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ACT ONE


Scene One


Christmas Eve. Living room/kitchen.


The solo at the beginning of ‘Once in Royal David’s City’. A gorgeous, cosy, family home – low beams, a large, beautifully decorated Christmas tree. Open fireplace. Decorations everywhere, four stockings hanging by the fire. A little carved wooden nativity scene on the mantelpiece. Picture-perfect Christmas.


There are three large-ish, framed photos on the mantelpiece. An elderly woman, a blond, good-looking nineteen-year-old boy, and a head-and-shoulders portrait of a black-and-white cat.


The living room extends into the kitchen – they’re separated by a wall but we can see both. On the other side of the room, a door leading out into the porch. Adjacent to that, a door which leads upstairs.


It’s dark outside.


RICHARD is slumped in a chair in the living room. He’s halfway through a bottle of red wine, and is watching telly. The news.


NEWSREADER (on telly). A nineteen-year-old man has been stabbed to death in Trafalgar Square, on one of the busiest shopping days in the capital’s calendar. Twelve people have been arrested in connection with the stabbing. We’ll now go live to our reporter on the scene. Kelly, can you tell us what’s happening – ?


SALLY, in an apron, comes in, carrying a portable pet cage. She’s also wearing red Crocs with a white-fur trim. She puts the cage down, goes over to RICHARD and kisses him on the top of the head. Sees what he’s watching on telly.


REPORTER (on telly). Thanks, Peter. I’m here in Trafalgar Square, where Christmas revellers were shocked this afternoon when a fight broke out between what appear to have been two opposing groups of youths –


SALLY. Don’t watch that.


RICHARD turns off the telly via remote control. SALLY looks at the wine.


I’m doing mull, you know.


RICHARD. Yes. I’m just… bracing myself for company.


SALLY. Well, I hope you’re good and braced. Because I’d give them –


RICHARD looks at his watch.


RICHARD. Nine minutes. Six-ish, we said? 5:53 now. They’ll have parked the car at the end of the drive at 5:50, and turned the headlights off so we can’t see them. He’ll be looking at his watch.


SALLY. Richard…


RICHARD. Yes. ‘5:53. We’ll move off up the drive at 5:58 at a steady pace, Main House ETA, 6:02. Punctual, but not too punctual.’


SALLY. They’re easy guests. They’re on our wavelength. They’ll be… perfect. And they’ve driven all the way from Devon so the least you can do is be nice.


RICHARD gets up, goes over to the drinks cabinet. He puts down his wine glass and gets himself another drink – bit of whisky, bit of ginger wine.


RICHARD. Yes. No. You’re right. Perfect. Never a moment’s bother from Valerie and Dick. ‘Hullo, we’re Valerie and Dick.’ Why does he say it like that? ‘Hullo.’ ‘H–U–L–LO.’ ‘Hullo.’ Like a vicar in a sitcom.


RICHARD makes a noise, a sort of small, dismissive, ‘huh’.

SALLY approaches him with the pet basket. RICHARD peers into the basket, holding his drink.


Hullo.


SALLY. I thought you might want to give Mr Biscuits a kiss.


RICHARD. Why on earth would I want to do that?


SALLY. Well, he can’t come out till Boxing Day now.


RICHARD. I really don’t think you’re giving him enough credit.


SALLY. Kittens are easily overwhelmed by company. If we put too much pressure on him at this stage, he may never trust us again.


RICHARD. And what a terrible terrible tragedy that would be.


SALLY. It’s for Daisy. We got him for Daisy.


RICHARD. Yes, when’s she coming? Shouldn’t she be here?


SALLY. Any minute. There was a hold-up. She emailed.


SALLY takes her phone out of her pocket, scrolls down the find the email, and gives it to RICHARD. He looks at the phone. Squints.


RICHARD. Can’t read it.


SALLY. Drunk.


RICHARD. Blind! Not drunk. Old and blind. Read it to me.


SALLY takes back the phone, and reads him the email. RICHARD sits down with his new drink.


