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Epigraph










Sudden in a shaft of sunlight


Even while the dust moves


There rises the hidden laughter


Of children in the foliage


Quick now, here, now, always –





T. S. Eliot, ‘Burnt Norton’



























Act One








SCENE ONE


Summer 1980. Evening. Country cottage and garden. The wall of the cottage invisible. There are two rooms connected by a passageway: stage left the kitchen, stage right the room that becomes the sitting room/ Louise’s study. There are entrances to the garden and through the front door at the sitting-room end. Both the kitchen and the sitting room contain minimal furniture, which is shrouded in dust sheets.


The garden is well kept, but there is an anomalous and very ugly tree stump prominent. There is also visible, at the end of the garden, a ‘For Sale’ sign.


There is music over: ‘The Paradise Duet’ from Haydn’s Creation. This is played at the beginning and end of every scene in the play.


It is twilight. As the curtain rises, Ronnie is finishing the planting of a trough of geraniums. His task completed, he picks up his shopping basket, looks round with satisfaction, and exits.


Louise and Harry appear in the house. As they wander through it:




Louise   What an awful smell – as if it’s rotting.


Harry   Yes, well it is, I think. The walls upstairs – (Stumbling.) And the bloody floorboards!


Louise   (as they enter kitchen) I suppose this was the kitchen.


Harry   Or the bathroom. We haven’t seen a bathroom yet. Or even a lavatory –


Louise   We haven’t seen a kitchen either.


Harry   Darling, there’s no point. Let’s go on to the next. It’s in Lower Mudge. (Consulting estate agent’s particulars.) About a five-mile drive – and there are two more after that. We want to see them before the light goes –


Louise, meanwhile, has opened door to garden, steps out. Stares around her in wonderment. Harry joins her.


Louise   Oh, darling! Oh, Harry darling! Look at it – look at the roses. All of it!


Harry   Yes – it’s – it’s beautiful, isn’t it? (Looking at her.) Nearly as beautiful as you.


Louise   Oh, it’s much more beautiful. And almost as lovingly looked after!


Harry   Yes, that’s strange – the estate agents said it belongs to some old woman that’s had to be put into a home. Yes, I made a note – (Looking at particulars.) Ivy Cottage, Great Yarcombe. Owner gaga.


Louise   We could fix the house, couldn’t we?


Harry   It would cost a bit.


Louise   More than we can afford, you mean?


Harry   Well, with luck. And faith – and a decent mortgage. We could probably swing it.


Louise   Oh, I have all the faith in the world, my darling. In you. And we’ll have luck. We’ll make luck. Touch wood. (Touching branch of tree.)


Harry   Then that only leaves the mortgage. (Laughing.) And Daddy might help with that. And the deposit. And if anything goes wrong we can always sell. House prices are bound to go up and up in this little corner of Devon.


Louise   Oh, Harry, isn’t it extraordinary? We trudge through that filthy little cottage, hating it. Then step into the garden and we’re claimed. It’s – it’s as if it had been waiting for us, keeping itself trim and beautiful and serene until the moment that you and I find it and fall head over heels, hopelessly in love with it. That’s why it’s glowing – glowing away at us.


Harry   Saying ‘buy me, buy me, buy me’.


Louise   Because it wants to go to the right couple. Who’ll look after it. And love it for itself. I could start down here, you know.


Harry   Start? Start what, Lou?


Louise   My life. My writing life.


Harry   Ah. It’s come back again, has it? The old urge?


Louise   It’s never left. I only stopped because the children were so young. I wasn’t ready to – to settle down. (Little laugh.) But now, here, in all this I know that I am. Ready. Oh, darling, don’t look so – so troubled. That very first piece I showed you. The autobiographical piece. You said I had talent. That was your professional opinion.


Harry   Well, you had. And have. I’m sure. But it cost you an awful lot, remember? Sleepless nights, headaches – it’s so lonely, a writer’s life – you found that. Cutting yourself off, then facing rejection – and it’s harder than ever, these days. The market’s so odd –


Louise   I know, darling. And I know you understand about writers better than anybody in the whole world, probably. I won’t be lonely down here. Not with you, the children. Just us. What could be less lonely? (Little pause.) I have to do it, darling. I have to try, at least.


Harry   Then if you have to, you will. I know that look only too well.


Louise   My look? What does it look like?


Harry   The look of someone who’s determined to have a go at being a writer. And there it is. On the face of my beloved, God help me! (Laughs.)


Louise   If I’m no good you’ll tell me, and I’ll stop, I promise. If you’ll promise to tell me.


Harry   I promise I shall never tell you anything but the truth.


Louise   And you’ll be patient? Until I’ve done something I’m ready to risk with you?


Harry   Very patient, darling. I’m famous for my patience with writers.


Louise   And with wives.


Harry   As long as the wife is mine.


Louise   Oh, Harry darling. Thank you. And for this. (Looking around garden.) And thank you, garden, for being here this afternoon –


Harry   Lou, my love. They may not accept our offer. (Looks at her face.) Yes, they will. I’ll make them one they can’t refuse.


Louise   (after a little pause, seductively) Now make me one I can’t refuse.


Harry   (staring at her, smiling) What?


Louise begins to dance, humming, directing herself in an intimate and sexy manner at Harry.


Louise   Remember?


Harry, laughing in delight, hums, begins to do the dance. Louise whirls herself gently into his arms. They embrace, then begin kissing with increasing passion. 


   Ben, meanwhile, is coming through the house. He lets out an exclamation of disgust, kicks out at something unseen, goes through kitchen into garden, stops on seeing Harry and Louise, clears his throat.


   Harry and Louise break, embarrassed.


Harry   Ah, Daddy. Everything all right?


Ben   Yes, yes, perfectly all right. Fine. Fine.


Louise   And Nigel and Natalie –?


Ben   Perfectly safe, Lou, perfectly safe. Don’t worry. Good God, look at that old monster! (Pointing to tree stump.) What’s the point of it?


Harry   Oh, don’t worry about him, Daddy. I’ll have him up in no time.


Ben   What? What do you mean? You don’t mean – you don’t mean you’re going to buy this dump! Do you know what I saw inside? A rat! Great brute of a rat! Just trudged past me, didn’t even bother to hide! And the smells! The smells everywhere! And there’s damp rot, dry rot, holes in the roof, holes in the floors –! Harry, you can’t buy it! Lou, you mustn’t let him!


Louise   (goes to Ben, takes his arm) Ben, Ben, look at this – (Indicating garden.) This is what we want, this is what we’re buying!


Ben   (looking around him, not understanding) What? I don’t see anything – just a garden. Oh, to build on, I see! Well, now that’s a different matter! If you can get planning permission –


Harry   (after exchanging glances with Louise) No, no, Daddy, it’s the garden we want. Just as it is.


Louise   It would be sacrilege to build on it. Don’t you love it, Ben? How can you not?


Ben   (clearly taking garden in for the first time) It is rather lovely. Now you mention it. Yes. Very lovely. Very. And it does have something about it, doesn’t it? Extra. Something extra. (Clearly becoming more entranced, and moved.) And those – what are they? (Peering towards flowers that aren’t hollyhocks.) Hollyhocks, aren’t they? Yes, I do believe they’re – they’re hollyhocks.


He turns suddenly away, his shoulders shaking. Harry and Louise exchange another look. Louise goes over, puts her arms around him.


Louise   Oh, Ben.


Harry   Daddy.


Goes to him uncertainly, puts a hand on his shoulder.


Ben   Sorry. Sorry. (Wiping his eyes.) Bloody grief. Bloody grief. Just leaps up when I’m least expecting it. Like a lump – Damn it, damn it. (Sobs more violently.)


Louise   It’s all right, Ben. It’s all right. You can cry or scream or shout – anything you want – with us.


Harry   Yes, Daddy. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.


Ben   (attempting to compose himself) Well, nothing – nothing in my experience – I suppose – prepared me for it – your mother’s death. Couldn’t imagine a life without her, you see. Forty-seven years we were together. Forty-seven years. Most of my whole life, adult life. And of course I keep thinking that in some way it’s my fault, if I’d taken better care of her –


Harry   You were a wonderful husband, Daddy.


Ben   Was I? Was I? How do I know whether I was? I was her only husband, perhaps some other man –


Louise   Oh, Ben, she was always telling me about her luck in the two men in her life. The two men she loved –


Ben   Two men! Two! What do you mean, two!


Harry   I think the other one was me, Daddy.


Ben   Oh. Oh, yes. I see. You. Of course it was. Don’t know why I thought for a second – even for a second – Always trusted her, you know. Trusted her completely. Just as she always trusted me. At least I hope she did, hope to God she did. Because I never got up to anything – but then why would I want to? With a woman like your mother. The soul of kindness, gentleness –


Harry   I know, Daddy.


Ben   Never asked for anything for herself. Never anything big, anyway. Except once. Only that once. (Begins to tremble again.) And I refused her.


Harry   What did she ask for, Daddy?


Ben   This! (Sweeping arm.)


Louise   This, Ben? You mean you’ve been here before? You know it?


Harry   I expect it was Mummy that knew it. She came from this part of Devon – is that it, Daddy?


Ben   (temporarily absorbed in grief, looking from one to other) What, what?


Harry   Mummy brought you here.


Ben   Here? (Bewildered.) No, she didn’t. Who said she did?


Harry   But Daddy, you said she asked you for it – this garden.


