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A stately pile which has become an upmarket





A stately pile which has become an upmarket retirement home for the mildly upper crust. Action takes place in a quite large and agreeable room in Geoffrey Wythenshaw’s ample apartment, and in various public areas – dining room, committee rooms, grounds etc.


Geoffrey Wythenshaw’s room. He is scribbling something in a notebook, trying various things for size.


Geoffrey I shall shortly be eighty-eight. High time to be giving serious thought to the direction my life should be taking. It is to this end …


Lorna enters in outdoor clothes.


Ah. Lorna.


Lorna Traffic. Hold-ups. You name it.


Geoffrey But you’ve got here.


Phone rings.


(Into phone.) Wythenshaw … Stephen! … Oh, that’s excellent. Excellent … Indeed … Let me know how it goes … (To Lorna.) Anstruther. Experimenting with the occult … (Into phone.) Absolutely … (To Lorna.) On a journey into the unknown … (Into phone.) You should aim at becoming the Pevsner of the supernatural, Stephen … And if by any chance you happen in your voyaging to come across the meaning of it all, I would be interested …


Lorna Or even the meaning of some of it.


Geoffrey (into phone) Excellent. Keep in touch. (Phone down. To Lorna.) Says he’ll keep a weather-eye open.


Lorna I’ve got some post here.


Hands it to Geoffrey.


A postcard from someone.


Geoffrey (reads from it) ‘Sixteen. That was the age at which Lady Jane Grey was beheaded in 1554. Imagine going up to a group of teenagers today and suggesting they lay their heads on the block for the purpose of having them cut off! They’d look at you as if you’d taken leave of your senses!’ Dear old Rupert. Times change. He can never seem to take that on board.


Lorna Mrs Framlingham. (Hands him another letter.)


Geoffrey ‘Agog to see myself in the frame of reference of the surrounding universe’! Whatever that means! (From letter.) ‘Can boast a nodding acquaintance with the life styles of a quite wide range of relatively humble creatures.’ Mentions stick insects. She has her own tadpole which she could happily identify with if called upon.


Lorna Something here addressed to The Occupier. Junk mail, no doubt. (Opens it.) Expensive paper. (From brochure.) ‘Do you kiss your spouse yourself, or are you paying more than you can afford to have it done for you? See inside.’ (Handing to Geoffrey.) More for the wastepaper basket, no doubt.


Geoffrey (cursory glance through brochure) Not a word about cost, you notice.


Tosses it aside. Phone rings.


Lorna (into phone) Wythenshaw … I’ll see if he’s free … (To Geoffrey.) It’s Spankbishop and Maberley about Letitia’s mortgage … (Geoffrey shakes his head.) I’m afraid he’s occupied at the moment. Perhaps later this afternoon … Right. (Phone down.) So. Where are we? The last thing I’ve got here is ‘The task I have therefore set myself …’


Geoffrey Yes. I can’t help wondering if it wouldn’t be gracious to enter a mild disclaimer at this point … One doesn’t want to appear to thrust oneself on the world without a measure of due modesty. A word or two about autobiography in general …


Lorna ‘Autobiography is not in general the chosen form …’ I’ve got it here somewhere … (Looks for it.) Yes … ‘Autobiography is not in general the chosen form of those whose instinct it is to hide their light under a bushel …’


Geoffrey ‘Indeed, it is in all conscience a quite idiotically vainglorious undertaking, bespeaking a breathtakingly infantile absence of any sense of proportion whatsoever.’ Full stop. (Pause.) ‘One thinks amongst others in this connection of St Augustine of Hippo, whose claim to fame it is that he once, as a young lad, caused the entire universe to take to its bed with a fit of the vapours by stealing a pear from an orchard.’ Full stop. ‘With what fatuously overweening self-importance, indeed, must one be endowed in order to so much as contemplate so vulgar an exercise as this presumes to be.’ Full stop. ‘There are times, nevertheless, all this having been said, when the thing presents itself to one as a solemn duty.’ Full stop. ‘This is one of those times.’ Full stop.


Pause.


‘It was borne in on me at an early age that I was an exceptional person. That there is a purpose in my being here, I have no shadow of doubt. I cannot believe myself to have been put on this earth simply by accident. Or to have been vouchsafed an intelligence so far above the common in order that it should lie fallow or go to waste. It is my fervent wish, therefore, that an account of my life should be of help to others in orientating their own responses to those perhaps somewhat complex issues with which they may be experiencing difficulty. The task I have therefore set myself is to lay before you a rich and full life in all its multifaceted complexity. What we have here therefore is by way of being a retrospective diary-cum-journal edited with a measure of hindsight. It is a record I would have kept religiously, day in day out, had I been able at the time to find a pen. Total recall, however, takes its place, ensuring the verbatim authenticity of everything that appears here. In this respect –’


Maureen knocks gently and Lorna goes to the door.