SALLY (reading). ‘Mum. I hope that all’s well with you. I’ve been advised to email you before departure, to let you know how things have been going. As you know, I opted for “no contact” during my stay here, as my team and I agreed that my “Family of Origin Issues” were very much the cause of my incident. I say that with no accusation whatsoever. The issues are within me, you did not cause them, you cannot



control them, and you cannot cure them. They are mine and mine alone. But I wanted to get that straight. I really hope that this Christmas you, me and Dad can all detach from one another with love. Obviously we can’t literally detach, as we’ll be spending quite a lot of time together, enjoying the festivities. But emotionally, I hope that we can avoid becoming enmeshed – ’


RICHARD. What the fuck – ?


SALLY. Just let me finish. (Reads.) ‘I hope that we can avoid becoming enmeshed in one another’s grief, whilst meeting our own needs and honouring our boundaried interconnectedness, thus avoiding the sort of behaviour which quite frankly got me into this mess in the first place. Last Christmas was obviously challenging, to say the least, and there’s obviously nothing to be done about that. We must simply live compassionately through the consequences of those dark, dark days, appreciating the present and honouring the future as best we can.’


RICHARD. Who does she think she is, the Bishop of London?


SALLY (reads). ‘I am of course ambivalent about our choosing to celebrate at all this year. But as discussed, I am going to compromise, because compromise is necessary in this life. However, I sincerely hope that this year’s Christmas tree won’t have a star on the top. Decorations I can live with, but the star would be a bridge too far I think. Likewise, I hope that we can focus lovingly on intimacy-slash-truth – I certainly intend-slash-hope to be able to do so. I plan on staying at home from tonight – the twenty-fourth – until the morning of the twenty-seventh at the latest. I regret that I can’t stay longer, but as you know I’m undergoing an intense recovery process. This Christmas is very much a “trial period” for me within the family unit. Whilst I’m optimistic about the outcome, I must stay connected to my team and my support systems here. As such, I may – if, and only if absolutely necessary – spend a certain amount of time on the phone to Lynda – ’


RICHARD. Oh, Lynda! Of course! Dear Lynda!


SALLY. ‘ – to Lynda, my primary contact at the centre. Please don’t be offended by this. And please don’t be offended by my arriving a little later than I said I would tonight, probably about 6:15 if my taxi driver does his job properly. I felt that it would be wise for me to complete a further boundary-setting exercise here before I’m let loose in front of Valerie and Dick. Finally, this: if we refer to my incident and the weeks leading up to my incident at all during the festive period, I’d appreciate it if we could avoid the term “nervous breakdown”. I am in the early stages of choosing to see it more as a positive forwards transformation in my life, and such damning and perjorative language is unhelpful to me on my journey. Please respect that. Happy Christmas, Mum. I love you. I can’t wait to meet Mr Biscuits.’ Then ‘Daisy’, and three kisses.


SALLY puts the phone in her pocket. RICHARD slumps back in his chair.


RICHARD. Christ. For twenty grand you’d think they’d have made her a bit nicer.


SALLY. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.


RICHARD. Harder than it needs to be? You know, I think you’re insane. For trying to do this. Completely insane. We could have gone to the Caribbean. Gone to New York, stayed at The Plaza –


SALLY. We always said, Christmas isn’t Christmas if it’s in a hotel –


RICHARD. Well, we could have dug a hole, then, and curled up in it with a barrel of gin! Anything! Anything but this – this – murders on the news –


SALLY. I said don’t watch it.


RICHARD. – and all the old baubles out and bloody – bloody – (Hissing.) Valerie and Dick banging on about their gay daughter and how ‘absolutely lovely and fine’ they are about it –


SALLY. They won’t bang on! And Christmas is important, Richard. We agreed –


RICHARD. You agreed.


SALLY. – that we’d make a decent fist of it this year. We deserve it. We deserve our Christmas. And I’ve been working for two days straight sorting the presents and –


RICHARD gets up – leaving his glass behind – and makes a move towards the front door (offstage).


– making sure everyone can get here and getting the good crackers and making the stuffing and shelling so many nuts that my knuckles are bleeding, Richard –


SALLY shows RICHARD a plaster on her knuckle.