Ben   No, no, not this one. Not this particular one. But something like this. A cottage – a clean little cottage she’d have wanted – with a garden. Yes, a garden – she hungered for a garden, you see. An English garden. After all those years abroad – just before that damned sickness took hold of her – a couple of months before, it must have been – and do you know what I said? I said, sorry, Emily old girl, can’t really afford both London and Devon, which is it to be? And of course she chose to stay in London, to be near the grandchildren – and here I am, here I am, with all the money from her life insurance – enough to buy her her cottage and some to spare, isn’t that a joke? (Laughs.) Of course I keep thinking, I could have found a way to get her what she wanted, get my Emily what she wanted and perhaps down here, with a garden and the good air, she wouldn’t have been taken sick – How could I have said no, how could I –?


Stands, shoulders shaking, sobbing helplessly.


Harry   Daddy, Daddy, you mustn’t blame yourself – nothing could have saved Mummy –


Ronnie enters through gate, in dog collar, etc., carrying shopping basket, now full.


Ronnie   Um, hello – I do hope you don’t mind – I was just coming back from the shop and heard voices. I’m, um, Ronald Chambers, the – the local – (Taking in scene.) I’m so sorry. I’m intruding. (Makes to go.)


Harry   No, no, we were just –


Ben   I’ve a touch of hay fever, ’fraid. (Blowing his nose.) Must be the hollyhocks.


Ronnie   Hollyhocks? Oh, the geraniums –


Louise   We were wondering who keeps the garden up – we understand the old lady who used to live here left some time ago.


Ronnie   About six months ago. Dear old May. She loved it, you know. It was all her creation. Even when she was past it she’d come out and scrabble away with a trowel. She was actually deep in one of the flower beds – (points) that one – when they came to take her away. She made me promise to keep it up for her. Almost her last words. She’s scarcely spoken or moved since, I understand. So of course I come in whenever I can. To tell you the truth it suits me – my own garden, the vicarage garden, it’s on the small side, and my housekeeper, a wonderful woman called Mrs Mossop – wonderful – but she’s insisted on growing vegetables everywhere, every available inch, for her soups and such, she’s a marvellous cook, my Mrs Mossop – but it’s been such a – a pleasure to have a real garden to tend. Without a possible bowl of soup in sight. (Laughs.) Are you interested? In – in purchasing? Most people just take a few steps inside the door – and then go straight back out to their cars. You’re the first I’ve seen come this far – (Gestures.)


Louise   Which is why we’re going to buy it.


Ronnie   Are you really? Are you really? Well, that’s the best news – to think old May’s Ivy Cottage is going to be inhabited again –


Ben   (turning) What?


Harry   We’re just saying we’re going to buy it, Daddy. This place.


Ben   Of course we are! Of course we bloody are! (To Ronnie.) Think I’m going to let him make the same mistake with Louise that I made with Emily! Like hell I am! Like bloody hell I am! Every penny, every penny of that damned blasted insurance – oh, excuse my language, Father – Reverend, um, I was in the Diplomatic, you see, more Ministry of Trade as a matter of fact, had to be so polite in public that in private we used to let go – even my wife, my Emily, wasn’t above the occasional ‘damn’ and ‘bloody’, he – (pointing to Harry) knows – he knows – ask him. Remember, Harry, that time we were just off to Peru, we’d come to school to say goodbye, and your mother – at the thought of leaving you all over again – her language not fit for your ears, Fa— Rev— she let loose, didn’t she, Harry, let loose – let loose –


Harry   (laughing awkwardly) Yes, she did, Daddy. In front of the matron, too.


Ben   Yes, in front of the matron –


Tries to laugh, turns away again, overcome. There is a pause. Ronnie glances again at Ben.


Ronnie   (turns back to Harry) Um, um, may I – um – may I ask – what line you’re in?


Harry   I’m an agent. A literary agent.


Ronnie   A literary agent! Really! Who would have thought of our little village as a place for a literary agent to – to set up shop in? But of course with the telephone, these days, and all the technology – fax machines – word processors –


Louise   No, no, we want to come down here to get away from all that, don’t we, darling?


Harry   Yes, my office is in London. It has to be.


Ronnie   Oh, so it’ll be a weekend cottage, holiday cottage sort of thing – how delightful, how delightful for you and – and – well, look, if you need someone to look in during the week, keep an eye on things, water the garden, do a bit of sowing and weeding and whatever – I’d be happy, most happy –


Louise   Thank you. We’d be very grateful –


Harry   Yes, we would. Especially during the winter. Thank you.


Ronnie   Not at all. I can’t tell you how pleased I am after all these months on the market. I’ve longed for a family to come here – and children in the garden – Oh, oh, I don’t mean – you haven’t children, I take it, but a young couple –


Harry and Louise look at each other, laugh.


Harry   As a matter of fact, we can provide children too. A boy and a girl.


Ben   (re-entering conversation) What, Harry?


Harry   We’re talking about the little terrors, Daddy.


Ben   Oh, they’re not terrors, no, no, just mischievous, a couple of mischievous charmers, that’s what they are, aren’t they, Lou? Nig and Nat, never know what they’ll get up to next! No different from you, Harry, when you were that age!


Ronnie   Oh, how – how! And they’ll love it down here, I’m sure, how old are they?


Ben   Nat is nine and Nig is eight.


Harry   (laughing) Nearly right, Daddy, except it’s the other way around.


Louise   Yes, Nigel is eight and Natalie is nine, Ben.


Harry   No, darling, the other way around again. Natalie is eight and Nigel is nine.


Louise   (confused) What? Oh yes, yes, of course. (Laughs.)


Ronnie   Lovely age, whichever way around it is. I suppose you left them in London, did you, while you – you – (Gestures.)


Harry   No, no, we brought them down. They’re here. At least I hope they are. (With a little laugh.) They are still in the car, aren’t they, Daddy?


Ben   Yes, yes. Well no, actually, I let them out into the field.


Louise   The field?


Ben   Well, there’s not much they can get up to in a field, Lou, is there, Fa— Reverend?


Ronnie   Oh, do call me Ronnie. Please.


Harry   Ronnie. Harry Pertwee. Louise. (Indicating.) And my father –


Ben   Ben. Ben Pertwee.


They nod and smile at each other.


Ronnie   (to Ben) Which field did you leave them in exactly, um?


Ben   Oh, the big one just up the road, to the left.


Ronnie   Ah. (Looks worried.) That’d be old Tomalin’s, I expect. A rather – rather ferocious old character.


Louise   You mean he may not like our two being in his field?


Ronnie   No, no – I’m sure – quite sure – Well, I mean, two young lives, even old Tomalin – he’ll keep an eye on old Dan.





Harry   Who’s old Dan?


Ronnie   He’s the bull.


Ben   Bull? What bull? There wasn’t a bull!


Ronnie   No, he generally lies a bit low until Tomalin brings the cattle down – about now – so if you are worried – you’d probably be there in time to get them out –


Louise   Come on, darling, let’s go! (Making towards the house.)


Ronnie   It’d be quicker if you go by the gate, the little path takes you straight to it.


Harry   Oh, right.


Louise   (following) I do wish you hadn’t left them alone, Ben.


Louise and Harry hurry off. There is a pause.


Ronnie   I wonder if I should go with them. As I know the terrain, so to speak.


Ben   No, don’t worry, no need for a hue and cry. To tell you the truth, old Lou’s a charming girl, dead right for Harry, but she’s a slight tendency to fuss and fret. Anyway, where the children are concerned. Where most things are concerned. I’m always trying to get her to take a leaf from my Emily’s book, straightforward, no nonsense, never flustered – I’m Emily’s widow, as I expect you’ve gathered. Not widow. Wife, I mean. Dead wife. I’m Emily’s – no, no, I’m a widower is how I intended to put it. Died four months ago. My wife, that is. Emily.


Ronnie   I’m very sorry.


Ben   Don’t be! Don’t be! I’m not! At least I try bloody hard not to be! After all, she had a good life. A damned good life, my Emily. And it was quick. Mercifully quick. Her death, I mean. Not her life. Though that was quicker than it should have been – only sixty-five. Looked and behaved twenty years younger. God, I miss her. I’ll admit to that.


Ronnie   I’m sure you do, I’m sure you do.


Ben   I mean, there we were in our nice little retirement flat in Fulham, only just bought it before she – she – hardly had time to get used to it, and suddenly I’m left in it all by myself – thinking what am I doing here without Emily, how’s it happened? How? (Nearly breaks down again, manages to control himself.) And you? You married?


Ronnie   Yes. Yes, I am. Well – in the sense that I have a – have a wife. If you follow. But she – she – it’s rather hard to explain precisely – um –


Ben   Ah. I see. (Sympathetically.) She left you, did she?


Ronnie   Oh, no. No. Not that. No. But she’s not – not altogether – She’s been ill on and off for quite a few years. Since the year after we got married, in fact. She spends a lot of the time in a – a – rather special – rather special – um –


Ben   Wheelchair, is that it? A paraplegic –?


Ronnie   No, no, not that sort of illness. No. In a – in a special home. So to speak. Mentally ill, you see. Mentally.


Ben   Oh. Oh, dear. I’m sorry.


Ronnie   No, no, don’t be. Some of the time she’s very happy. In fact, a surprising amount of the time. Well, it’s a private home, you see – Her name’s Wilemena.


Ben   Wilemena. Odd name. German, is she?





Ronnie   No, no, quite English. So’s the name, really. Wilemena.


Ben   Must be difficult for you. Very difficult.


Ronnie   No, no – an exceptionally nice woman comes in from the village, looks after me – Mrs Mossop. In fact, I was telling your son and daughter-in-law. Mrs Mossop’s a widow herself.


Ben   No, I mean believing in God. Difficult to believe in a God who condones madness, death –


Ronnie   Oh, quite. Almost impossible.


