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Act One








The living room of a house in rural Berkshire, not far from Pangbourne. The year is 1979. To one side there is a large summerhouse-cum-veranda, full of plants. At the back, a door leading to a hall and staircase. The room has an air of exceptional taste, marked by the modern arts movement of the 1920s and 30s. It is comfortable, with sofas and chairs decked in attractively faded French fabrics. Nothing new has been bought for years. By the biggest chair, discarded embroidery. This was once the home of an artist, Bernard Thomas, and all round the room is evidence of his work, which is rather Cezanne-like and domestic in scale. There are small sculptures dotted around. On one wall are some plates he designed. On another, a box of objets trouvés. Yet the art is discreet, part of the general surroundings, and plainly has been there long enough to go unremarked.


It is past midnight, it is mid-summer, and it is pitch dark outside. There are some warm orange standard lamps on around the room and a lamp at a big table at the back. In the centre of the room a striking-looking young man, Dominic Tyghe, has turned a very old bicycle upside down on some newspapers and is trying to mend its front tyre. He has a big kitchen bowl of water to one side. He is tall and thin, just twenty-two, with long black hair, and is carelessly dressed like a student. Some way apart, Amy Thomas, one year older, is sitting at the big table. In front of her is a big pile of manuscripts which she is assiduously working her way through, making tiny notations. Dark-haired, in jeans and a T-shirt, she is also thin, with an unmistakable air of quiet resolution.


They are already talking as the play starts, caught in the middle of a chain of action.




Dominic   I think it’s this next.


Amy   Do you want me to help you?


Dominic   Can you remember?


Amy   What do you do with the water? I do know you need it.


Dominic   I know you need it. But I don’t think I really know why.




Amy smiles across lovingly at his perplexed figure. Evelyn Thomas has come into the room. She is white-haired, in her late seventies, in good shape, but moving and talking in the self-contained rhythm of older people, on a course of her own. She is carrying in a pile of big books.





Evelyn   I wanted to show him this album. Pictures of your mother when she was young.


Amy   It is past midnight. Are you sure you shouldn’t be going to bed?


Evelyn   I wait every night.


Amy   What time does she get here?


Dominic   The talcum powder. The glue. The little rubber patch.


Evelyn   It varies.


Dominic   But in which order?


Amy   The pub has already closed.




Evelyn has set the books down on the table, at the far end from Amy, and has started to look through them.





Evelyn   Thank God your father never found this. Esme at RADA, some young man with his arm round her waist.


Amy   Even if you manage to mend it, it’s now too late for the beer.


Evelyn   She comes in a taxi.


Amy   What, from the station?


Evelyn   Oh no. From London.


Amy   My God!


Dominic   It’s no longer the beer. It’s the challenge.




Evelyn is still turning the pages.





Evelyn   Esme, with another young actress. Looking quite peaky.


Amy   A taxi from London!


Dominic   It’s the sense of achievement I want.




Evelyn looks up a moment.





Evelyn   You did tell her you were coming?


Amy   I left a message. Some woman at the theatre. She sounded sort of ginny. Three packs a day.


Evelyn   Yes. That’s her dresser. Tweed skirts. A voice like Alvar Lidell.


Amy   That was her.


Evelyn   Did you mention your friend?


Amy   Not by name. But I did say I was two.


Evelyn   She’ll be pleased to see you. She never sees anyone. Of course, she pretends that she does. I suppose she does see the neighbours. But I wouldn’t count them. 


Amy   Nor would I.


Evelyn   Horses and hip operations, otherwise you’re wasting your time. (She turns another page.) Here she is again, looking sluttish.




Amy has gone over to see how Dominic’s getting on.





Amy   This little rubber sticker, it goes there … no, first it goes in the liquid.


Dominic   Do you think it’s just been in the garage too long?


Evelyn   That’s Bernard’s bicycle.


Amy   We thought it must be Dad’s.


Evelyn   For a start, he’s been dead fifteen years. And he didn’t cycle for another fifteen before that.


Dominic   Oh then, I must say, no wonder.


Evelyn   Overall, you may be looking back to the war.




Dominic laughs at the hopelessness of it.





Dominic   Yes, well, whoever, they lost the instructions.