Lorna It’s Maureen.


Maureen enters. She has on an outfit suggesting that she is staff.


Geoffrey (with patience) Oh … what is it this time, Maureen?


Maureen I wondered if … if you’re not too busy … if you could … Only I’ve been set this exercise … for my Religious Studies thing …


Geoffrey and Lorna exchange glances.


Geoffrey Yes?


Maureen I’ve got to try and find the difference between right and wrong …


Geoffrey I see, and you want a pointer or two.


Maureen Well … I’m not sure where to start, really.


Geoffrey It’s not all that difficult, Maureen. The problem is simply one of identification. It’s nothing more than that.


Maureen Yes.


Geoffrey The thing is to practise and practise, and go on practising, until you can recognise it instantly by its shape and size and from whatever angle. A little bit like aircraft recognition, in a way.


Maureen I knew this old guy once who thought he’d spotted the difference between right and wrong.


Geoffrey Good for him.


Maureen He said he’d had a few at the time and saw what looked for all the world like the difference between right and wrong come staggering out of a West End nightclub.


Geoffrey Oh, dear.


Maureen In the end though it turned out to be a case of mistaken identity and the thing had to be settled out of court.


Geoffrey These things can undoubtedly happen, Maureen, as I know myself from bitter experience. But you must try not to let stories like that put you off. Refuse to be deterred. Be absolutely single-minded about running it to earth no matter what setbacks you encounter.


Maureen I was wondering about these.


Fetches out binoculars.


Geoffrey Ah.


Maureen If it’s to do with identification at a distance.


Geoffrey Yes. Keen thinking, Maureen. Binoculars might just be what’s required.


Maureen One of my other aunts gave them to me. She said that with a pair of these slung round your shoulders, the world’s to all intents and purposes your oyster.


Geoffrey The world could undoubtedly be an oyster in those circumstances, Maureen, though to whom it would belong, to whom it would be answerable in that capacity, is a great deal less certain. It’s something that will have to remain a matter for conjecture until science comes up with a definitive answer.


Maureen A conundrum is what my aunt said life is.


Geoffrey Life is a conundrum, Maureen. Make no mistake about that. Your aunt is perfectly right. But you would be wildly astray to think of it as any common or garden conundrum. Life, Maureen, is a conundrum with aspirations. A conundrum with ideas above its station, if one can put it that way. And it is as such that one must be careful at all times to treat it.


Maureen Somebody said that life is like trying to put together a gigantic jigsaw puzzle by the light of a small torch in a dark room.


Geoffrey Though partially sighted. Yes. It is that too. You seem, I must say, to have given a good deal of thought to these things. That promises well.


Mabel (off ) Maureen!


Maureen I think I’m wanted.


Geoffrey Yes, you’d better go.


Lorna (running through a previous screed) Did you want this to stay in by the way? You’ve got two contradictory things here. One after the other.


Geoffrey Yes, that’s all right. There’s always at least two sides to every argument and I’m all against letting one take precedence over another. Leads to muddled thinking. In fact, that could go in somewhere. Jot it down for later. Worth making the point.


Lorna, unfazed, makes note.


Where were we?


Lorna ‘In this respect …’


Geoffrey ‘In this respect …’


 


Go to public part of building. Mabel and Gladys on cleaning duties.


Mabel I’ve no patience with the silly girl. I said to her, ‘Maureen. Do be sensible.’


Gladys Sensible!


Mabel If someone who comes up to you, I said, at a fancy-dress party and says ‘Hi. I’m the Son of God. Who are you?’ it doesn’t necessarily mean he is.


Pause.


Tells him to jump in the lake and now she’s worried stiff she’ll be done for blasphemy.


Gladys Some nonsense the other day about a fatwah if you please from the Archbishop of Canterbury!


Mabel No one wants to be rude to God unnecessarily, we know that …


Gladys I said to her, ‘In the unlikely event, Maureen, of the Second Person of the Trinity putting in an appearance at a fancy-dress party at all, He certainly isn’t going to do it as an Elizabethan seaman in horn-rimmed glasses.’


A military man passes through.


Mabel Good morning, Brigadier.


Brigadier Wythenshaw about?


Gladys He’ll be working on his book at this time, I expect, Brigadier.