Ben   I have to tell you, been a lifelong atheist. Fervent.


Ronnie   Oh, I – I don’t blame you. I quite understand. Most of my parishioners are like that. They don’t believe a word of it. Can’t blame them either. As really the whole thing is so – so preposterous, isn’t it? In this day and age.


Ben   (angrily) You mean you don’t believe in God!


Ronnie   Well, Ben – I wouldn’t put it quite like that.


Ben   Well, how would you put it?


Ronnie   I don’t know – well, who can say? But – but – the point is – you see, there’s no point in believing in Him unless it’s impossible to believe in Him, if you follow, because if He existed and we all knew He existed there’d be no difficulty at all in believing in Him and what’d be the point of that? (Little pause.) No, I’ve put that rather badly too, Ben, all I mean is that faith is – is – a matter of believing what’s impossible to believe. Do you – see? Otherwise it’s not faith. It’s certainty. If you follow.


Ben   The certainty’s all I’ve got to believe in. The certainty that this impossible bloke of yours, that you call God, allows people like my Emily and your – your – your Brunehilda –


Ronnie   Wilemena, actually. Her name –


Ben   To go mad. To die. So I’d prefer it if He wasn’t there to be responsible for it. Otherwise all there is to believe in is a nasty piece of work.


Ronnie   But – but if He does exist, impossible though it may be to believe, then whatever He’s up to would be impossible to understand. That’s all I – I – that’s my whole – the mystery of it. If there is a mystery. If it turns out that there isn’t, then you’re right, of course, Ben.


Ben   But for God’s sakes, how can you – how dare you – if that’s as far as you can go, how do you expect the rest of us, me, for instance, if nobody, including types like you who are paid for it – I mean, it’s your bloody job to believe in God, damn it! If you don’t, who will?


Ronnie   I know, I know. But we do try, you see, and quite a few of the other chaps actually manage it, I suppose. Really do believe in Him on a day-to-day basis. And the rest of us, those of us who find it impossible, well, we just have to make the leap – the leap into the – (gestures) dark!


Harry and Louise appear at the gate.


Harry   (with suppressed urgency, to Ronnie) Would you mind – the field is full of cattle and a bloody great bull and that lunatic of a farmer won’t let us in to look for the children – or even look himself – so perhaps you’d come and have a word with him?


Ben   (uncomprehendingly) What?





Louise   They’ll be trampled, you see.


Ronnie   Oh, yes, of course I’ll come. But – but really, old Tomalin – I’m quite sure, when it comes to it – Now, where’s my shopping? (Looking round for it.)


Louise   Oh hurry, please hurry! Before something awful – awful happens!


Ronnie   Ah, yes, here it is!


Louise   (out of control) For God’s sake, hurry!


They go to gate.


(Almost to herself.) Oh, please don’t let them be hurt, God, please don’t let them be hurt –


Sudden laughter of children. They all stare towards shrubbery.


Harry   (in joyful relief) There they are! There they are!


Louise   (her face radiant) Oh, you naughty – you naughty, naughty – oh, you two!


Ben   There you are. I said all the time they’d be all right, didn’t I, Harry?


Laughter gets louder. Harry, Louise, Ben and Ronnie join in as:


   Lights and curtain.





SCENE TWO


Three years later. Late afternoon. Full sunshine. The inside of the house is now visible. A small sitting room, with minimum of furniture – small table, a door stage right that leads to stairs up to bedrooms. A door stage left that leads to a short hall (not visible on stage) that leads to a kitchen, not yet fully equipped, but with an oven, a fridge, table and chairs. A chair, stage left, below stump, with scattered typescript on it.


Louise is sitting at the table, typing with minimum fingers but with great speed and controlled energy. On the radio at her side, a magnificently excited piece of music is playing – preferably Brahms, ‘The Academic Festival Overture’.


Harry is in the garden, in which there is now a swing. He is digging with controlled energy at the unsightly stump. A travel rug and cushion are on the lawn.


As Louise’s typing accelerates to a kind of climax, unconsciously following the music, Harry accelerates his digging, almost as if in time to the typing and the music, to a point of demented ferocity. Louise concludes a sentence as the music achieves an appropriately triumphant flourish. She switches radio off mid-phrase, rips paper out and reads it.


Harry glances towards Louise, frustrated that the music has stopped, then throws down his spade and starts to grapple with the stump, swaying and levering it this way and that.


Louise reads the page in increasing despair.




Louise   It’s no good, it’s no good – it’s no bloody good!


She crumples it into a ball, throws it into wastepaper basket, full and surrounded by discarded pages.


   Harry continues to grapple with the stump, swearing at it, almost sotto voce initially, but getting louder and louder.


Harry   Come on, you sod, come on, you bastard, come on, come on – Oh, you brute – you swine – you – you –


Reels back, having lost his footing, then lurches forward again, as if about to assault a human enemy.


You – you shit!


Grapples with it ferociously, then collapses on top of it as Louise comes out into garden.


Louise   (looking around) Ah, an inspiration at last. Little Paradise.


Harry   (still collapsed) Mmm?


Louise   Well, we’ve taken down the Ivy Cottage sign, but we still haven’t given it a new name. In London we always say we’re going down to Devon, or to the cottage. Time we said we were going down to Little Paradise. Because that’s what it looks like. What do you think?


Harry   Little Paradise – Yes, yes – fine, fine.


Gives the stump a vicious kick, winces.


I like it. Little Paradise.


Louise   You know, I wish we’d brought the children after all. Every time I come out I expect to find one of them on the swing.


Harry   Or both of them squabbling about whose turn it is.


Louise   I even miss that. Well, at least it’s better than worrying about what they’re up to when I can’t see them.


Harry   Daddy’s perfectly capable of looking after them, you know.


Louise   Yes, but – well, darling, you know I adore Ben – adore him – I couldn’t have hoped for a nicer father-in-law. In fact the only thing wrong with him is he never listens to a word I say. At least about anything to do with the children. He always thinks he knows best. I mean – I mean, when I tried to explain about all the meals I’d left in the fridge, his eyes just glazed over, and I know he doesn’t really believe dairy produce brings on Nigel’s headaches – in fact he said as much – and then when I got on to Ophelia and the boiled fish, he just kept shaking his head and saying, ‘It’ll be all right, Lou, it’ll be all right, don’t you worry, I’ll look after everything’ – as if I were demented or something. And I’ll bet you he feeds Ophelia scraps every time she miaows and then she won’t want the fish with the worm powder and she’ll go around the house crapping out those frightful creatures again – and he’ll ignore all the rules about television watching, they’ve both got school projects –


Harry   (interrupting soothingly) Darling, darling, it’ll be all right. We’re back tomorrow – (Gently.) You’re blocked again, aren’t you?


Louise   (nods ruefully) I don’t understand it – it’s always the same place – and it ought to be so simple. It feels simple when I’m writing it, simple and exciting. But when I read it back it’s – it’s hopeless. I keep running up to it, you see, as if I’m going to hurdle over it, and leap – leap – take a terrific leap, an exhilarating leap, and when I land it’s on my bottom. In a ditch. That’s what the process feels like.


Harry   So my wife is currently on her bottom, is she?


Louise   In the ditch. (Nodding, looks at him appealingly.)


Harry   Would you – would you like me to read it?


Louise   (after a little pause) No. We made an agreement. Only when I’m sure it’s worth your reading.


Harry   Yes, but – well, things do change, darling. You’ve been stuck there in your ditch – well, for weeks now, isn’t it? Isn’t that true?


Louise   But once I get through it – over it – Perhaps I shouldn’t run and jump – try trotting down into the ditch and up the other side – very gently and methodically –


Harry   Yes – or. Take a little break, perhaps? (Watches her.)


Louise   (prickling) What do you mean?


Harry   A rest, Lou. That’s all. Perhaps going at it again and again, without giving yourself any chance to see it freshly –


Louise   (goes to him) You’re not asking me to give it up, are you? Or hoping I will? (Looks at him seriously.)


Harry   Lou, my darling, I love you and I love the way you stick at it until you think you’ve got it right – Why, if that bugger Draycott had a fraction of your determination I’d have something a lot better than Fuck All, wouldn’t I? (Pointing to typescript.)


Louise   Still, he finished it. And it’s going to be published. I’ve got to go on. If I let go of it I might never get it back – the thought of that fills me with panic! The thought of it! It does, Harry. Please be patient, my love.


Harry   I told you – I’ll be as patient as you want, darling. It’s nothing to do with me, my – my concern. It’s for you – your health. (Gives a sudden laugh.) Look, by break I mean – I only mean – a very little one. (He takes her in his arms.) With me. (Kisses her on the lips.) Actually, for my sake. (Kisses her again.) Not yours. (Kisses her again.) I need you, Lou. (Kisses her again.) My love.


Louise   (becoming excited) Oh, you’re so hot.


Harry   Am I? Yes, I am. (Begins to unbutton her dress.)


Louise   And you smell.





Harry   Yes, I expect I do. That damned stump. Do you want me to wash?


Louise   No, no, it’s delicious. Delicious. Manly. Lovely and manly. It makes me want to swoon. I could gobble you up.


Harry   Why don’t you then? (Pulling her to the grass.)


Louise   What, here, you mean?


Harry   Why not? We haven’t done it outside since the children were born.


Goes on unbuttoning her dress, kisses her on her body.


Louise   Oh –! Oh –!


Ronnie appears at the gate on his bike. He dismounts, props bike beside gate.


Harry   (getting up) Oh, Christ! Would you believe it?