Evelyn   Are you sure you have the right one? I could never tell the difference between the John Bull bicycle repair kit and that little printing set they do as well.


Amy   Oh yes, of course …




Dominic holds up the metal tin.





Dominic   There’s a man in a Union Jack waistcoat …


Amy   … the printing set!


Evelyn   That’s not conclusive.


Amy   The time I spent getting my fingers bright blue … with those little rubber ants …


Evelyn   Ah yes. Your paper.




Amy, going back to the table, raises her voice for the older woman.





Amy   You remember? I did it for years. You can’t have forgotten. How could you? Surely. It was called Amy’s View.


Evelyn   So it was.


Amy   You see. Infant journalist. Crosswords. Cartoons. Interviews. Mostly with my mother, I’m afraid. I used to hawk it round the widows of Pangbourne. I made a small fortune.


Dominic   And what have you done with the money?


Amy   Oh, sure. Spent. All spent.


Dominic   Well, we could do with it now.




Evelyn has gone back to the album.





Evelyn   Esme, smiling at the seaside. Wearing an unfortunate jumper.


Dominic   (sniffing) Do you think people used these things to get high? (He goes to glue the rubber strip at the table.)


Amy   Dominic was spared all the pleasures of family. He was brought up by nuns.


Dominic   Well, not exactly.


Evelyn   What’s she saying?


Dominic   (raising his voice) I’m an orphan.


Evelyn   I’m sorry.


Dominic   There’s really no need.




Evelyn speaks as if Dominic were not present.





Evelyn   Does he know who his parents are?


Amy   No.


Dominic   I always thought they’d turn out to be frightful. And not to be interested in the same things as me. I’m not sure we’d know what to say to one another.


Evelyn   Wouldn’t you?


Dominic   Apart from ‘Oh, so it’s you’. (He seems unperturbed.) I don’t think it’s really such a big issue. They’re strangers. I don’t think they marked me for life.


Evelyn   Don’t you?


Dominic   No. No, I don’t think so. I just am who I am. (He frowns a moment at the table.) I do know they’re poor. I believe they weren’t married. I think someone once told me my mother had died. I mean, died having me. But how would I know without asking?


Evelyn   What a strange thing for your young man to say.




Amy is unsettled by Evelyn’s reaction.





Amy   Is it? I understand.


Evelyn   Do you?


Amy   Of course. His family didn’t want him. That’s what they were saying by letting him go. They were saying, we’re sorry, but we actually want to get rid of you …


Evelyn   More likely they weren’t able to cope.


Amy   Yes, that as well. Of course, that’s part of it. At least I would guess it was. And of course, it’s not for us to judge why they did what they did. But. It seems clear to me Dominic also has rights. And if he decides he’d rather not know anything … (She suddenly stops, embarrassed.) Well, you say, Dominic. After all, it’s your life, not mine.


Dominic   Obviously, I can only guess at their reasons. But it’s always seemed to me like they made a choice.


Amy   Well, that’s right.


Dominic   I have to allow them that choice. Why should I get back in touch with them if it means I may risk getting hurt?




Evelyn looks at him quite sharply.





Evelyn   What a depressing philosophy. Are you sure you’re with the right man?


Amy   Quite sure.


Dominic   I don’t think she’s worried.


Evelyn   Of course not. At her age, that’s par for the course.




Dominic has gone back to the bike, not taking this mischief-making seriously.





Amy   Grandma, we don’t need your views on the subject …


Evelyn   I’m saying nothing. I’m reading this book.


Amy   Good. So I should hope.




Dominic is kneeling, putting on the blue strip.





Amy   All right, Dominic?


Dominic   Why, sure. Everything’s fine. (He spins the wheel, the job done.)


Amy   Dominic’s editing a film magazine. That’s his main interest. He writes about films.


Evelyn   In my day we just used to watch them.


Dominic   Ah yes, but things have moved on.


Amy   Evelyn taught art …


Evelyn   I did.


Amy   In a school …


Evelyn   In the same school. Quite near here. For over forty years. I always told the children: just do it. What is there to say?


Amy   Ah well, Dominic doesn’t feel that at all.


Evelyn   No.


Dominic   I think it’s worth while to discuss the whole concept of cinema. To work out what cinema is. It is so extraordinary. I can’t get past this extraordinary idea. That actually it’s nothing. Finally it’s nothing. It’s just beams of light. And yet. (He stands a moment, thinking it through.) All that complexity, that feeling. And it’s all in the air.


