth, our neighbour and friend, Constance.


Constance   How do you do.


Geoffrey   How do you do.


Edith   Will you stay for tea?


Geoffrey   I came on the chance of there being some.


Edith   We are waiting for the Chaters.


Geoffrey   How are they?


Edith   How would any of us be? I think they’re bearing up, you know, considering.


Geoffrey   Hugh, I didn’t ask how you we were doing.


Hugh   I’m chipper, thank you, chipper.


Mabel   He’s chipper.


Hugh   What else am I to say? I am, as it happens.


Geoffrey   And how soon before demobilisation?


Hugh   It’s not clear.


Edith   I don’t see why he’s not home already.


Mabel   Mummy.


Edith   Oh, let’s not wait for the Chaters. Mabel, go down and ask if we can have tea.


Mabel   Can’t we ring for Ethel?


Edith   There is only the two of them now, Mabel, and dinner to get.


Constance   I’ll come with you.




Mabel and Constance go out.





Edith   What a nice girl she is.


Geoffrey   How do you know her?


Edith   I don’t know. How do you know Miss Fitch, Hugh?


Hugh   Oh, it’s through my sister Mary, you know. As things usually are. I know Mabel through Mary. Though Leonard knew Constance Fitch when they were at Cambridge and so it goes. It was Mary introduced her to the people she works for, you know.


Edith   She has a job?


Hugh   Yes. She works in a bookshop. Mary is very in with the chaps who run it. Two very literary chaps. Buggers, of course.


Edith   Hugh?


Hugh   Sorry. So sorry. Conchies, at any rate.


Geoffrey   Don’t you approve?


Hugh   Of conchies? Must do as they please of course. Free country, I was taught.


Edith   Where is it, this bookshop?


Hugh   In Museum Street. I went there with Mabel once. In among the print shops. Curious little place, patronised it seemed by Mary’s and Constance’s friends and no one else. All of them pacifists.


Edith   I think there’s some money there.




Leonard is in the other room.





Leonard   Quite a lot of money.


Edith   Leonard, is that you?


Leonard   It is. I’m just looking for something.


Edith   Come in here. Tea.


Leonard   In a minute.


Edith   What is it you’re looking for?


Leonard   I’m looking for that old atlas, you know?


Edith   I don’t.


Leonard   We had a big old atlas.


Edith   Did we?


Leonard   You know.


Geoffrey   Hello, Leonard.




Leonard comes in.





Leonard   Oh, hello. I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were here. Sorry.


Edith   I don’t know what you mean, darling. Which atlas? The big atlas is on the table there.


Leonard   No, not that one.


Edith   Are you sure?


Geoffrey   When are you off to Paris, Leonard?


Leonard   At the end of the week, I think.


Geoffrey   How will you go? Up to town and get the boat train?


Leonard   No. I shall go from here down to Dover.


Geoffrey   Where will you stay?


Leonard   We work at the Hotel Astoria and stay at the Majestic, I think.


Geoffrey   Well I must say this all very impressive, Leonard. (To Edith.) Don’t you think? Are you overflowing with pride? What do you say, Hugh?


Hugh   Mm.


Edith   I am rather.




She goes looking for the map.





Geoffrey   Is it a big outfit we’re sending?


Leonard   Pretty big, I think.


Geoffrey   What will you be doing?


Leonard   Carrying the bags, principally.


Geoffrey   And why an old atlas, may I ask?


Leonard   I’ve only brought maps that are current, like an idiot, and I find I need reference before 1870.


Geoffrey   Not only carrying the bags then.


Leonard   It’s thought I know something about coal production.


Geoffrey   And do you?


Leonard   I’m beginning to know more than I did.


Geoffrey   And why is it that they presume you know about coal production particularly?


Leonard   Oh, some research I did on coal output in the north east.


Geoffrey   And why the map?


Leonard   I need to look at the Saar Basin before the German annexation of it.


Edith   Is this what you want?




She has brought out an atlas.





Leonard   No, dear. That’s my school atlas.


Edith   I don’t know.


Geoffrey   And tell me, how do you imagine the Prime Minister will handle things, in the event? Will he go in hard?