Louise   (also getting up, desperately buttoning up her dress, half laughing) If we’d gone inside –


Ronnie   Oh, hello. I heard you were down, so – so – as I’m on my way to Lower Mudge – I’m doing evensong there – I thought I’d just pop my head over the gate and say, um – say hello. I hope you don’t mind.


Harry   Of course not, Ronnie. (There is a pause.)


Ronnie   Well – well, that’s all really – I’d better –


Louise   (sotto voce to Harry, who is turned away, still buttoning up) Ask him in.


Ronnie   Perhaps I’ll – um – see you later, then.


Harry   Right, Ronnie. Let’s hope so.





Louise   But can’t you come in now, Ronnie? It would be such a pity if we missed you.


Harry shoots her a dagger’s glance, frustrated.


Ronnie   No, no, I really must be – well, perhaps for a minute or two. (Entering garden.) Actually, I’m so glad you asked me because to tell you the truth I’m in a bit of a state, you see. Something’s on my mind that I really need to – well, to unburden. That’s really why I took a little detour – in the hope that you were briefly – um, available – so I could do my duty in Lower Mudge in a fitting – fitting – slightly more fitting – well, unburdened, anyway. Unless, of course, you’d rather I didn’t –


Louise   No, no, Ronnie. You must tell us. If it’ll help.


Harry   Yes, Ronnie, fire away.


Ronnie   It’ll probably strike you as awfully trivial – (Stops.)


Louise   (helpfully) Is it something to do with Hildegard?


Ronnie   Hildegard?


Harry   Isn’t that your wife’s – um –?


Ronnie   Oh, Wilemena, you mean – no, no, not Wilemena. Though actually she’s been very – um, active recently, phoning a lot with some rather strange – obscene propositions – yes, that’s what they are, obscene propositions – but – but no, it wasn’t her at all. (Little pause.) It’s Mrs Mossop.


Harry   Mrs Mossop?


Louise   Oh, your housekeeper – isn’t she? But I thought you had a wonderful relationship.


Ronnie   Yes – yes, we have. That’s just it, you see. I wouldn’t hurt her for the world – yet that’s just what I’ve done – hurt her. Hurt her most grievously.





Louise   Why, what did you do?


Ronnie   It isn’t what I did, it’s what she thinks I did. She thinks that in my sermon this morning I – I denounced her from the pulpit in front of the whole congregation – well, the whole congregation, there were only the usual dozen or so – but of course they all know Mrs Mossop, have known her for years – so from her point of view, her thinking that I was attacking her personally – personally – from the pulpit of all places – (Stops, stricken.)


Harry   (at last interested) Well, what did she think you were attacking her about?


Ronnie   About being a bigot. You see, my sermon was on racial prejudice – rather effective for once, I thought – in fact so effective that after the service I went for a long walk and considered – yes, actually considered – making a paper out of it. Isn’t that an irony? Because when I got back, there she was, my poor, dear Mrs Mossop, in the kitchen in floods of tears trying to make my Sunday lunch. Roast beef. And she said, ‘Oh, Reverend, how could you do that to me? Oh, Reverend!’


Harry   But why did she think it was her?


Louise   Yes, why?


Ronnie   Because the other day, apparently, I’d reprimanded her for something she happened to say about a Jewish family her nephew works for in Axminster. In their cheese shop. I’m sure I did it very gently – at least I hope I did – because the truth is I’d completely forgotten – and still don’t remember very clearly. There’s so much prejudice in a small community like ours that it becomes almost routine to try to check it – in fact, that’s why I decided to give my sermon, because it suddenly struck me that it was so routine that we’d all stopped taking it seriously, unless I made some kind of issue – Christian issue –


Harry   (losing interest) Well, I’m sure she’s over it by now.


Ronnie   No, no, she isn’t. We had this dreadful conversation, you see, quite dreadful. Nothing I said could persuade her that it was all an unfortunate – unfortunate coincidence, really – and that the last thing I intended – but she didn’t believe me, she was still crying and going on about how she couldn’t face anyone in the village again – and – and in the end I couldn’t cope, I’m afraid. I just gave up, said I had to get to Lower Mudge – and remembered I’d heard you were here. What do you think I should say to her to put it right? Have you any suggestions? Anything?


Harry   Well, Ronnie, firstly I think –


Sam Draycott appears at the gate.


Draycott   Oh, here you are at last!


Harry   (momentarily appalled) Sam, what are you doing here?


Draycott   Come to see you, of course. (Entering.) Had a bit of trouble as nobody in the bloody village seems to have heard of any Pertwees. I suppose because you’re only weekenders. (He is obviously in a state of controlled tension.) I’ve driven all the way down from London –


Harry   But why? We’re meant to be having lunch next week.


Draycott   Because this is urgent. I want you to find me a new publisher, Harry. This isn’t just the best thing I’ve ever done, we both know it’s that, but it’s by far the most commercial thing.


Harry   Yes, I know. I was just re-reading – (Gestures to typescript.)


Draycott   Thirty thousand isn’t good enough. Not for Fuck All. I want sixty thousand for it.


Harry   (stares at him in disbelief) Well, that’s quite a jump, Sam –


Draycott   It isn’t only a question of money, bloody hell, you know that better than anyone, Harry. People get to hear about the advance, it even gets into the newspapers. Fuck All is a major achievement. I want recognition for it. It’s time I was up there with the big names. I’m sick to death of hearing and reading about the kind of money dished out to little buggers like Julian Belp and Roger Rigg – and that bitch, Lucinda Darkon. Well, now my time has come, Harry. That’s what I’ve come down to say. My time has come.


He is shaking, every so often slapping the side of his neck.


Harry   Look, let’s just calm down, Sam – and I’ll – um – I’m sure we could all do with a drink, I’ll go in and get a bottle of wine.


Louise   I’ll get it, darling.


Harry   No, I will.


He hurries into the house. There is a pause.


   Harry, meanwhile, has paused in the kitchen, then sits down in a chair in some ferment.


Louise   I’m Louise, Harry’s wife.


Goes to Draycott, holding out hand.


Draycott   How do you do?


Louise   I’m so looking forward to reading Fuck All – Harry’s been speaking so highly of it. Oh, and this is Ronald Chambers, our vicar – Ronnie, this is Sam Draycott, one of Harry’s most distinguished clients.


Ronnie   How do you do? (Shaking his hand.) Such an honour to meet a living author –


Draycott   You’ve met some dead ones, have you?


Ronnie   (laughs nervously) No, no, how silly of me – I only meant – what I mean is, down here one doesn’t have a chance to meet actual writers – the people who do the creating – oh, apart from Louise, of course.


Louise   (hurriedly) Oh, I don’t count. I’ve never been published and I don’t expect I ever will be, I just do it as a hobby – really.


Ronnie   Oh, I’m sure that one day you’ll produce the most wonderful – the most wonderful – (Then to Draycott.) Actually, I’ve just started building up a parish library so I’m on the lookout for any interesting – and I gather you’ve just finished a new one?


Draycott   It’s called Fuck All.


Ronnie   Yes, I heard – I hope you don’t mind, I couldn’t help it –


Draycott   So I doubt if it would fit into your parish library, would it?


Ronnie   Oh, I don’t know – some of the folk around here are quite fearless readers, old Mrs Durrant, for instance, she actually enjoyed the Old Testament, said it made her laugh aloud – and I’d make sure it didn’t get into the wrong hands, of course.


Draycott   The wrong hands – oh, censor it, so to speak.





Ronnie   Well, no, not exactly censor – but only recommend it to – to people who care for that sort of thing.


Draycott   What sort of thing?


Ronnie   Well, like your novel. Fuck All.


Draycott   What do you think it’s like, my novel?


Ronnie   Well, I’m assuming – given its title – that it’s pretty strong meat.


Draycott   And you wouldn’t want strong meat to go down the wrong throats, eh?


Ronnie   Well, I wouldn’t want anyone who might be upset by it to – well, to be upset by it.


Draycott   You don’t believe in people being upset by art then?


Ronnie   Not if they don’t want to be. I mean, some people like being upset, and I’d press it on them, of course, and some people aren’t really upset by anything, are they? So I’d press it on them.


Draycott   Press it on them? Like a leech, you mean, to draw blood? One of your old country customs, is it?


Louise   (looks from one to the other) Oh, I’d better go and find out whether Harry’s found the wine – I put it in the cellar and forgot to tell him – (Hurrying off.)


Ronnie   I do hope I haven’t given you offence.


Draycott   Yes, I expect you’re against that too, eh?


Ronnie   Well, yes. As a matter of fact I am.


Draycott   Yes, you would be, wouldn’t you?


Ronnie makes to say something, gives up.


   Meanwhile in the house, Louise has stopped to draw breath, pull herself together, etc., then goes into kitchen.


Louise   What are you doing? Where’s the wine?


Harry   What, darling? (Recollecting himself.) Oh. I was just trying to sort out what’s the best thing to do about Sam. Leaving his present publishers is about his worst possible move –


Louise   But darling, we can’t leave Ronnie out there alone with him. He’s being so offensive – Is he drunk, do you think? (Taking wine out of fridge.)


Harry   No, I wish he were. He’s quite sweet when he’s drunk. But sixty thousand – sixty thousand. How can I possibly ask for sixty thousand for Fuck All? Because that’s what it is. No, it isn’t – (As if talking to himself.) But there’s not a publishing house in London that would even consider –


Louise   You must go back out, darling. It’s not fair on Ronnie.


Harry   Bugger Ronnie! Can’t you see this is a crisis, for God’s sake? I need a moment to think. To think. Is that too much to ask? I thought I’d done my stint with aspiring geniuses for the day – (Stops.)