Amy   You should read what he’s written. He has these extraordinary theories …


Dominic   (modestly) Well …


Amy   To do with psychology. The relation of cinema to dream. He’s worked out a system of what he calls dominant symbols …


Dominic   Signifiers, some people say …


Amy   And he relates them to how we experience fictive narratives while sleeping. I know it sounds heavy, but when you read it, it makes perfect sense.




Evelyn is neutral, giving nothing away.





Evelyn   What’s it called, this magazine?


Dominic   Noir et Blanc.


Amy   It’s in English. It’s just the title that’s French.


Evelyn   Well, good.


Amy   Dominic started it himself. I go round in the evening …


Dominic   There’s only two of us.


Amy   I go round selling in cafés, in cinemas …


Evelyn   I thought you’d got a job of your own.


Amy   Yes. But this is the evenings. I go out and sell Noir et Blanc. (She stops, as if brought up short.) It’s odd. It hadn’t occurred to me. It’s like Amy’s View.


Evelyn   Yes.


Amy   Except this time the view is Dominic’s. (Before she has time to be embarrassed she hears an approaching taxi.) Is that the sound of a car?


Evelyn   Did you say she’s coming?


Amy   Dominic, I think it’s my mother.


Evelyn   I’ll put her food in the oven. The pub sends something round.


Dominic   I’ll move the bike.


Evelyn   It’s usually disgusting.


Amy   My goodness, she gets her food from the pub?




Evelyn has gone. Seeing Dominic about to move the bike, Amy stops him.





There’s no need. You mustn’t be embarrassed. She’s terribly easy, I promise you that.


Dominic   It’s all right. It’s not me that’s embarrassed.


Amy   No.




Dominic kisses her lightly. They wait a moment, their backs to us, like children. Then we see Amy take his hand.





Esme   (off) Hello. Is there anyone there?


Amy   (raising her voice) Yes. Yes. We’re in here.




Esme Allen comes in. She is forty-nine, in a simple dress and carrying a big bag. She is surprisingly small, her manner both sensitive and intense. Something in her vulnerability makes people instantly protective of her.





Esme   Amy, how are you? How good to see you. Are you all right? You don’t look very well.


Amy   No, I’m fine.




Esme kisses and hugs her daughter warmly.





Mother, I promised I’d introduce you. This is my friend with a bike.


Esme   We’ve never met.


Dominic   No.




They shake hands. There is a slight hiatus.





Dominic.


Esme   How are you?


Dominic   Thank you. I’m very well.




They both smile at their own awkwardness. Evelyn comes in and starts laying a place.





Esme   I got your message. I’m thrilled at this privilege.


Dominic   Just let me move this.


Esme   Don’t move it, please, on my account. I quite like it there. What’ve you been doing? Rallying?


Amy   No, Mother, he’s just been mending the tyre.




Dominic has turned the tyre upright and is leaning it against the wall.





Esme   I see. Is he freelance? Does he do fuses and plugs? The tank in the attic’s in a terrible state. Why did he start with the bike?


Amy   Very funny …


Esme   I don’t need to bother with supper, Evelyn.


Amy   He fancied the pub for a beer.




But Evelyn is already on her way out.





Esme   Tell me, how long are you down for?


Amy   Oh, well that’s up to Dominic. I got a couple of days from my publishing house.


Esme   Did you get some dinner? I’m afraid there’s never anything here. Evelyn’s gone macrobiotic or something. She eats pulses. She believes they’re prolonging her life. As if it hadn’t gone on long enough.


Dominic   There we are.


Esme   I get in steak and kidney if I’m not to starve.




Amy smiles in recognition about Evelyn.





Amy   Yes, Evelyn’s already cast an eye over Dominic. Found fault with him.


Esme   No! She’s insane.


Amy   That’s what I think.


Esme   In Pangbourne, for God’s sake. A man under fifty who can actually handle a spanner! Leave him outside the door and he’d be snapped up in a trice.




Dominic seems happy with the flattery.





So. What do you do? Amy says you’re a journalist …


Dominic   Oh, well yes, of a kind.


Esme   What kind?