Brigadier grunts. He continues off.


    Pause.


Mabel Mrs Maberley, as well. She’s another one. Fretting about her blood transfusion. I knew there’d be trouble over that.


Gladys There’s some excuse for her though at eighty-three.


Mabel ‘I was perfectly satisfied with my own blood.’


Gladys It’s what she’s used to.


Mabel They like the familiarity.


Pause.


Gladys Got it into her head as well that the blood they’ve given her in exchange is only on loan. ‘What am I going to do when they come asking for theirs back?’


Mabel As if they’d do that. Someone her age.


Gladys She’s worried sick they’ll send the bailiffs round.


Dame Hilda Marsh-Gibbon materialises.


Good morning, Dame Hilda.


Hilda Am I right in thinking Mr Anstruther’s funeral is to take place this morning?


Mabel At eleven o’clock.


Hilda Good. I mean to have a word with the wretched undertaker so-called that they’ve brought in for it. Utterly scandalous the way these people get away with it, and I intend to say so to the fellow in no uncertain terms. It’s simply giving in to death.


She goes.


Mabel (snort) Dame Hilda! Plain Hilda Briggs till she became Miss Gas Showroom 1953 and married the Lieutenant-Colonel. So now it’s Dame Hilda Marsh-Gibbon.


Gladys Killed, wasn’t he, in India or somewhere? Soon after the marriage.


Mabel Of course he was, the fat-headed idiot. Standing there all stiffly to attention saluting the flag or something, and what happens? A crate of bananas falls on him and he’s driven straight into the ground like a tent-peg.


Gladys A shock all the same.


Pause.


Mabel Down the High Street the day before yesterday. In and out of one shop after another wanting to know where she might find a small stuffed eagle for her nephew’s beefed-up cuckoo clock, would you believe.


Gladys Maureen the other day caught her coming back with a parrot cage if you please.


Mabel That’ll be for her African lovegnats.


Gladys A bit palatial, isn’t it? For a couple of gnats.


Mabel Serve her right if they escape. They know which side their bread’s buttered, Gladys.


Pause.


Gladys Talking about the High Street, met my sister Daphne down there this morning.


Mabel Oh, yes?


Gladys Up for the day from Basingstoke.


Mabel She’s in Basingstoke now, then, is she?


Gladys She went looking there for the divine presence, but you don’t get it much down there for some reason, which is why she comes up.


Mabel And for the fish.


Gladys And for the fish. She says the fish here is better than what she gets in Basingstoke.


Mabel That’s what they all come back for. The fish. After they’ve moved out. It’s like a magnet, the fish.


Gladys It comes up direct, that’s why.


Mabel It’s put straight on the train. You know you’re getting it fresh.


Gladys She says she can only get frozen in Basingstoke.


Mabel Basingstoke, it would be.


Pause.


It’s a long way to go for fish, anyway.


Gladys She wasn’t going to Basingstoke for it. She was coming from Basingstoke.


Mabel I must say, if I was looking for the divine presence and couldn’t find it where I was, I’d go more out Clacton way for it.


Gladys Clacton’s on the east coast.


Mabel It’s a resort there.


Gladys We know it’s a resort. North of Sheerness.


Mabel You’ve got Frinton up there as well. And places like that. Felixstowe.


Gladys You haven’t just got Felixstowe. You’ve got Lowestoft.


Mabel There’s the winds coming across up there.


Gladys Of course you have. There’s nothing between you and Siberia once you get up there. You’re bound to have the winds.


Mabel It’s something cruel up there on the east coast. Always has been.


Pause.


If it’s the divine presence you’re looking for, you’d have to go a long way to beat Clacton, in my opinion.


No reply.


It’s spread over a wider area up there. You don’t have to traipse miles looking for it.


No reply.


Myself I wouldn’t traipse miles for it anyway. If it was there, I’d take advantage of it, but I wouldn’t make the journey specially.


They prepare to leave, cleaning duties done.


Certainly not all the way up from Basingstoke.


No reply.


I’d do without. Unless I was coming up anyway. For something else.


Gladys She comes up for the fish.


They go.


 


Wythenshaw’s room. Geoffrey dictating.


Geoffrey ‘For my own part I begin with the premise that a blueprint of one’s own life is worth nothing unless it aspires to being a prototype in little for that grand blueprint for which we all of us have from the beginning of time been so earnestly searching. It is to humanity at large that it is addressed. In this respect …’


Kevin’s godfather Harry (a resident) looks in.


Harry Geoffrey …?