Leonard   I don’t know about hard. Oh, there is a view that he means to be generous. That it is his belief that it will not be wise to punish Germany so much so that she will not be able to trade effectively. It’s thought he thinks that a weak Germany will not serve our interests.


Geoffrey   And a strong Germany would?


Leonard   I don’t think he means a Germany territorially or militarily, but economically and of course politically. It’s thought, he thinks, in any new order of things, we will need a strong Germany for balance.


Geoffrey   The French will not be so emollient, I think.


Leonard   They stand in quite a different place. Though it’s to be hoped they will see the sense of it.


Geoffrey   But you know the election has led us to expect something quite different from what you suggest is the Prime Minister’s true intention. You paint quite a different picture from what was said then.


Edith   How contentious that was. I think it was that disturbed the peace. I think that’s what’s set me so sad. All the squabbling and jockeying, made me feel I didn’t want to have anything to do with it, though I knew I must.


Geoffrey   What is your view of things?


Leonard   The public seemed to think that he could do no wrong during the war. They will surely trust him now.


Geoffrey   But what do you think?


Leonard   I am not to think, you know.


Geoffrey   Yes, but …


Leonard   You will remember that it was not an unconditional surrender, in November. The Germans understand that any treaty they sign will be based on the American President’s peace plans. They are to be the basis for negotiations.


Geoffrey   Oh, I’ve lost completely any of the admiration I had for the Germans before the war and I have visited most summers since I was a student and went to Munich to learn the language. And I kept faith, you know, until the last, in 1913, before the war, when I went as I often did to Bayreuth. I think that they have shown themselves capable of brutality out of all proportion to what is expected in a war.


Edith   My, my.


Geoffrey   And I may say you know my views are relatively quiet, compared to those you would find expressed in my club.




Mabel, Constance and Ethel come in with the tea things.





Edith   Oh good, here’s the tea. Let us talk about things that are more cheerful, with Hugh home.




The girls lay a cloth on the table on which Edith has been playing patience, and put out the tea things.





(Giving Mabel the cards.) Put these away Mabel, will you?




Mabel takes them to the other room. Edith dispenses tea. The girls hand round cake and sandwiches and bread and butter.





Leonard is looking for an atlas. Mabel. Can you see it? (To Constance.) Would you be a dear and give Mr Ainsworth his tea, dear? Thank you, Ethel.


Geoffrey   Is your brother at home yet, Ethel? (Taking his tea from Constance.) Thank you.


Ethel   He is, sir, thank you.


Geoffrey   Send him good wishes, will you?




Ethel goes out. Mabel holds out an atlas.





Mabel   Is this what you wanted?


Leonard   That’s my school atlas.


Edith   I don’t know which atlas he means, do you?


Mabel   I don’t.


Geoffrey   So how is London treating you, Mabel? Where are you living?


Edith   She’s PG-ing with Mildred Rivers, an old friend of my mother’s.


Geoffrey   Where is that may I ask?


Mabel   In Baker Street.


Geoffrey   And how are you finding it?


Mabel   It’s a bit like being in school.


Edith   It sets my mind at rest to know she’s there.


Geoffrey   Is it that bad? You must let me take you out to luncheon one day.


Mabel   Yes please.


Geoffrey   Miss Fitch?


Constance   Oh. Thank you. Yes.




Ethel comes in.





Ethel   Mrs Chater.




Marjorie Chater enters.





Mrs Chater   Am I very late? I’m so sorry, Edith.


Edith   No, no. Come in, dear. Is Arthur not with you?


Mrs Chater   He sends his apologies, dear. He still finds the easiest of things hard, just at present. He’ll send you a note or see you on Sunday.


Edith   No need, no need.


Mrs Chater   You know.


Edith   Yes. Yes. Sit down, sit down. Have some tea.


Mrs Chater   That would be nice.




Mrs Chater sits.





Well, we are quite a party. How are you, Geoffrey? I must beg you to thank Mrs Houghton for the basket she sent us yesterday. So kind.


Edith   Mr Ainsworth’s gardener is very good to us, Constance. Through the offices of his housekeeper, Mrs Houghton. I’m not sure that he knows quite how much. A godsend, his gifts have been, these last times.


Geoffrey   Think of it as an example of the redistribution of wealth.