Dominic   I’ve started a magazine. Also I write bits for a diary. For a national paper. Just to make money.


Amy   It’s only what he’s doing for now.


Dominic   That’s right.


Esme   What sort of diary?


Dominic   The usual sort. We ring people up and we’re terribly nice to them. Then we write something horrid which appears the next day. At least that’s the general procedure.


Esme   Ah. And you don’t ever get the two bits confused? Find yourself being horrid in person? Then accidentally writing something nice the next day …


Dominic   Oh no, that would be gross professional misconduct. You’d be hounded out of Fleet Street for that.




They share the joke.





I mean, no, in fact …


Amy   No, really …


Esme   I’m joking.


Dominic   Me too. I’m being facetious. The diary’s a way of just getting by. At least until I can do what I want.


Esme   Which is?


Dominic   It sounds silly even to say. But I suppose eventually I want to make films.




There is a moment’s silence.





Esme   Ah, right then. Why is that silly?


Dominic   Isn’t it what everyone wants?


Esme   If you want it enough, I’ve no doubt you’ll do it.


Dominic   Yes. That’s what Amy says.




Esme watches, realizing how serious it is between them.





Actually, the diary’s been terribly interesting.


Esme   Really?


Dominic   Yes, I’ve been quite impressed.




Esme walks across the room to sit in a big armchair. Dominic is more confident.





At first I was scared. I was talking to such famous people. Especially film people. We’d talk on the phone, I’d write down what they say. Blah blah blah. But then I noticed, if I write something praiseful, they feel sort of grateful.


Esme   Why, surely.


Dominic   Yes, but I think I’ve been quite surprised.


Esme   Why?


Dominic   Well, just … these are well-known people. You think perhaps by now they’d be more secure. But not at all. No, you write as if you like them and suddenly they’re really responsive.


Esme   Of course.


Dominic   Yes, but it almost shocks me how much.




Esme is looking at him a little harder.





Esme   So what are you saying?


Dominic   I don’t know. I suppose in my little way … just on this stupid diary, I mean … I suppose I’ve realized that writing is power.


Esme   Uh-huh. Which you can use consciously?


Dominic   Sort of.


Esme   So you can start to advance your career?




She has not said it unkindly but it prompts a rush of denial from them both.





Dominic   Well …


Amy   Dominic doesn’t mean that.


Dominic   No. Not at all.


Amy   Dominic’d never do that.


Dominic   No. Not blatantly. But on the other hand, if you take what they say – which is often not interesting – and you make it witty, next day you give it some oomph, then I’ve noticed they call you. It’s a hideous phrase, but you begin to make contacts.


Amy   And that’s something which Dominic realizes he may have to do.


Esme   Make contacts?


Dominic   Yes.


Esme   Goodness.


Dominic   I can’t avoid it. If I’m to make films. And why not?


Amy   Yes. You’re just getting access.


Dominic   That’s it. (There is a slight silence.) The mistake, of course, would be to take the stuff I write seriously. But what does it matter? As we say on the diary, it’s gone in a day.


Esme   Mmm.




Esme has grown thoughtful. Amy wants to dispel the atmosphere.





Amy   I hadn’t realized the play was still running.


Esme   No, well it was going to close. Then someone reopened it. In a smaller theatre.


Amy   I see. And you’re still in it?


Esme   Oh yes. At least for a while.




Amy joins in the familiar complaint.





Esme and Amy   There are no parts for women.


Esme   I have a good death scene at least. The writer’s not terribly present. Nor the director. They only stay for the opening.


Amy   They wind you up and you go.


Esme   Yes.




Esme tucks her legs up under her and looks absently at Evelyn who has returned.





What on earth are you doing with that album?


Evelyn   I got it out to show it to Amy’s young friend. But he showed no interest.


Esme   No, well he’s right. There’s nothing to see.




Amy looks anxiously to Dominic.





Amy   Dominic, you’ve never seen my mother acting.


Dominic   No. It must seem ridiculous. I do know how famous you are. But my generation … by and large, we don’t go to the theatre. To us it doesn’t seem relevant.


Esme   Now why should it? I quite understand.




Evelyn goes out again, saying nothing.