RICHARD. All right! Understood! Understood. Christ. Where’s my coat? What have you done with it? (Accusatory, suspicious.) Have you done something festive with it?


SALLY. It’s upstairs. Where are you going?


RICHARD. I need a fag.


SALLY. You can’t have one. There’s no time. It’s not fair to Valerie and Dick –


RICHARD. Oh, yes, heaven forbid that Valerie and Dick should be momentarily uncomfortable! Roll out the red carpet, raise the flag for Valerie and Dick –


The doorbell rings. SALLY goes off to answer it. It’s VALERIE and DICK. RICHARD slumps back in his chair and listens to the greetings.


SALLY (offstage). Valerie! Dick!


DICK (offstage). Hullo!


VALERIE (offstage). Happy / Christmas!


DICK (offstage). Happy Christmas!


Kisses and handshakes all round. Removing of coats, etc.


SALLY (offstage). Let me take your / things.


VALERIE (offstage). Thank you.


SALLY slings their coats over her arm, and re-enters with VALERIE and DICK close behind her. They’re a smiling couple in their early fifties, with overnight bags and bags of presents.


SALLY. We’re putting coats upstairs. I hope no one minds, I thought it might be festive. Bit of a ‘house party’ vibe, ha ha! Except Richard’s coat, obviously, we’ll have to have that by the door, in case he needs to go out to –


DICK. Smoke! Oh yes? Still on the fags, Richard?


VALERIE shoots DICK a bit of a look.


SALLY. He’s giving up.


VALERIE. Gosh, are you? Well done, Richard, that’s very impressive.


RICHARD raises his glass.


RICHARD. Yes, I kept setting fire to my tumbler of meths. Eyebrows – (Mimes a small ‘explosion’.) Treacherous.


VALERIE and DICK see RICHARD’s drink. Exchange a quick glance.


DICK. I heard that giving up smoking’s harder than giving up heroin.


SALLY. Well, we wouldn’t know anything about that.


DICK. No, no, it is. Smoking is one of the most intricate and terrifying traps that man and nature have ever conspired to create. Did you know that the physiological effects of smoking take –


The kitten mewls from the portable cage.


– up to seven years to fully leave your / system.


RICHARD. Is that right? Is it really? Is that right, Dick? That’s wonderful.


VALERIE. What was that?


SALLY holds up the cage. Another mewling noise.


SALLY. Oh, this is Mr Biscuits! The newest member of our clan. He’s locked up till Boxing Day, I’m afraid. But do take a peek.


VALERIE and DICK peer into the cage. A louder meow, and a hissing noise. They rear back in shock.


I know. He’s nervous. Aren’t you, Mr Biscuits? Aren’t you a little ball of worry? It’s normal. He’s only little.


VALERIE. Maybe if we stroked him –


SALLY. No, that makes him angry.


VALERIE. Oh.


SALLY. He’s for Daisy, really.


VALERIE. Oh, where is she? Lovely Daisy.


SALLY. She’s on her way back now. She went away for a little rest after term.


RICHARD. Mm. Knackering, these modern unversities. Lectures up to four hours a week, I’ve heard. Shouldn’t be allowed.


DICK. Is she off Club Eighteen-to-Thirty-ing? Binge-boozing in Malaga? I read an article –


SALLY. Yes, speaking of which – shall we get the drinks up and running? Who’s for mull? (Hands the coats to RICHARD, who accepts them reluctantly.) You put the coats in the special place, I’ll wrangle the drinks.


Make yourselves at home.


SALLY goes into the kitchen. RICHARD goes upstairs with the coats.


VALERIE and DICK hover in the living room. They seem uncomfortable. DICK goes over to the mantelpiece, and stares at the photo of the nineteen-year-old boy.


VALERIE. Don’t stare.


DICK. Well, they put it there.


VALERIE. That doesn’t mean you need to stare at it. Just treat it like a birthmark. It’s there, and everyone knows it’s there, but that doesn’t mean it needs talking about.