Edith   The most lovely things from the greenhouse too.


Geoffrey   I am sorry Arthur hasn’t come with you.


Mrs Chater   Indeed. But there we are. And who is this young woman?


Edith   Introduce Miss Fitch, Mabel.


Mabel   I’m so sorry. May I …


Constance   Please, Constance, please.


Edith   You know Hugh.


Marjorie   I do. We met when he must have last been on leave. How are you, Hugh?


Hugh   I’m well thank you, Mrs Chater, and you?


Mrs Chater   Yes, yes.


Hugh   Yes.


Mrs Chater   And you’ll be home soon, I hope.


Hugh   I hope so. Yes.


Mrs Chater   That’s good, that’s good, that’s good. Your family will be pleased.


Hugh   Yes.


Mrs Chater   And what will you do then?


Edith   I don’t know why he isn’t home now.


Mabel   Mummy.


Edith   Well –


Hugh   They are demobilising the fellas who are of some use at home first, you know. So that counts me out, you know. I must wait my turn.


Edith   Hugh, no. No, Hugh.


Hugh   ’Fraid so.


Edith   Oh Hugh.


Hugh   As for what to do …


Mrs Chater   And Mabel, how is this secretarial course your mother has told me about suiting you?


Geoffrey   Do you disapprove?


Mrs Chater   I hope not. Who am I to disapprove? It used to be, of course, that girls of good family only left home to be married, but that has long since ceased to be the case.


Edith   Did you walk up, Marjorie?


Mrs Chater   Yes. And talking of independence, Miss Pritchard passed me in her governess cart on my way up. Do you know, I wish I had the courage to have one? It must be so handy.


Edith   You know I have thought that. No way of getting about if Mr Burns isn’t free.


Mabel   Oh, Mummy, you couldn’t.


Mrs Chater   This is very nice cake, Edith.


Edith   Oh thank you. The girls made it this morning.


Mabel   Constance more than me.


Mrs Chater   Well, it’s very nice. I wish Arthur was here. He has such a sweet tooth you know.




Hugh has found the atlas Leonard wants.





Hugh   Is this what you wanted, Leonard?


Leonard   Yes, thank you.


Edith   Well, would you believe it?


Geoffrey   Leonard is going to Paris to set the Peace Conference right in the matter of the Saar Basin.


Mrs Chater   Is he indeed? I understood something of the sort. The Saar Basin indeed. Yes.


Geoffrey   And he’s of opinion that the Prime Minister is going to go easier on the enemy, in his terms, than we thought.


Leonard   Only my opinion, you know.


Mrs Chater   Is he indeed? That is not the impression he gave would be his intention during the election.


Leonard   Geoffrey, it’s only surmise. What do I know?


Geoffrey   It seems as if it may be on the cards when you think about it, if as you say the German capitulation was so much dependent on the American President’s peace plans. It follows, then, it seems inevitable, that the treaty will include softer terms for the Germans than we thought.


Mrs Chater   Indeed, will it? I hope not.


Geoffrey   Which means the Prime Minister doesn’t after all intend to squeeze the German lemon till the pips squeak. I think that was the phrase.


Mrs Chater   And a very vulgar phrase it is.


Leonard   You know, as a matter of fact, I don’t think the Prime Minister said that, you know.


Geoffrey   He as much as said it.


Leonard   I think it was one of his colleagues, not of his party at all.


Mrs Chater   Somebody said it. It was in the papers. I read it.


Geoffrey   But that said, it will be difficult to square it with the electorate. It will be difficult to ignore the Conservatives on the matter.


Edith   You sound then as if you think he mightn’t be so forgiving after all.


Geoffrey   I should think it will be more difficult for him than Leonard hopes it will be. There is going to be a difference between the terms which the Americans hope they can impose and what, in reality, they will be able to obtain. We all, I think, hope for a lasting peace. But that doesn’t stop many us from wanting Germany punished for what she did in prosecuting this war. Hanging the Kaiser is not only a backbench Tory issue, you know.


Edith   Oh dear.


Mrs Chater   Well, brought to book at the least.


Edith   Oh dear. Isn’t it good, this plan, isn’t it a good one then, Geoffrey, this American plan, we hear so much about?