Louise   Do you mean me?


Harry   Well, frankly, darling, one of the reasons I like coming down here is to get away from writers and their perpetual needs – and I find myself having to cope with first you, and then him –


Louise   (barely able to speak) To hell with you.


Slams bottle on table. She turns, goes through passage into sitting room, sits down on chair.


Ronnie   (abruptly) I simply don’t understand. (He is shaking.)


Draycott   What don’t you understand?


Ronnie   How you can be so purposelessly rude. There’s enough rudeness in the world, cruelty, people do such things to each other. Often they think they’ve got a reason – they feel something – something – powerful – or drink – who knows, who knows where it comes from, the why of it, but you – you had no reason – you just see a chap – a vicar – and you think, why not have a bit of fun, sneer at him – to – to do what? Why? Does it make you feel better? Bigger? Stronger? A more important writer, and I’m just a vicar – no consequence – a joke, feeble, polite – eh? Is that it?


Draycott   Look, I drove all the way down here to have an extremely important conversation with my agent about changing publishers – and I end up having an absolutely asinine conversation with you about how you’re going to decide which of your bloody parishioners you’ll allow to read my novels, how do you expect me to feel? (Slapping the back of his neck.) These bloody things, what are they?


Ronnie   Oh, it’s a kind of midge, I think.


Draycott   Why the hell don’t they go for anyone else?


Ronnie   Oh, I expect they do, but there’s been such a plague of them this summer that we don’t notice them any more. Or they don’t notice us, eh?


Gives a little laugh, which Draycott ignores. After a little pause:


Look, I’m afraid I didn’t quite understand how – how strongly you’d feel. As far as I’m concerned anybody can read your books. Anybody who wants to, that is.


Harry   (crosses to sitting room) Darling, I’m sorry, so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I didn’t mean a word I said. Not about you, anyway. I love you. And I love it that you write. Perhaps I’m a little envious, eh? Or jealous, even? That you have something that takes you away from me so completely. So often.


Louise   No, you’re right. You should be able to come down here and be completely safe from the likes of me. I should really give it up – yes, I must! I can’t bear to think of it coming between us.


Harry   Don’t you dare! I’m longing for the day when I’m your agent. And then I’ll have you to myself twice, won’t I?


Louise   Is that true?


Harry   (seriously) Absolutely true, you’ll be my wife and my author, my Louise twice over.


Takes her in his arms.


Louise   I don’t care about being your author, just your wife, your Louise will do. Oh, my Harry!


They kiss.


Oh, my darling! We’d better go back out. Oh, the wine!


Harry   To hell with the wine! Let’s just get rid of them as quickly as possible.


Grabs her, kisses her again.


Ronnie   Is it any good my trying again?


Draycott   To do what?


Ronnie   To apologise.


Draycott   Not really, as I don’t want you to. I’d just like silence until I can conclude my conversation with Harry, and be on my way. All right?


Ronnie nods, makes to sit down, then suddenly hurls himself across at Draycott, seizes him by the lapels, shakes him about.


Draycott   (incredulously, half laughing) What the – what the hell!


Struggles with Ronnie, overpowers him easily, getting him into a half-nelson as Ronnie continues to flail feebly. Louise and Harry step outside. Harry stands staring as Draycott and Ronnie struggle.


Harry   Good God!


He hurries across the garden.


Get your hands off him, for God’s sake, Sam – leave him!


Pulls at Draycott.


What the hell do you think you’re doing?


Louise stands watching, shocked.


Draycott   Me doing? He – he – he attacked me!


Ronnie has partly collapsed, drags himself to chair.


Harry   Are you all right?


Ronnie   (nods) My – my fault. I – I –


Harry turns, looks at Draycott.


Louise   (runs down) How dare you! How dare you! You – you contemptible bully!


She slaps Draycott. There is a moment of shocked silence.


Harry   Yes, I think you’d better clear off, Sam. You had no bloody business coming down here and muscling in on our Sunday anyway, and there’ll be no need for you to do it again, you can find a new agent to find your new publisher for you. (Slaps typescript into his hand.) And I’ll give you my last bit of professional advice, you haven’t a hope in hell of getting sixty thousand for your book, your publishers wouldn’t have come through with the thirty thousand in the end anyway, because frankly, Sam, the book’s OK now that I’ve got you to cut and rewrite large parts of it, it’ll get by, no more than that!


Opens gate for him. Pause.


Draycott   And I thought – I thought you were meant to be good with writers. (Turns, goes through gate.) And you – (to Ronnie) you’re just a little shit! A little shit in a dog collar!


Slams gate. There is a pause.


Louise   How are you feeling?


Ronnie   Better. Better, thank you – thank you so much, both of – both of – I’m terribly sorry – it really was all – all my fault.


Louise   Nonsense, Ronnie. I heard the way he was talking to you.


Harry   Yes. He was obviously provoking you.


Ronnie   Yes, but he was an important client of yours, I could tell, and he’s quite right – in a way – a shit in a dog collar. I mean, I mean, how can I speak of all the things I’m meant to speak of – if I can’t myself – the Lord knows, my influence is feeble enough but if I can’t restrain myself – and it wasn’t anything to do with him really. I was already in such a state – because of Mrs Mossop – so I had no patience, no tolerance – couldn’t bear to have him speak to me like that. Vanity. Vanity and self, yes. Self, you see, self, self, self. So yes, my fault. Yes. Yes. A little shit in a dog collar. I’m deeply sorry. Sorry.


Louise   Oh, poor Ronnie. Nobody could be less like a little shit – and you’ve got absolutely nothing – nothing – to be sorry about! (To Harry.) Darling, do let’s have a glass of wine to cheer Ronnie up with.


Harry   (after a fractional pause) Yes, of course. (To Ronnie.) Would you like a glass of wine?


Ronnie   Yes, I’d love – Oh, what’s the time? Oh, good God, Lower Mudge! I can’t go looking like this, even in Lower Mudge, as if I’ve been in a brawl, which I have, got to get back and change. Oh, I hope – I do hope Mrs Mossop’s not waiting for me – or that she’s recovered a bit at least. And we haven’t even had a proper talk – and I expect you’re off tomorrow as usual – and I’ve been so looking forward – it’s been months – and how is everyone? Old Ben?


Louise   He’s fine, Ronnie.


Ronnie   And Nigel and Natalie?


Harry   They’re fine too.


Ronnie   Well, please give them all my – my – (hurries towards gate) my – (Stops, turns at the gate.) I’ll write you all my other news, did you get my last letter before you left?


Louise   Yes, we did, Ronnie. We did so enjoy it as usual.


Ronnie   Good, good. Well – goodbye – goodbye.


He hurries out.


Harry   What letter?


Louise   He writes to us. Once every three weeks, about. They go on for pages and pages and they’re full of parish gossip and even excerpts from his sermons. So I’ve spared you. As a good wife should. The awful truth is that I haven’t even bothered to open the last two or three, so I’ve been sparing myself. Self, self, self, you see. (Laughs but is clearly upset.) Oh, Harry – Harry, I haven’t hit anyone – never – not since I was a child. I don’t understand it, I didn’t even know I was going to do it until I’d done it. I’m so ashamed.


Harry   (after a little pause) You needn’t be, darling. If ever anyone deserved it, he did.


Louise   But people can’t go around hitting people just because they deserve it. Otherwise we’d be hitting people all the time. And they’d be hitting us. (After a little pause.) But I suppose it’s quite serious for you, isn’t it, losing a client like Sam Draycott? And you wouldn’t have thrown him out if I hadn’t hit him, you’d have found some way of patching it all up, I know you would. How serious is it?


Harry   Not serious at all, darling. I’ll still get my ten per cent of whatever I finally get for Fuck All. And I won’t have to see him while I’m doing it. How’s that for a bargain? On top of which, my giving him the chuck for brawling with the vicar will enhance my professional reputation for rectitude. So you see, my love, I emerge a clear winner and what’s more, I thought you were magnificent. Absolutely magnificent.


Louise   (smiling) Did you really?


Harry   And sexy with it. (Goes to her.)


Louise   And I thought you were terrific. So – so commanding. And sexy with it.


Harry   (taking her hands) Well then, why don’t we get back to doing what we were doing before we were interrupted?


Louise   Yes. But first –


Claps her hands and dances away from him backwards. Harry laughs, claps his hands, dances backwards. They begin to hum, clap, dancing in a stately minuet, coming towards each other slowly. The telephone rings.


Harry   Oh, damn! That’ll be Daddy, he said he’d ring about now.


He runs to kitchen. Louise remains in garden, taking a few dance steps by herself as:


(On phone.) Hello? Yes, hello, Daddy, everything all right? Good. Yes, we are, thanks, very much – where are they, by the way? Oh, well don’t let them watch too much, they know the rules, an hour an evening. What? Oh, yes, that’s right, two hours at weekends. Well, give them our love, Louise sends hers to you – what? I’ll tell her – (Shouting to Louise.) His compliments to the chef. The fish concoction was especially scrumptious.


Louise   (still dancing to herself) Oh, good. (Suddenly realising.) The fish! But that was for Ophelia. It had worm powder in it! (Comes towards kitchen.)


Harry   (on phone) Daddy – Daddy, listen carefully but don’t panic. That fish had worm powder in it, so you’d better call the doctor – It isn’t funny, Daddy! Listen to me! What? (To Louise) He says it was just a joke. Nigel’s and Natalie’s actually. (On phone.) Well, thank God, Daddy, just tell them – No, don’t tell them anything – give them our love, see you tomorrow. Goodbye. (Hangs up.)