Esme   People say, ‘Oh, everyone should go to the theatre.’ Why should they? We don’t want an audience being brought in by force. And for us, there’s nothing more disheartening than playing to people who are there because they’ve been told it’s doing them good.


Dominic   Quite.


Esme   Let’s play to people who actually like it. And if there aren’t very many, so be it. But don’t come because you’ve been told to. No, that won’t do at all.




She is thoughtful, so again Amy prompts her to cheer her up.





Amy   Mummy is brilliant at playing comedy.


Esme   I’m usually best at playing genteel. With something interesting happening underneath. Layers. I play lots of layers.


Amy   She plays them wonderfully.


Esme   Thank you. My Shakespearean heroines were not a success. I suffered with a gay Orlando. Amy remembers. Everything was fine when I was dressed as a boy.


Amy   But then there’s this bit … As You Like It, do you know? She has to reveal she’s a woman …


Esme   He was right. I don’t blame him. I was sexier the other way.


Amy   Nonsense!





Esme   But, oh dear! The look on his face … (She lights a cigarette.)


Amy   It was funny.


Esme   Everyone’s so young at the theatre. Theatre’s a young person’s game. Eventually it becomes undignified. Dressing up, pretending to be someone else. Then saying things which someone else tells you to. After a while you start to think, where am I? Where do I fit in all of this?




Amy consciously keeps things going.





Amy   How are the rest of them? How is that actor? The one who plays the old man.


Esme   Oh, they’ve changed him. Now Perry Potter is playing that part. You know Perry. He wears a scarf. And a sort of pain bagnat to cover his baldness.


Amy   A pain bagnat?


Esme   You know those things. Like this. (She swirls her hand round her head.)


Amy   What on earth are you talking about? A pain bagnat is a kind of a sandwich.


Esme   Why …


Amy   With olives and tuna. Mother, it comes in a bun.


Esme   Of course, I know that. I know that!


Amy   She has such extraordinary gaps in her knowledge. She thinks a pain bagnat is a hat!


Esme   Oh, very satirical. You’re all so superior. With your new universities. I don’t have book learning, not the hyper-accurate type. But I have a different kind of intelligence …


Amy   Oh yes, we all know that kind of intelligence. The kind that’s kind of like just being thick.




Evelyn returns with salt and pepper and a half-drunk bottle of wine.





Esme   I had irregular schooling. Ask Evelyn. Schools didn’t teach in those days. It was considered vulgar.


Amy   They taught. But you chose not to hear.




Dominic is politely interested.





Dominic   Do you do television also?


Esme   Oh, television, really!


Amy   She hates it.


Esme   I do.


Amy   She doesn’t even watch.


Esme   Working your guts out while people do something else. There you are, working. What are they doing? Eating. Or talking. Just great! Being taken no notice of in ten million homes.




They all smile. Esme seems more comfortable now.





Dominic   Do you always come back in the evening?


Esme   When Amy was young, I just hated to leave her. She was such a sweet girl. She always filled this house with her friends.


Amy   My girlfriends used to sleep over.


Esme   And then I suppose I got used to it. I still don’t like sleeping in London.


Amy   She doesn’t like staying there after a show.


Esme   That’s right. It’s the nature of my job. It’s all opinion. People flitting round telling you ‘I like it, I don’t. I thought this, I didn’t think that.’ There’s nothing to get hold of. But at least if I come home in the evening … well, I just like the feeling. I look at this house and something is real.




She looks round a moment. Evelyn is still pottering.





I don’t want to eat, Evelyn.


Amy   Grandma, you should be going to bed.


Evelyn   Why? I’ll sleep when I’m dead.


Esme   Television? No I don’t want to do it. For as long as London has its fabled West End …




She stubs out her cigarette. Evelyn goes out again.





And you?


Amy   Oh, I’m fine. Really. We just fancied a visit. And of course for you to meet Dominic too.




Dominic responds tactfully.





Dominic   Here. Let me take this bike to the garage.


Amy   Well, thank you.


Dominic   I’ll be back in a mo.




He goes out. The two women are alone.





Esme   You’d better say. I’m not such a bad mother.


Amy   What?


Esme   Not such a bad mother that I can’t tell. Please, I don’t think I can stand an engagement. Do people still do that?


Amy   No. I promise that’s not what this is.


Esme   Well?