Geoffrey   I don’t say it isn’t good. It’s goodness itself, I’m sure. But you know I’m an old country Tory. Will it work, and what’s best for me, is how I tend to look at things.


Edith   You’re as good as gold.


Mabel   And you spend much of your time in town.


Mrs Chater   Peace, peace at all costs. Who could wish otherwise? But I imagine there is a bill to be paid for this war and who is to pay for it, pray? Should we who didn’t seek it?


Geoffrey   What do the young people think? Mabel, what do you think? Miss Fitch? Were you out with crowds to welcome the President at Christmas when he drove with the King in his carriage?


Mabel   I was here.


Geoffrey   Hugh?


Edith   We know where poor Hugh was.


Geoffrey   Miss Fitch?


Constance   I wasn’t out with the crowds. But so far as my views are of any consequence …


Geoffrey   Indeed, aha. No, but they are. They are.


Hugh   Aha.


Constance   In so far as they matter …


Edith   Take no notice of the men.


Constance   Well, it seems to me that unless we make use of something like this League of Nations the American President is proposing, how shall we prevent another war like this one?


Edith   Hear, hear.


Constance   We cannot contemplate it, surely. Another war like this one again. But then of course it is my belief that we should not contemplate war at all.


Geoffrey   Really, you mean in any circumstance?


Constance   Not in any, surely. That would be the only way.


Geoffrey   Do you think that truly?


Constance   I do. I don’t see that it can be otherwise after this. How could we contemplate it, after what has happened in France? And as it is, I don’t see how, with respect to Leonard, how all that has to be resolved can begin to be addressed in the time they have in Paris. No matter how wise the counsels.


Geoffrey   Do you hear, Leonard?


Constance   We have reached a tipping point, or perhaps the tipping point has been already reached and we still have the outcome to face.


Edith   Tipping point.


Constance   But say that it is not so, then resolution must be found in Europe. It is in Europe that differences must be settled, as they extend beyond our shores and as the rest of the world begins to match us in greed and power.


Geoffrey   Only in Europe?


Constance   It must start in Europe. We can’t go on as if we think wars can be conducted like the feudal wars of old, resolved in brutal local conflicts, prosecuted by powerful old men satisfying their political ambitions with the blood of the young and the devastation of their peoples and then redrawing of maps and sharing the spoils among the victors, till the next time. It’s gone beyond that, hasn’t it? Europe cannot satisfy its differences, like Leonard and Hugh might resolve a difference in school and shake hands, as if it was a matter of honour, in a masculine fantasy, with the mighty – now Spain, then Austria, at last Russia or Germany and always France and us with our eye on the Empire – and the little nations struggling to be heard above the din and so on until this last catastrophe.


Mrs Chater   Well.


Edith   Oh dear.


Constance   And if the differences seem unresolvable, we must deal with them as we deal with conflicts in ourselves.


Geoffrey   How in ourselves?


Constance   Who don’t usually seek a solution in suicide.


Edith   Oh dear.


Mrs Chater   Really.


Geoffrey   You lay it at the men’s door.


Constance   A certain kind of man, certain cast of masculinity. Yes, certainly. I don’t see that it can be laid at any other door.


Mrs Chater   Do you think women would make a better fist of things? I have no great confidence in my own sex. I cannot see women behaving any better.


Mabel   Will we ever know?


Mrs Chater   Will it be worth the knowing?


Geoffrey   I suppose it seems callous to be sceptical just now, does it? But you know it is always well to examine the feasibility of things. It’s easy to be seduced by abstractions, don’t you think? Tell me, Edith, what you think the President means by the self-determination he espouses?


Edith   Oh dear, you ask me. What? What a curious phrase it is. Such an American construction. Well, it is what we have, I presume. Some expression of the people’s will. It is obvious what he means.


Geoffrey   But how will it be obtained for all the people who want it? This conference which Leonard is going to advise will lead to the greatest restructuring of Europe since the fall of Napoleon. Of the world I should think. Certainly in the Near East, after the fall of Turkey, for example, and the first act of the allies will surely be to make enough groupings, en bloc, able to contain the Bolsheviks, on the one hand, and Germany on the other. And after that, then each of them will want to seek the best outcome for his country. And that it is which concerns me and should concern the Prime Minister. We didn’t provoke this war and we have paid dearly for it.