Louise   (staring at him, transfixed) Harry –


Harry   Darling, what is it? Everything’s all right, everything’s fine. Just as I said.


Louise   Darling, would you – would you excuse me for a moment? I’ve just had the most wonderful idea. I know exactly – exactly how to do it.


She hurries into sitting room, sits down at typewriter, begins to type very soberly, carefully. Harry walks to the door, stands looking at her. Makes to speak, then wanders angrily back out, through the kitchen, into the garden. Suddenly spots stump. Aims a kick at it, checks himself, remembering consequence of previous kick. Stands for a second, then hurls himself on to stump, embraces it, wrestling with it in fury.


Harry   Come on then, you shit, come on, I’ll do you – I’ll do you this time – I will – I bloody will –


Louise is still typing very seriously.


   Lights and curtain.





SCENE THREE


Four years later. Mid-morning. In the sitting room, Louise’s typewriter, typescript piled beside it. There are additional bits of furniture. In the kitchen various smart items added.


In the garden, a few more pieces of light garden furniture, deckchairs, etc. The tree stump has been sawn level and a round piece of wood attached to it, to make it into a table, on which coffee cups, etc., evidence of breakfast, newspapers scattered around.


Nigel, about sixteen, is on the swing, reading a book. Natalie is sketching him. Suddenly, Nigel stands up on the swing and swings to and fro.




Natalie   Stop it, you bugger, I’m trying to draw you. Christ, I’m bored already. What are we going to do for the rest of the day?


Nigel   I’m going with Grandad on one of his walks.


Natalie   How exciting.


Nigel   Well, actually it is, because do you know what he’s started doing? Those sugar lumps he takes in case we come across a field of horses – what he really does with them is drop them into the petrol tanks of threshers, tractors – any machine he thinks is helping ruin the countryside.


Natalie   Sugar lumps? Why sugar lumps? What do they do?


Nigel   Well, they bugger up the petrol, of course. And choke the engine.


Natalie   And you let him?


Nigel   How can I stop him?


Natalie   Well then, why do you go with him?


Nigel   To look after him of course. And if he’s caught I can explain that he’s – you know – (Taps his forehead.)


Natalie   Yes, I suppose he is, isn’t he? Poor old Grandad. God, if only we could get a television set down here at least.


Nigel screams.


What?


Nigel   You know who gets back today, the Reverend Ronald Droopy-bum. I’ll have to hear all about his travels through China – with long discussions about Communism and faith and – oh God, God.


Natalie   Why do we call him Droopy-bum?


Nigel   Because it seemed funny when you thought it up ten years ago or whenever it was. Very childish. We really ought to show him more respect.


Natalie   Yes, it’s horrid, isn’t it? What about – (thinks) the Very Reverend Ronald Dribble-Cock?


Nigel   Yuck.


Natalie   Oh God, oh God – listen – I knew they’d play it, I love it!


Running to transistor, turns it up. During this, Louise has entered the sitting room and taken off her straw hat, which she tosses aside. Stands for a moment listening, then forces herself to the desk and begins to work.


Nigel   Hey, be careful! She may hear it.


Natalie   Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.


Nigel   Turn it down!


Natalie, ignoring him, begins to move to the music, cigarette hanging from her lips.


Turn it down! (Quietly but severely.)


Natalie looks at him, turns down transistor, continues to dance. The doorbell goes.


   Louise, during this, has lifted her head as if hearing something, but goes back to her typing.


   The doorbell goes again, unheard by Nigel, who has gone back to reading, and Natalie, still dancing.


   Louise stops, and exits.


Louise   (offstage) Oh, hello.


Naomi   (offstage) Hello, I’m Naomi. From the office. For Mr Pertwee.


Louise   (offstage) Oh – oh, really? (Pause.) Well then, please come in –


Louise re-enters the sitting room, followed by Naomi, who is carrying an electric typewriter and a briefcase.


To tell you the truth, I had no idea that my husband had someone coming down today or I would have cleared my desk – Here – (Picking up her typescript.) Have to be careful that they’re in the right order – I never number the pages until I’ve finished a draft – Harry says that’s very silly of me but really it’s a superstition and as important as any religious – There you are! Now I’ll go and work in the kitchen.


Naomi puts her typewriter down in Louise’s place. She is rather gauche, flustered.


You did say Melanie, didn’t you?


Naomi   No, Naomi. Naomi Hutchins.


Louise Oh, yes, aren’t you the girl that went off to get married, Harry said was irreplaceable?


Naomi   Well, no, that was Angela.


Louise   Oh, so you’re Angela’s replacement?


Naomi   Well, no, Angela’s replacement is Debbie, she was going to come down today but her mother was taken ill so I’m replacing her, really. I’ve never worked for Mr Pertwee before but – but she told me everything I had to do, so I – Is there a plug, by the way?


Louise A plug?


Naomi I mean a – a socket. For the plug. For the typewriter. It’s an electric –


Louise Is it? Oh I see. Well, here’s one, it’s the nearest – here – (Getting on her hands and knees.) I’ll take the lamp out –


Takes lamp plug out, while Naomi looks increasingly desperate.


Now if you give me the plug – (Holding up her hand.) The plug.


Naomi   Oh, damn.


Louise   What?


Naomi   I’ve – I’ve – I forgot it. It comes separately, you see, and I just – just picked up the typewriter without thinking.


Louise   So what will you do then? (There is a pause.)


Naomi   Can I borrow that one? (Indicates Louise’s typewriter.)


Louise   (fights a brief battle with herself) Oh, it’s rather old-fashioned, I’m afraid, but it’s the only one I’ve ever had down here – Actually it’s rather personal – like a fountain pen, really. I’ve written great chunks of all my novels on it, you see.


Naomi   (obviously relieved) Oh, I don’t mind honestly, I’ve done lots of work on machines just as old as that.


Louise   Well then – (Gets it, puts it on the table.) There you are. Is there anything else? (Controlling crossness.)


Naomi   No, I’m ready as soon as Mr Pertwee is.


Louise   Oh, well he’s gone to Honiton to do some shopping – he’ll be back any moment –


Naomi   Well, there are one or two things Debbie gave me to type up – I’ll get on with those. (Opening briefcase.)


Louise   Right. Well, I’ll leave you then.


She goes to the door, left, turns and glances in pain as Naomi sits down at her table, lifts lid off Louise’s typewriter, opens briefcase, puts sheet of paper in, takes out document, begins to type.


Is it all right?


Naomi   (looks at Louise) It’s fine, thanks.


Louise   Good.


She goes into kitchen, stands for a moment dealing with anger, frustration, etc. with the typewriter clacking away on right, music coming from garden, left, where Natalie is dancing sexily around and over Nigel. Nigel suddenly turns the transistor off.


Natalie   (turns, looks at him) Bloody hell!


Nigel   (almost as if bewildered himself) Sorry. Sorry, Nat. It was – was – my head. Doing one of its things. Or something.


Natalie   Probably because I’m so sexy. (Putting transistor back on, low.)


Nigel   (grins) Yes, you are, aren’t you? In your way.


Natalie   Do you remember that time she caught us messing about in the bath and she said, ‘Now, Nigel, little boys really shouldn’t put their fingers up little girls’ wee-wees and Nat, darling –’


Louise goes on to porch, attempting calm manner, smiles with warm reproof.


Louise   Natalie darling, you’re not actually smoking, are you? And with the transistor on.


There is a pause.


Natalie   (putting out cigarette) Sorry, Mummy. (Turns transistor off.) It was so low we didn’t think anybody could hear it.


Louise   It was right underneath my concentration, you see. Banging away. Like a headache. And anyway, we come here to get away from all that – pop and London and fashionable noises. We all had an agreement that we wouldn’t – But why are you smoking? Apart from your health, you know what’ll happen to you at school if they catch you. Nigel, have you been?


Nigel   Yes, Mummy. ’Fraid I have.


Louise   Oh, it’s so depressing, so depressing –


Natalie has shot Nigel a grateful glance.


You know that Daddy and I would never dream of issuing prohibitions and orders, there’s just been an agreement between us all, that’s how we work as a family, through agreements. Daddy gave up smoking – not that he ever smoked much – but he couldn’t bear the thought that he could be responsible for your taking it up –


Natalie   Sorry, Mummy. You take them.


Louise   (makes to take them, resists) No, I can’t do that. They’re yours. Bought out of your pocket money.


Natalie   But I want you to take them, really I do. I don’t want to smoke.


Nigel   Yes, take them for our sake, Mummy. Please.


He takes package from Natalie and passes it to Louise.


Louise   All right. I will. If that’s what you really want. But if you want them back –


Nigel   We’ll just ask – fair enough?


Natalie grimaces.


Louise   Fair enough. (She takes cigarettes, looks into package.) There aren’t any.


Nigel   No, but it’ll be a symbol, Mums. Keep it as a symbol.


Natalie   (getting up) And I’ll do a drawing now, shall I? Of that oak by the river. (Picks up sketch pad, pencils, transistor.)


Louise   A good idea, darling, it’s the only way – practise, practise, practise – especially these days when the competition for art schools – But why are you taking that with you? (Indicating transistor.) You’re not going to play it out on the river –


Natalie   No, no, of course not, Mums – I’ll leave it here.


Bangs transistor down. Runs angrily off towards the gate. There is a pause, as Louise stares after Natalie.


Louise   Why did she do that? We’re not against her playing anything she wants to listen to, even pop – after all, we gave it to her, it was our birthday present. It’s only down here we objected to. And she agreed. Because of other people –


Nigel fiddles with the controls, switches it on, lets it play a second.