Amy   It’s not serious. I promise you, it’s nothing serious at all. I’m wanting to borrow some money. 


Esme   Ah, thank goodness. Money, that’s all. (She seems genuinely relieved.) Of course. How much do you need?


Amy   I’d like five thousand.


Esme   I’m sorry?


Amy   That would be perfect.


Esme   Say that again. (She suddenly looks at Amy directly.) Why on earth do you want five thousand? There’s nothing in the world which costs five thousand pounds.


Amy   If you don’t mind, I don’t want to say.


Esme   I’m glad, in that case, it’s not serious. What would have been serious? Ten?


Amy   I will tell you. I promise I will tell you one day. But you’ve always said: if I needed anything I was to come to you.


Esme   Why, surely.


Amy   No strings attached. Well, Mother, I’m here.




Esme recognizes a note of challenge and rises to it.





Esme   That’s fine. That’s no problem. Now? How do you want it? Do you want a cheque?


Amy   If you could.


Esme   Sure. Yes, of course. Let me do it. Now where exactly did I put my things?


Amy   There. Behind you.


Esme   Of course. (She takes her bag across to the table.) How much?


Amy   Five thousand.


Esme   You mean five thousand pounds? Do you mean all in one go? Not in instalments? One day you will give it back?




Amy smiles politely at these jokes. Esme has opened her cheque book.





Amy   You always said, if ever … if ever something came up, you wouldn’t ask anything, you’d simply give me whatever I asked.


Esme   Oh yes. (She pauses a second.) But first just tell me what this something is.


Amy   Mum …


Esme   No, really, I’m joking. I trust you. You know I do. I’m not asking anything. Not a thing. I know if I asked you would tell me, but I’m not going to ask. (She starts writing. Amy just watches.) Which account is it? I have no idea. There’s money from Bernard’s estate. The ludicrous thing is, I don’t make anything at all from the play. I’m losing. By the time I’ve got a taxi from London, I don’t have anything left. (She looks up at Amy.) Now what is the date?


Amy   June 25th. It’s 1979.


Esme   Well, I know that. Please, do you think I live in a dream? (She hands Amy the cheque.)


Amy   Thank you.


Esme   How did I do?


Amy   You did brilliantly.


Esme   Aren’t you proud of your Mum? Cash it quickly before it can bounce. No, really. You’re fine. It’ll pay. (She kisses Amy.) The Trappist. I shan’t say any more. (She starts opening doors and calling out.) Now, Dominic, are you all right? Are you lost in the garage? Evelyn, what’s happened? What’s going on? Perhaps I will have the cottage pie after all. I’m emotionally exhausted. Two minutes alone with my daughter and I’ve lost a whole lot of calories.




Both Dominic and Evelyn have reappeared, Evelyn with shrivelled pub dinner.





Ah, Dominic, right, there you are.


Dominic   I am.


Esme   Are you going to bed, the two of you?


Dominic   Soon.




Amy slips the cheque among her things and looks to see what Dominic is doing.





I have to write something first.


Evelyn   (putting down the plate) Here it is.


Esme   My God, what have you done to it? Vegetarian’s revenge. The way she heats it! Every day less attractive, until I give in.


Evelyn   It’s pure crap.


Esme   I know. I love it. Do we have any HP?




Amy has been looking to contact Dominic.





Amy   Are you going up?


Dominic   I’ll just work a little.


Amy   Shall I come with you?


Dominic   Do you mind? Just give me ten minutes. For God’s sake, I just need ten minutes, all right? Is that so unreasonable? 




He has snapped at her. Suddenly the atmosphere is tense.





Amy   No, of course not. No problem.




Dominic stops, trying to take the heat out of the moment.





Dominic   I’ll see you later. Goodnight, Esme.


Esme   Goodnight.




Dominic goes out. Esme has her meal in front of her, but makes no effort to start.





Well, there it is. It’s extraordinary. You’ve found yourself such a handsome young man.


Amy   Why? Does that surprise you?


Esme   Not in the slightest. Any man’s lucky to end up with you.




The tone of this is light and friendly but Amy is ill at ease.





The theatre, of course, is full of these people. Good-looking young men who have yet to find out who they are. I see them all the time.


Amy   Is that meant to be Dominic?


Esme   Well, you know him better than me.




Esme waits but Amy says nothing.