Mrs Chater   Yes.


Geoffrey   And If we don’t look out for ourselves, you may be certain others will not be so be retiring. America will certainly not be as disinterested in the outcome of things as it sounds as if it presently is, and will interpret things in the belief that what is good for American capital is what is good for the world. Which, I think, speaking as a businessman, might turn out to be the case. No matter how moral the intent, American idealism will not necessarily go hand in hand with American self-interest. In this context, the self-determination that is at the heart of the President’s plans will be a fluid concept, if I am not mistaken. For what is self-determination for one will be seen as subjection by another. I think the President doesn’t sympathise with the Irish claim for independence. Does he, Leonard?


Leonard   The President thinks they are already served within the kingdom.


Geoffrey   He’s not a Catholic, I think.


Leonard   No. He’s Presbyterian.


Edith   Is he? Oh, how interesting.


Mrs Chater   I’m for letting them go.


Geoffrey   What?


Mrs Chater   The Irish. Let them see where their disloyalty gets them without us. As long as the Protestant religion remains safe for those who practise it, I say.


Geoffrey   And it remains safe for those of us with an interest in Belfast shipping Mrs Chater. And everywhere there is a situation such as obtains in Ireland, you know. And there are people too, who only define themselves, who have no sense of nationality, of national identity, as you or I would understand it. Who define themselves only by religion, by culture. The letter Mr Balfour has sent to Lord Rothschild, how will that unravel if it takes?


Edith   Poor people.


Geoffrey   To settle them in Palestine.


Edith   Yes.


Geoffrey   I agree. But to what extent is the declaration intended to show magnanimity towards a persecuted people, and to what extent is it to placate the American financiers who are their patrons? Or indeed to what extent is it part of the imperium?


Edith   Do you think?


Geoffrey   Is it cynical, do you think, to imagine that the Foreign Secretary is not, I hope, going to forget our future interest in that part of the world when he makes such a declaration? And so it will be everywhere. All over Europe, certainly. And, if I knew more, I suspect, all over the world. There are Romanians who are Catholic more than they are Romanian, Mohammedans who believe that the demands of their religion supersedes all other loyalties. Jews who see themselves as a nation. They can’t all be satisfied, even by means of the President’s plan. Not and serve the interest of the victors as well. We must look out for ourselves. Else why did we engage in this war?


Constance   It will have taught us very little if what you say is true.


Geoffrey   I hope that is not the case.


Constance   The Bolsheviks might seem to have the answer then.


Geoffrey   There you have it.


Edith   How?


Mrs Chater   Really.


Constance   Suggesting that it includes all and rises above all.


Edith   Is that what it promises?


Mrs Chater   Surely not.


Edith   Well, my word. Will you have more tea, Marjorie?


Mrs Chater   Thank you.


Edith   Give me Mrs Chater’s cup.




Mabel does so.





Mrs Chater   Thank you.


Edith   Geoffrey.




He waves his hands to say no.





Hugh?


Hugh   Rather.


Edith   And more cake?


Hugh   Mm.


Edith   Hugh, darling.




She dispenses tea to those who want it. The girls hand things round.





Geoffrey   What do you think, Mabel?


Mabel   I am thinking of how soon we have moved on.


Mrs Chater   Yes.


Edith   Oh dear, dear.


Geoffrey   What do you think, Hugh?


Hugh   Don’t think much, you know.


Edith   Oh Hugh.


Hugh   Well, there’s a certain amount of Bolshevik sympathy in the ranks, you know.


Geoffrey   I am sure, yes.


Mrs Chater   Of course, of course.


Edith   Is there?


Hugh   We are all glad it’s over, you know, is the short of it. It’s all over, all over, it’s over, is all I think of, all the time. After all the slog, nothing else. There was all this slog and we’ve beaten the Hun. We were concerned with little else but that, you know. Beating the Hun. My concern now is for the men and for getting home. And today walking in the woods, you know, through the trees … my word. If I was a Frenchman I might want revenge, don’t you know.