Nigel   There you are, plays perfectly. (Switches it off.) You know, Mums, you really shouldn’t worry about everything so much.


Louise   I know, I know. I wish I didn’t, too. (Smiles at Nigel.) But I bet – I bet anything you like –


Nigel   What, Mums?


Louise   That you didn’t smoke a single half of a fraction of a cigarette, did you?


Nigel   (after a little pause) But if people just let people do and be what they want –


Louise   But if you love them –


Nigel   Well, that’s why you have to let them, I suppose. I mean, if you don’t everybody just gets more upset and then things get worse, don’t they?


Louise   You sound just like your father. (Turns away, upset.)


Nigel   I’m sorry, Mums. We’re all jolly pleased you worry so much about us – well, love us so much, anyway.


Louise   (voice trembling) But you’re right. I know you’re right, you and Daddy. I don’t know why I get so – so – feel so – all the time – just at the moment.


She stares at Nigel pleadingly. He puts his arms around her.


Nigel   Everything’s all right, Mum. Really it is.


During this, Naomi has been typing steadily but uneasily. Ben enters sitting room. Sees Naomi at typewriter.


Ben   Top of the morning, Lou, old girl!


Goes on into kitchen, singing ‘Hey-ho, hey-ho, it’s off to walk we go’. Naomi stares after him, then sits slumped over typewriter. 


   Ben comes out into garden, singing. Louise pulls herself together, separating from Nigel.


‘Hey-ho, hey-ho, it’s off to walk we go, with a la-la-la and a la-la, la –’


He stops, stares at Louise in amazement.


Good God, what are you doing out here, old girl?


Louise   What do you mean?


Ben   Well, I saw you at it – inside – just a second ago –


Louise   What do you mean, ‘at it’, Ben?


Ben   (clearly genuinely shaken) Well, at your typewriter. Firing away on all cylinders.


Louise   No, no, it’s just a girl from the office for Harry.


Ben   Oh, well that explains it! (Relieved.) Thought for a moment I must have seen a ghost back in there – though I suppose as you’re alive you couldn’t really have a ghost yet, could you?


Nigel   How do you know – (indicating Louise) the one out here isn’t the ghost –


Louise   (laughs) Oh, stop it, Nigel – I may not feel perfectly real today, but I’m here. It’s such a pity we have to have office people down, though –


Ben   Especially on a day like this! Have you ever known such a summer, eh? On and on, day after day –


Louise   (interrupting) Well, to tell you the truth, Ben, it’s beginning to get on my nerves a bit. It’s – it’s so un-English. And all the poor farmers are in despair.


Ben   Oh, don’t worry about them, they’re always pretending to be in despair, old girl. That’s how they get their subsidies to spend on those damn machines for destroying our countryside. Yes, vandals on tractors – and they dare to moan about the rest of us having a lovely summer – I’ll tell you what I’d like to do to them – get every farmer in the neighbourhood into the church hall and then blow them across the landscape, so you’d find a head or a foot in every ditch, that’d start the birds singing again! Eh, old girl?


Louise   (clearly bored) Oh, Ben, I do wish you’d stop going on about the farmers. They’ve got a living to make after all, and they’re always perfectly nice to us.


Ben   Perfectly nice? Like that old brute, Tomalin, you mean, Lou? Who actually set a bull – yes, a mad bull on our Nig and our Nat –


Louise   Oh, for heaven’s sake, Ben, that was years and years ago – and besides, they were in the garden all the time. Perfectly safe.


Ben   But he didn’t care whether they were safe or not, did he, Lou? Oh, he’s one I’d like to get, eh, Nig? Old Tomalin!


Nigel   (hurriedly) Yes, well, um – let’s get going, shall we, Grandad?


Louise   But you’ll be back in time for lunch, won’t you?


Ben   It’s already half-eleven, Lou. Don’t worry, we’ll pass by way of the Yeoman for cottage pie, and a tankard of – of good brown Coca-Cola, eh, Nig? Hey – don’t forget the horses.


Louise   Horses? What horses?


Nigel   Sugar lumps for the horses. I’ll get them, Grandad.


Louise   And get a hat, darling. You know what the heat does to your head.


Nigel   Yes, Mums. (Goes into kitchen.)


Louise   I do hope you’re careful when you give them sugar. Horses bite sometimes, you know.


Ben   Not the ones we bump into, Lou. We know how to deal with them, they never bite. (Laughs.) How’s it coming along, Lou? The new novel.


Louise   What? (Suddenly spots one of Natalie’s cigarette ends. Picking it up, looking for others.) Oh, I do wish she wouldn’t do that with her damn cigarettes.


She proceeds to go around the garden looking for cigarette ends. Ben stares at her for a second, then sits on swing, begins to swing.


   Nigel, meanwhile, has taken sugar lumps from bowl, put them into his pocket. Finds a hat.


   Naomi, who has been sitting over typewriter with her head in her hands, gets up, takes out a packet of cigarettes, lights one, inhales deeply, begins to walk agitatedly up and down.


   As Nigel comes out of kitchen, Naomi hears him at the last moment, looks desperately around for ashtray, puts cigarette behind her, sits down.


Nigel   (enters, carrying hat) Oh, hello.


Naomi   Hello. (Relieved.)


Nigel   Do you mind if I just look for another hat?


Naomi   Of course.


Nigel   I think my sister had it last – Oh no, there it is, must have been Mummy – (Picks hat up.) There we are. I’m Nigel, by the way, Nigel Pertwee.


Naomi   I’m your dad’s secretary. Temporary, that is. Naomi Hutchins.


Nigel   Is there anything I can get you, Miss Hutchins?


Naomi   No, thanks – Oh, well, if there’s an ashtray?


Nigel   Um, well – (Goes to Toby jug on mantelpiece.) What my sister does is, she spits into this and then just drops them in – if you follow.


Naomi   (gratefully) Thanks.


Nigel   Well – um. (Goes out.)


Louise, who has been irritably conscious of Ben’s swinging, is suddenly unable to stop herself.


Louise   Oh, do be careful on that swing, Ben. You’re much heavier than the children and I’m sure it’s weakening the rope.


Nigel comes out into garden, carrying hats.


Nigel   There you are, Grandad. (Handing him hat.)


Louise   What? No, no, I meant for you, darling –


Nigel   I’ve got one, Mummy. (Putting other hat on his head.) Come on then, Grandad, ‘Hey-ho, hey-ho, it’s off to walk we go, with a tra-la-la, and a tra-la-la, hey-ho, hey-ho, hey-ho –’


Nigel and Ben march down the garden, singing. Louise stares after them, calls out.


Louise   Please be back in time for tea – or I shall worry!


After a little pause, as their voices recede, she looks down at butts in her hand, makes to go to kitchen, looks towards sitting room, exasperated, throws butts into the bushes, goes to sit on swing with back to audience as:


   Naomi spits into Toby jug, drops cigarette in. Harry enters sitting room, his arms full of shopping.


Harry   Hello, darling, going well? I’ll just put these in the kitchen.


He goes past Naomi, then stops, turns around, stares at her. Naomi looks towards him apprehensively.


Oh, my God! (Then, in a frantic whisper.) What the hell are you doing here?


Naomi   It’s all right, I’m replacing Debbie. Her mother’s been taken ill suddenly and she’s gone to spend the weekend –


Harry   Debbie’s mother lives in Australia.


Naomi   No, I mean that’s what I told your wife. You’re angry with me, then. (Stares at him.) I’m sorry, Harry. I had to see you. I thought I’d go mad if I didn’t. (Stares at him pleadingly.)


Harry   Where’s everybody else?


Naomi   Don’t know. They keep coming in and out.


Harry   Who?


Naomi   Well, your son and – and – your wife. And her father, I suppose it was.


Harry   My father. So they’re all here then!


Naomi   Do you want me to leave?


Harry   Yes, yes, you must – No, you mustn’t, of course you mustn’t, how could I explain – We’ll just have to – have to –


Naomi   I’m sorry, I couldn’t help it, when Debbie said she was coming down it seemed like – like a gift, you see – a chance to – to – (Looks at him yearningly.)


Harry   (suddenly realising) What on earth did you tell Debbie?


Naomi looks at him miserably.


Naomi   She understands, Debbie understands, I made her swear, swear, cross her heart, honestly, I promise!


Harry   Shhh! Shhh! They’ll hear. (There is a pause.)


Naomi   (bursts out in a whisper) I don’t understand it, any of it. You couldn’t keep your hands off me, you even said things, wonderful things, you said you’d never known anything like it, you said it was as if you’d been smitten, smitten by the hand of God, you said every time you looked at me, thought about me even, it made you go all hard –


Harry   I know, I know, yes, I know. I’m sorry, Debbie – Naomi. Sorry. The thing is it was all true – it really was as if I’d been smitten by something outside my – myself, but you’ve seen for yourself why I can’t any longer, why I had to stop – my wife, my son, my father – and I have a daughter – Natalie –


Naomi   And me! You’ve got me too! Because I’m not going to let you go. I’ve never loved anyone before in my life. It wasn’t just you that was smitten, it happened to me too, but for me it wasn’t God. It was you! You can’t just do all that to me and then shove me aside, something shameful that never really happened. It did happen! I’m in your life and – and I’m not going to leave it!


She stares at him, then starts to cry. Harry puts shopping down.


Harry   Oh, Christ – don’t cry, don’t cry, please don’t cry!


Naomi fumbles in briefcase, takes Kleenex out, wipes eyes, blows nose.