But, on the other hand, you have come to ask my opinion …


Amy   Have I?


Esme   I think so.


Amy   I’d say on the contrary. Didn’t I ask you not to say a word?


Esme   Amy, please, I wasn’t born yesterday. When a daughter comes to her mother and says, ‘Don’t ask anything, I beg you, ask nothing at all …’, isn’t it just a way of saying, ‘Quick, Mother, help! I’m desperate to talk’?




Amy can’t resist smiling at this.





Amy   Are you saying I did that unconsciously?


Esme   Unconsciously? Hardly. ‘Give me five thousand pounds.’ As a way of getting my attention, it would take some beating. Well, wouldn’t it?


Amy   Yes. I don’t know. Oh perhaps. I’m confused. (She smiles, relaxing, giving in.)


Esme   After all that is the basic skill. That is my profession. You have to get that right or you might as well give up. You say one thing but you’re thinking another. If you can’t do that, then truly you shouldn’t be doing the job.




A look of mischief comes onto Amy’s face.





Amy   That reminds me, I did see that thing with Deirdre …


Esme   Oh, Deirdre!


Amy   I saw that new play which stars Deirdre Keane.


Esme   Well, Deirdre can’t even manage the line in the first place, let alone the bit where you think something else.


Amy   She wasn’t very good.


Esme   They tell me she’s laughable. Apparently she comes on, dressed like a lampshade, a great smear of lipstick right across her face …


Amy   They’re right …


Esme   They say, rolling her eyes like a demented puppy-dog  and facing out front all the time. (She is shaking her head as if outraged.)


Amy   She got very good reviews.


Esme   Deirdre? She practically goes down on the critics. You’ve seen her. She’s craven. She’s always trying to please.


Amy   Is that such a bad thing?


Esme   Of course not. But nobody’s explained to her the basis of the whole project.


Amy   Which is?


Esme   Why, to please without seeming to try.


Amy   Oh, I see.


Esme   That’s what one’s attempting. Of course, we all know it can’t be achieved. But that’s the ideal. To make it look effortless. (Esme looks at Amy a moment.) Perhaps it applies just as much in our lives.




Amy looks, knowing she cannot avoid things any longer.





Amy   Look, Mum, I do know you’re desperate to talk to me …


Esme   Me?


Amy   There’s a thousand questions you’re longing to ask …


Esme   I can see you’re in trouble. In a moment I’m hoping you’re going to say why.


Amy   It’s not trouble. I wouldn’t say trouble exactly …


Esme   How’s life in your publishing firm?


Amy   Great. They’re trying to promote me.


Esme   I’m pleased.


Amy   But one thing’s bound up in another. 




Amy stops dead. Esme speaks quietly.





Esme   You’re expecting a child?


Amy   How did you know? Is it really that obvious?


Esme   It isn’t not obvious.


Amy   When did you know?


Esme   The moment I saw you, of course.




Esme pushes her uneaten meal aside. She gets up and takes Amy in her arms. Amy can barely speak through her tears.





Amy   Oh God, I’m going to cry …


Esme   Well, cry. (She begins to sob with Amy.) Please cry, cry all you want to …


Amy   No, no, I mustn’t …


Esme   Oh, Amy …


Amy   I mustn’t … (She tears herself decisively away.)


Esme   Why not? It’s wonderful …


Amy   I mustn’t!


Esme   Amy, this is wonderful news.


Amy   Because … oh shit, I don’t know how to say this. You’re going to think I’m insane. (She is wild, raising her voice.) I haven’t told Dominic. I know this sounds crazy but I don’t think I shall.




Before Esme can react, Evelyn appears again, beating her usual path.





Evelyn   You haven’t eaten your supper.


Esme   No. Why don’t you go to your bed?


Evelyn   What’s wrong with her? Why is she crying?


Esme   Hay fever.


Evelyn   Do you want me to re-heat it?


Esme   No thank you.




Evelyn has gone over to collect the plate. Esme raises her voice to Evelyn.





Esme   I don’t think it can take any more.


Evelyn   (at Amy) You know she doesn’t eat anything.


Amy   Oh really?


Evelyn   She comes in here, looks at it, then pushes the plate to one side.




Esme has moved across to usher her out.





Esme   Evelyn, you must go, you must go to your bed now.