Mrs Chater   I think Miss Fitch hits on something in the matter of Europe, certainly, and I say let Europe go its own way and we go on with our purpose in the Empire, where we can be a force for good in the world. On the matter of self-determination, yes, in our case certainly, it is time for us to stay loyal to ourselves and not to be moved from our former purpose. As for the rest, well I am of the opinion that nationality is based on race, and that’s the end of it. I don’t see it can be otherwise.


Geoffrey   Not on religion or culture, not on language?


Mrs Chater   Well, language can be learned, but race is the basis of all, isn’t it? And as things stand I feel we are being overcome by all kinds of ideas that are alien to us, many of them foreign in origin and which are superseding that which is natural to us. I feel it as an Englishwoman.


Edith   Do you, Marjorie?


Mrs Chater   I do. I feel our values are being gradually eroded by influences outside us. The rights of Catholics and Jews and Mohammedans, and Hindus for all I know, are all to be respected I am sure. As for us, we are enough of a hotchpotch already and I don’t see why, if you dislike a people, you should persecute them and I don’t know any Jews except for Mr Silverman at the solicitor’s, and I wish them the best of fortune. But my niece is married to an Irishman and very charming he is, but that’s about as far as it goes with me, and I’m not more bigoted than the next person. But it depends on keeping the stock pure as can be now, more than ever, in this time of change. Would you like Mabel to marry a Jew, Edith?


Edith   Oh.


Mrs Chater   Well, would you?


Edith   I think she would make up her own mind.


Mrs Chater   You would? Really would you? Really in fact?




The girls laugh.





I suppose you know lots of Jews, Miss Fitch?




Mabel laughs.





You’re not Jew, are you?


Constance   No.


Mrs Chater   You have that striking look that some Jewesses have.


Edith   It would depend on the man in question, it would.


Mrs Chater   Well, I am behind in all things I know. Would you let her marry a nigger then? You see what a shock plain speaking produces.


Geoffrey   I think we can be relaxed on the matter of race, you know. I think we can manage there. I don’t see the stock in any immediate danger, you know. As for influence, yes, I think we are reaching a time when there will be need to take a firmer hold of things. I think we are in danger of taking on more than we can digest in every way. Hugh, to his credit, talks about his men in the most sympathetic way. But the brutal fact is that they have had four years, those that have survived, of stability, of at least knowing where their next meal is coming from. Now they are disbanded, what will happen when they get home? For many it will be hard. Very hard, with things as they are … and now with a wider suffrage too. We simply don’t have the means at our disposal to cope with the expectation.


Edith   At Folkestone, you know, there is unrest.


Mrs Chater   At Folkestone.


Edith   Yes, among the returning soldiers.


Mrs Chater   Here, at Folkestone?


Geoffrey   And agitation like that can only increase, you know, if we don’t take hold.


Edith   What are we to do?


Geoffrey   One thing is certain. We will have to clip the trade unions’ wings sooner or later, I’m sure of that.


Leonard   But the problem is largely managerial, you know. In the coalfields it is.


Geoffrey   Is it?


Leonard   Yes, that and a lack of investment.


Edith   Then what is the answer?


Geoffrey   Well, I believe in the power of healthy enlightened self-interest. A robust market and a wise elite is what I hope for after this.


Mabel   You are not a democrat then, Geoffrey.


Edith   Democrat is such an un-English word …


Geoffrey   A limited democracy of course. The people must have a voice.


Mabel   Who selects the elite?


Geoffrey   Oh, they emerge. As it happens now. Look at Leonard.


Constance   Are they all male?


Mrs Chater   Let us not have more than we can bear on the rights of women, please, Miss Fitch. The vicar’s wife and Miss Pritchard and the school headmistress do much good work here certainly. And if it is the village fete, with the Robinson girl as Queen Elizabeth, you want, they are your man. But, for anything more of substance. No. I think not. And it’s just that type of woman who would seek for a place. Edith, you wanted to show me your camellia, is it?


Edith   I wanted to see what you thought of where I planned to put it, before I asked Bentley to bed it.


Mrs Chater   Well, now’s the time for it. You don’t want to leave it much later.


Edith   Another cup of tea before we go?


Mrs Chater   No, thank you. Delicious.







OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/9780571315314_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/faber_finds_and_backlist_new_logo_online.jpg
]

FABER & FABER





