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Characters


ADOLF, a cavalry captain in the army, and a scientist


LAURA, his wife


BERTHA, their daughter


NANNY, nurse to Adolf, then to Bertha


PASTOR, Adolf’s brother-in-law


DR OSTERMARK, a widower


JOSEPH, a young soldier


SVARD, a young soldier, Adolf’s batman




ACT ONE


PASTOR. Are you going to make difficulties, Adolf?


ADOLF. I have no intention of making difficulties –


SVARD. Sir –


PASTOR. Let me remind you that it’s my duty as her uncle, her godfather and her priest to see that she is prepared for confirmation –


ADOLF. As her father –


SVARD. Sir –


ADOLF. I can tell you that putting on a white frock and listening to a little nonsense will make no more difference to the progress of my daughter’s soul, than did her christening fifteen years ago – a little cold water and a lot more nonsense –


PASTOR. Oh really! –


ADOLF. Harmless nonsense, but nonsense nevertheless.


PASTOR. Free-thinker.


ADOLF. Proud of it.


SVARD. Sir –


ADOLF. What are you doing here? What is it?


SVARD. You wanted to see Joseph, sir.


ADOLF. Well, where is he?


SVARD. Waiting in the kitchen, sir.


ADOLF. In the kitchen! I’ll give him kitchen. Send him up here at once.


SVARD. Sir.


SVARD exits.


ADOLF. Every other child in this town is forced to submit to head-wetting and confirmation, would it not be unfeeling of me to single out my daughter? She’d be ostracised by her schoolfellows – bullied, and subjected to jibes. That’s the fate of all who attempt to shine the light of reason into the darkness of a corrupt and moribund religion –


PASTOR. I shall pray for you.


ADOLF. Thank you. I shall pour you a glass of whisky.


PASTOR. Thank you. Is Joseph in trouble?


ADOLF. He’s a young man. He’s in the cavalry. Of course he’s in trouble.


PASTOR. Seems a fine, upstanding boy to me. Has the makings of a good Christian.


ADOLF. Perhaps I should leave him to you. The fear of God might be just what he needs. Nothing I say or do has the slightest effect upon him – I yell, I smack him around the head –


PASTOR. I assume there’s a girl involved? He’s a handsome fellow –


ADOLF. Emma. Our kitchen maid.


PASTOR. Well, bring a girl into a barracks – what can you expect? –


ADOLF. Like throwing a bitch on heat to a pack of hounds –


PASTOR. I’ll speak to him if you wish. But I doubt it will have any effect. Preaching the word of God to soldiers is a lost cause when there’s a girl involved.


ADOLF. Or when there’s common sense involved – as in my own case.


PASTOR. Oh I gave up on you years ago, dear brother-in-law.


SVARD and JOSPEPH enter.


SVARD. Joseph, sir.


ADOLF. Young devil – what have you to say for yourself?


JOSEPH. Sorry, sir –


ADOLF. ‘Sorry?’ –


JOSEPH. Sorry, sir – but would it be possible for . . . I mean, sir . . . I’d find it difficult to speak to you man to man, as it were – if the Pastor’s here.


PASTOR. Oh don’t worry about me – I’ve heard it all before.


ADOLF. He stays. Now let’s have the truth.


JOSEPH. Officers’ mess, sir. After the regimental ball – Ludwig and me on mess duties – and he was saying –


ADOLF. Ludwig was saying?


JOSEPH. Sir –


ADOLF. I’m not interested in what Ludwig was saying – he can answer for himself. I want to know about you and my wife’s kitchen maid.


JOSEPH. Emma asked me to go with her into the stables, sir.


ADOLF. Oh so she seduced you? It was her fault? Cowardly of him, wouldn’t you say, Pastor?


PASTOR. I’m saying nothing yet.


JOSEPH. But since that’s the way you choose to put it, sir –


ADOLF. The way I choose!


JOSEPH. Sorry, sir, I don’t mean to be insubordinate but you asked me for the truth, and the truth is she was begging for it.


ADOLF. You –


JOSEPH. Don’t know what else to say, sir. I’m not an educated man, sir . . . Begging for it.


ADOLF. You’ll admit you’re the father of the child she’s carrying.


JOSEPH. Your pardon, sir, I’m admitting no such thing –


ADOLF. You deny it?


JOSEPH. What I mean, sir, is it’s a job to know, sir.


ADOLF. ‘A job to know’!


JOSEPH. Yes sir.


PASTOR. You must know if you’re the child’s father, lad!


JOSEPH. But how, sir? How?


ADOLF. Are you saying you were not the only one? –


JOSEPH. That time, sir. In the stables I was the only one. But there have been others, sir – quite a few of the lads have –


ADOLF. You’ve said quite enough! Animals – animals!