Evelyn   I’m not going to sleep.


Esme   Very well then. Just lie. Just lie there. Think about family. Here we are. Under one roof. The whole of our family. At least such as it is. Think about that and be grateful. (She kisses Evelyn.)


Evelyn   Just promise me she’s not going to marry the critic.


Amy   I promise you, Grandma.


Evelyn   If she’s not going to marry the critic, then I think I can sleep.




Evelyn goes out, pleased with having said it. Esme and Amy are both amused at the absurdity.





Esme   Oh, Amy … 


Amy   Well, really! She never changes.


Esme   No.


Amy   She seems really well.


Esme   Oh, sure. She’s going to outlive me. It doesn’t bother me. I’ve known that for years. (She goes and gets her cigarettes.) It’s become a marriage, like any other. If, when I’d met Bernard, they’d said to me, you’ll live ten years longer with Bernard’s mother than you will with Bernard himself … I’m not sure I’d have jumped in so eagerly. (She lights her cigarette.) But you never know how things are going to turn out.


Amy   No.




Esme looks at her a moment.





Esme   So what is the problem? Dominic’s the father?


Amy   Oh yes. We can say that for sure.


Esme   But you feel – what? – for some reason that now’s not the moment for Dominic to know?


Amy   Exactly.


Esme   I see. Well, it’s interesting. It makes for an original decision. But I can’t help feeling there’s some sort of flaw in the reasoning perhaps. You’re hoping he’s not going to notice?


Amy   No. No, of course not …


Esme   You don’t feel it’s possible he’s going to find out?




Amy is amused, but Esme goes on.





I mean, I do see the man is an egghead. But even so you’d have to be pretty unworldly!


Amy   You know very well that’s not what I mean.


Esme   Do I?




Amy now sees a way to explain.





Amy   All right, look, he is an intellectual. But in some ways he’s younger than me. In a sense, he’s a bit like a child. In a good way. He’s childlike, is that the word?


Esme   Childlike is good. Childish is less good.


Amy   Yes. In that case, the first.




Esme is just watching, not commenting.





But also the thing is … he’s extremely attractive.


Esme   Ah.


Amy   It’s something … well, it makes things different, I find.


Esme   Yes, I can see. The little-boy manner …


Amy   For instance, we met at a publishing party. Dominic arrived with this girl. She was only eighteen. And she’d published a novel. I have to say, not a bad novel …


Esme   Oh, novels!


Amy   And what’s more she had these incredible legs …


Esme   Ah, well then …


Amy   Jet-black hair. This wonderful bosom. I saw him with her as soon as they walked in the room. All the time they were laughing together, her arm around him, like she didn’t have a care in the world. (She stops a moment.) So yes, I admit, it slightly surprised me when he came over. When he started talking to me.


Esme   And how did she take it?


Amy   The teenage novelist? Well, I think she felt pretty miffed. I think they all are. The tall one. The blonde one from Cambridge. Another one who sang in a band …


Esme   And it’s the thought of these ex-s which is unsettling you …


Amy   No, not exactly. Oh God, I’m explaining this badly …


Esme   Don’t tell me you think you can’t compete.


Amy   Not at all. No. I do know what I’m giving him. I’m giving something none of the others could give.


Esme   What’s that?


Amy   Self-confidence. I give him some faith in himself. I build him up.


Esme   Yes, I’m sure. And what exactly is he giving you?




Amy begins to sound defensive.





Amy   Look …


Esme   No, I mean it …


Amy   Now, Mother …


Esme   You’re telling me you’re flattered. As you describe him, he has women around him like flies. And you’re thinking, ‘And he’s chosen me! Golly Moses! I’m going to do anything to hold on to this …’


Amy   Mother, that isn’t fair.


Esme   To a point where you’re frightened to tell him you’re pregnant! Is that it? You’re frightened you’ll lose him. Is that how things are? (She turns away, deeply disturbed.) Oh, Amy, I can’t believe it. I’m shocked. This is terrible …


Amy   Really, I promise you, that’s not it at all.


Esme   Isn’t it? You’ve given me a list of his conquests. What am I meant to say? Me, I don’t care who he’s slept with. He’s buggered the Dagenham Girl Pipers. So? All I care is what happens to you.
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