DICK. But are we mentioning it, or not mentioning it?


VALERIE. Well, probably a bit of both. We follow their lead.


DICK. They should have told us in advance. Mentioning or not mentioning. We could have prepared.


VALERIE. It’s not up to us. If they want to talk about it, they’ll make it clear.


DICK sighs. Moment of silence.


DICK. I don’t like that kitten.


VALERIE. You’ve not met him properly.


DICK. Still, I don’t like him. He’s a bad thing, I can tell.


VALERIE. He’s a kitten! Maybe Richard and Sally just need something new to love –


RICHARD comes downstairs.


RICHARD. Is this the kitten? Yes, we’re all going to hate him. Dreadful thing. Sitting there squalling and making the whole house smell of piss. (Points at the photograph of the cat on the mantelpiece.) That one – rivers of piss. Decades and decades of passive aggression and purring and a fucking Niagara Falls of piss. Miserable. Can’t stand the bloody things. Where’s the mull? (Calls into kitchen.) Sally!


RICHARD picks up his whisky and ginger wine from before. Drains it.


VALERIE clocks the four stockings hanging in front of the fireplace.


VALERIE. Will it just be us and Daisy?


RICHARD. No, there’s someone else. Did you ever meet Lizzy? She’s – (Calls in to the kitchen.) Sally, how do you explain Lizzy?


SALLY comes in with a tray – four glasses of mulled wine and some mince pies. As she speaks, RICHARD, VALERIE and DICK take their glasses, and a mince pie.


SALLY. Oh, Lizzy’s wonderful! You must have met her. From City Mates – the charity which Christopher was on his way to when –


VALERIE. Mm.


SALLY. He was –


DICK. Mm –


SALLY. – yes. She always used to come for summers and Christmases and things.


VALERIE. Oh hold, on – we did meet her! Of course. City Mates Lizzy – tracksuit-and-trainers Lizzy. Suffolk Show, 2004. She must have been about twelve –


SALLY. Mm. I mean, she’s from an awful background, but she’s a lovely girl. Lives up a tower in Peckham, like Rapunzel, ha! And she’s shimmied down the golden rope to come and eat sprouts with us. We thought –


RICHARD. You thought.


SALLY. – it would be nice to have someone here who knew Christopher. Knew him outside the family, I mean. Obviously –


DICK looks at VALERIE. Clearly they are ‘ talking about it’. VALERIE nods back. Game on.


– we’ve all got our own memories, but she knew him as an… individual adult human.


DICK. Very well put.


SALLY. They became sort of –


RICHARD. ‘Lovers.’


SALLY. Close. Briefly close. Nothing serious. Just, you know, late teens. Spent some summers together. Larky fun, you know, the young, ha!


VALERIE. Did we meet her at the –


RICHARD. Funeral? No, she didn’t come.


SALLY. She works. She’s done very well for herself. Ever so busy, we had a hell of a job persuading her to come down –


RICHARD. Ha! Sally hounded her for months. (Mimicking SALLY.) ‘Hel-lo, Lizzy! It’s Sally Llewellyn! Just to say that I know I’ve already called you twice this morning and I know it’s only September but I’m out buying crackers and was just wondering what your favourite sort of cracker was! That is, if you are coming for Christmas, ha / ha ha – ’


SALLY. She’s thrilled to be coming. And it’ll be wonderful for us to have the younger generation out in force. Fresh blood, you know?


VALERIE. Lovely for Daisy.


SALLY. Mm. And Lizzy’s part of the family, really. A second daughter. I mean – ha – Daisy’s plenty –


RICHARD. Plenty.


SALLY. – but… gain through loss. Anyway, she’s coming and it’s going to be wonderful for us all to see her.


VALERIE. Well, that sounds lovely. Oh dear, we haven’t bought her a present, I’m afraid.


SALLY. Oh, that’s all covered. I got her and Daisy a pair of tickets to see – what’s-his-name, I found him on the internet – Professor Green. He’s a rapper. I thought they could go together in the new year. And I got them vouchers so they can have Nando’s together afterwards.
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