PASTOR. Without the word of God we’re all a little lower than the angels –


ADOLF. My information is that you, Joseph, are this girl’s sweetheart and that –


JOSEPH. Not me, sir! She’s Ludwig’s girl really. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. If any one of us has . . . If any one’s the father, the odds have to be on Ludwig, sir.


ADOLF. Odds! The girl says you promised to marry her.


JOSEPH. You have to promise them that, sir, don’t you, or you get nowhere?


ADOLF. Oh! –


PASTOR. Time to stand up and answer like a man, Joseph. You won’t deny you’ve had carnal knowledge of the girl?


JOSEPH. Yes, Pastor. I’ve done that.


PASTOR. Many times?


JOSEPH. Many times, Pastor. But I always pulled out. Nothing need come of it if you pull out, Pastor – everybody knows that.


PASTOR. So you mean to abandon her? Do you call yourself a Christian? Could you continue to call yourself a man? I doubt that – in the circumstances – you could be forced to marry the girl . . . But I shall make it my business to see that you provide for the child. Most certainly you shall provide for the child.


JOSEPH. Yes, sir. And Ludwig must pay his share too.


ADOLF. Who pays, and how much, will be decided by the proper authorities. Now get out of my sight!


JOSEPH. Sir.


PASTOR. No wait, Joseph. I think that until a decision is made you should have some of your pay made over to the girl. She’ll face great expenses over the next few months.


JOSEPH. If I knew for certain I was the father, I’d be the first to want to do right by her, Pastor. But what if I’m not? Soldiering – pay’s not so good. The laugh’d be on me, wouldn’t it – all that hard grind, risking life and limb to bring up some other . . . Some other soldier’s child, sir?


PASTOR. You’d better go.


JOSEPH. You can see that, can’t you, sir? And you too, Pastor? I am right, aren’t I?


ADOLF. Out.


JOSEPH. Thank you, sir.


ADOLF. And if I catch you hanging around the kitchen, I will see to it that you are never again the subject of a case of disputed paternity. Do you understand me, Joseph?


JOSEPH. Sir. (Exits.)


ADOLF. Fat lot of help you turned out to be.


PASTOR. What do you mean?


ADOLF. Where was the fear of God?


PASTOR. Well, he wrong-footed me –


ADOLF. Out-flanked you more like –


PASTOR. And if I’m absolutely truthful I’d say the boy has a point.


ADOLF. Tough luck on the girl in then – (Drifts off into his own thoughts.)


PASTOR. It’s harder on the boy in some ways. Your maid will go to the foundling hospital and be looked after by the State until her child is weaned. After that I’ll be expected to find her employment with some respectable, Christian family and she’ll make a new start. Now Joseph is doing well in the army – bright future ahead of him –


ADOLF. He’s a good lad –


PASTOR. But if a Court Martial finds him guilty he could be thrown out of the Regiment.


ADOLF. That would be too harsh. Yes . . . I don’t envy the officer who’ll preside at his trial. We can’t pretend he’s innocent – how can we ever know the whole truth of it? – but . . . but . . . What is not in dispute, however, is the girl’s guilt.


PASTOR. ‘Judge not, lest ye be judged’, says the Good Book.


ADOLF (lost in his own thoughts). Hmm . . . What were we saying? Before –


PASTOR. We were discussing Bertha’s confirmation?


ADOLF. What?


PASTOR. Your daughter’s confirmation.


ADOLF. I’ll raise no objection. Actually I was hoping to discuss her whole future.


PASTOR. Ah –


ADOLF. Not that she’ll have a future if I keep her at home much longer. The Chinese have a pictogram for the word ‘strife’ – do you know what it is?


PASTOR. Tell me.


ADOLF. Two women under one roof. I have seven. And six of them telling me how I should bring up my daughter. As her father, it’s up to me to decide what’s best for her – my duty and my right – morally and legally. But no . . . Laura’s got it into her head that Bertha should train as an artist – imagine! Religion too is a constant source of unrest – her governess is trying to make a Methodist of her, Nanny tells her the Baptists are closer to God, and the maids would have her in the Salvation Army shaking a tambourine and ironing lice out of old men’s clothes. As for the mother-in law – well, let’s not think about her . . . I don’t want a daughter created out of a patchwork of other people’s prejudices.


PASTOR. In the end, that’s all education is –


ADOLF. I’m sending her away.


PASTOR. You do seem to have acquired an excess of women over the years –


ADOLF. I have haven’t I – you yourself unloaded two of them onto me – the wife I married and your wretched stepmother into the bargain. Oh you can laugh! I have no complaints about Laura but I’ll not forgive you the stepmother –


PASTOR. What could I do? I’m in holy orders. I have a manservant – I can’t have stray women living on Church premises.
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