Geoffrey Ah … Harry …


Harry I don’t know whether if you have a minute you could have a chat with young Kevin for me. My godson.


Geoffrey My dear chap, of course!


Harry He’s doing this Proficiency Diploma in Global Affairs … I think I’ve told you about it … and his tutor’s asked him to bone up on the American Constitution. I wondered if you could give him a pointer or two.


Geoffrey By all means. Pleased to.


Harry He’s got some ideas, I think, that he’d like you to have a look at.


Geoffrey Yes. Tell him to come across. Glad to help.


Harry I’ll send him in.


He signals to Kevin who comes rather tentatively in, and Harry goes out.


Geoffrey Ah. Kevin. Coming to pick my addled old brains, I believe.


Kevin My godfather said you might be able to give me some help with the American Constitution … unless …


Geoffrey No, this can wait. What’s the problem?


Kevin Well, since the Constitution was more or less drawn up by Jefferson and Franklin, you’d sort of expect one of them at least to become the first President, wouldn’t you? But they didn’t.


Geoffrey George Washington.


Kevin And he didn’t have any hand in it at all.


Geoffrey The way things go, Kevin.


Kevin But why?


Geoffrey Well, I can’t answer for Jefferson, but Benjamin Franklin … I’m having to rake about in my memory a bit here … Aren’t I right that he was the son of tallow chandler …? If so, it would give us a clue.


Kevin Actually, I’m not all that sure I know what tallow is.


Geoffrey Tallow is what they used to make soap from. And candles. Animal fat. Rendered down in some way.


Kevin It sounds as if it would tend to cling.


Geoffrey If you happened to get some on you. Oh, yes. Most certainly it would.


Kevin Which would mean …


Geoffrey Go on.


Kevin… that if you’re covered from head to foot in candle-grease, people thinking in terms of a President might tend to look elsewhere.


Geoffrey ‘Is this man President material?’ Yes. Good thinking.


Kevin But I’ve read through the Constitution, and as far as I can remember there’s no mention in it of candle-grease.


Geoffrey Would you have expected there to be, Kevin? Think. Who was it virtually drafted the Constitution? You can be pretty sure any reference to candle-grease would have come out pretty pronto.


Kevin But, I mean … so what? It doesn’t make all that difference if he’s got a few spots of candle-grease on him.


Geoffrey Kevin. The Presidency is an elected office. People make up their minds whom they want. How many people do you think are going to fall over themselves to vote for someone they can’t see for candle-grease? Be sensible.


Kevin And anyway, Benjamin Franklin wasn’t a tallow chandler himself. That was his father. It doesn’t follow that if a tallow chandler has the odd bit of candle-grease on him, his son is going to be all that smothered in it.


Geoffrey It gets everywhere, Kevin. Believe you me.


Kevin You’d find some way of getting it off, though.


Geoffrey It doesn’t come off that easily, Kevin. It leaves a mark where it’s been.


Kevin That could be anything. It could be soup.


Geoffrey A candidate with soup all over him? We’re talking about a fairly sophisticated electorate, remember. And don’t forget too, that as President he would have to meet other heads of state.


Kevin True. He came to England in 1757.


Geoffrey Did he? Yes. I’d forgotten that.


Kevin Three years before George the Third came to the throne.


Geoffrey I’m not sure I’m following you, Kevin.


Kevin Well … suppose … it’s not inconceivable … that he came here in 1757 knowing … or having a fairly strong premonition … that George the Third would soon be succeeding to the throne …


GeoffreyGo on.


Kevin Well … couldn’t he have come here … I’m thinking aloud rather … in order to try and get himself established in advance with the future George the Third so that as soon as the time was right he could ask him confidentially about how best to get rid of candle-grease when you’ve got it all over you and are in line for the highest office in the land?


Geoffrey I think we’re entering the realm of speculation here a little bit, aren’t we, Kevin? What gives you the impression that George the Third of all people would be likely to know anything about how to get candle-grease off?


Kevin Well, as I say. I’m thinking aloud a bit, but supposing he had some vague memory of falling into, say, a vat of treacle when he was three or four? It’s just possible he might remember what they did about getting it off.


Geoffrey You really think, Kevin, that in the real world vats of treacle are left lying around uncovered for the heir to the throne to fall into?


Kevin By an oversight …


Geoffrey Kevin! Come on!


Kevin No. Perhaps not.


Geoffrey Intellectual rigour, Kevin. There’s no substitute for it.


Kevin Yes. I’ll try and remember that. But anyway, thanks. It’s cleared my mind. I’ll go and get down to it again.
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