Look, they’re probably all in the garden – my family and the vicar too, if I know him. They’re bound to come in in a minute, any minute, we can’t, we really can’t talk now, not like this. Listen, my – love – when I get back to London we’ll talk properly, I promise, we’ll have dinner even. All right? We’ll really – really –


Naomi   (snivelling, nods) I don’t want to hurt you, you know. I don’t want to hurt you.


Harry   Of course you don’t, of course you don’t. I know that. But we’ll sort everything out in London, don’t you worry.


Naomi pulls herself together, with sudden determination.


Naomi   No, no, we can’t go on. We mustn’t go on.


Harry   Why?


Naomi   We’ve got to stop. For my sake. As well as yours.


Harry   (as if not hearing her and seeing her sexually for the first time) God, you’re so – so –


Goes over, takes her in his arms.


Naomi   (struggles) Don’t!


Harry persists. Naomi, almost in spite of herself, responds. They kiss each other greedily.


Louise   (getting up, walking towards house) I’m not putting up with it for another second! Not another second! It’s my room, my work –


Stops, subsides, goes back to swing, sits down.


Harry   You see – you see, the hand of God!


Naomi   (shaken) I’ve got to go, got to get away.


Harry  (urgently) I’ll see you in London.


Naomi looks at him, picks up her things, goes out.


   Harry stands for a moment, then looks around, sees groceries. He picks them up, carries them into kitchen, puts them on the table. Looks towards porch as if to go out, then collapses into kitchen chair.


Oh God, why do I do it?


Louise   (gets off swing) Yes, I will, damn well will!


She begins to walk angrily towards house. Ronnie appears at the gate.


Ronnie   Hello, Lou.


Louise turns around, stares at Ronnie, as if not recognising him.


Ronnie   Sorry – did I – did I alarm you?


Louise   No, no, I was – expecting Harry, you see. Back with the shopping.


Goes to him, kisses him.


How lovely to see you, Ronnie. (Still rather absent.) Um, well, how are you?


Ronnie   Very well. Very well indeed.


Louise   Oh, good. Good. Yes, you look – (gestures) splendid.


Ronnie   And how are you?


Louise   Oh, fine, thanks. Well, actually – (laughs) I’d just worked myself up into having a scene with Harry’s little secretary. She’s rather taken over the sitting room – and my – my – actually dreadfully trivial of me – I can’t bear the thought of her using my typewriter and thinking I can hear it is driving me – (Gestures.) So your turning up at the right moment has probably saved me weeks of embarrassment.


Ronnie   Well, that’s the first time I’ve been able to see myself as – as in any way providential. Actually I’ve only popped over briefly, to welcome myself back, so to speak, and to let old Nigel know I hadn’t forgotten our date – I promised him the first thing I’d do when I got back was to show him that little church in Lower Midgley – and the graveyard – they say Thomas Hardy once actually wrote a poem there.


Louise   Oh, well, he’s gone for a walk with Ben.


Ronnie   What, in this heat? Is that a good idea? What with Nigel’s headaches.


Louise   Really, Ronnie, I think as his mother I know what’s best. And I made him take a hat, of course.


Ronnie   Yes, yes – sorry, Lou, none of my – none of my – It’s just that now I’m back I was so looking forward to one of our little expeditions, Nigel’s and mine and – and –


Louise   No, my fault for snapping – Anyway, it’s wonderful you’re back. And how was – (thinking desperately) Japan?


Ronnie   Um, actually it was China. Though as a matter of fact I didn’t quite make it all the way to China, either.


Louise   Oh. Well, where did you go?


Ronnie   Well, um, just a few miles down the coast, as a matter of fact, a little place called Bidscombe. Have you ever been there?


Louise shakes her head.


Oh, well, charming, very charming. You see, I rather stupidly told Wilemena my plans – she’d phoned me up a week before I was due to leave for Hong Kong and I was so excited that I just blabbed it out without thinking of the consequences, and so she – suddenly insisted that she would come too. I got the hospital to veto that, of course, but they did say she was up to a little holiday on the coast so I had to scrap China. And book Bidscombe instead.


Louise   Oh, what a pity. But at least with this wonderful weather –


Ronnie   Yes. Oh yes. Lovely. It was all quite, um – (He lets out a sudden whinny of laughter.) Sorry, Louise! (Then laughs again.) It was a nightmare, actually, an absolute nightmare! You see, it turned out that what poor Wilemena had in mind was a second honeymoon. And so first we spent a day in London buying a rather – (Gestures.) She knew about these special shops – she’d cut out advertisements from some – magazines, I must find out how she got hold of them – as they have such an inflammatory effect on her imagination – and you can imagine some of the – hideously embarrassing. I was terrified I’d be glimpsed by one of my parishioners coming out of one of those shops accompanied by a rather eccentric trollop – well, that’s what she looked like, as she’d had her hair hennaed. It was such a relief to get her to Bidscombe, into the hotel – behind locked doors, so to speak. Though on the other hand the intimacy – she spent most of the first day parading around in those undergarments – and trying to make the implements work. Fortunately she didn’t realise that they required batteries – and I didn’t tell her – but in the end I managed to get hold of one of her doctors, one of the more sensible ones, who sent some pills down on the train. So from then on it was really comparatively calm except once or twice, but the manageress was really remarkably understanding. It turned out her own daughter had been a manic-depressive, thank God.


Louise   Oh Ronnie, how dreadful for you. I’m so sorry. So sorry.


Ronnie   Anyway, anyway, here I am, back to sanity again, back with my dear old Mrs Mossop again – and back in this garden again. (Looks around garden, drinking it in.)


Louise   (absently, almost automatically) Yes, yes, you’ve kept it up beautifully, Ronnie. We’ve hardly had to touch it while you’ve been away.


Ronnie   Heavens, I love it, Lou! I’ve always loved it, but just before I left something – something rather special happened in it – the memory of it kept me going during the worst times in – in – Bidscombe. It was evening, you see, and I was – well, in that corner, over there, where the hollyhocks are, doing a spot of weeding – (Points.) And I stood up – rather too quickly, I suppose, momentarily a touch dizzy – a touch something or touched by something – and the house – the garden – well, you remember that first afternoon when we all met, and Nigel and Natalie were hiding all the time, but you were frightened and thought they’d been trampled to death by old Tomalin’s cattle – and then we suddenly heard them, their voices, they were laughing – and you and Harry – I don’t think I’ve ever seen such joy on human faces – Well, that evening I heard it all again. Seemed to hear it all again, their laughter, and the sun suddenly – in the twilight – it was suddenly so strong and I felt your joy again, and I thought, yes, I thought, there is a spirit. A human spirit, a divine spirit even, they meet sometimes, by accident, if you’re lucky. Or a touch dizzy. In an English garden.


Louise   Thought they were dead? Yes, yes, Ben was just talking about it. It was a terrible moment, terrible – and then the children laughing. And our joy and laughter just as you said. So we must have been happy! All of us. Even though everything was so uncertain – but then it always is, isn’t it? – the future, I mean. But we didn’t mind then – we liked it even, not knowing what was going to happen next or how things were going to turn out. When we first started we had nothing – straight out of university with no money and no plans even. Then there was Nigel on the way and so much to worry about and do you know what we used to do instead – instead of worrying? We used to dance.


Ronnie   Dance? Really? You mean in the halls? Ballroom dancing?


Harry gets up, goes on to porch to go to garden, stops, seeing and hearing.


Louise   No, no, just Harry and me. To each other. It was our dance – we made it up. For no reason at all really, we’d suddenly look at each other and break into it – our dance. And now we’ve stopped. It’s gone out of our lives. All the dancing and the joy and the laughter. And something – something else has crept in instead – and Harry keeps telling me not to worry so much, it’s bad for me and bad for him and bad for everybody. But it isn’t worry, Ronnie, it’s worse than that. It’s dread. And I don’t know what it is I dread – Oh, Ronnie, I’m so frightened!


She lets out a sob. Ronnie goes to put his arms around her, as Harry turns away, ashamed and appalled, puts his hand to his face.


Ronnie   My poor, poor Louise – I’m sure everything’s all right really –


Louise   (breaking from him) Yes, that’s what everybody always says – it’s all right really, everything’s fine.


Harry, bracing himself, comes out into garden.


Harry   (attempting cheerful nonchalance) Hello, you two.


Louise   (attempting to pull herself together, with false brightness) Oh, hello, darling. When did you get back?


Harry   A while ago. Very irritating – some secretary was waiting for me. Nobody from the office had bothered to warn me she was coming of course – and she turned out to be absolutely useless. I’ve had to send her packing. But good to see you again, Ronnie – and now on to your adventures in Japan or have you already been through them together?


Ronnie   (evidently flustered) Yes, yes, Louise will fill you in on everything – Um, I’d better get back or Mrs Mossop will be furious with me again – she’s trying out a soufflé, her first ever – and I have strict instructions to be on time – (Going out of garden.) So see you later – tomorrow possibly, eh?


Harry   What’s the matter with him?


Louise   Oh, he’s a bit upset. He was just telling me all about poor old Wilemena – poor old Ronnie. Quite funny, really, in a hideous kind of way.


Harry   (watching her) But he seems to have upset you. You know, for all his virtues, Ronnie should think about the effect it has on other people, dumping his miseries on them.


Louise   No, no, it wasn’t that. It was just – just that he brought some things back to me – things I’d forgotten.


Harry   Really? What things, darling?


Louise   About us. About when things were different between us.


Harry   But darling, I don’t understand. What sort of things?





Louise   I don’t know, I don’t know. That’s the point, you see, I don’t know what I mean. It could be anything. (Looking at him, it suddenly striking her.) It could be somebody else. Is that it? Is there somebody else? Please tell me. I need to know.


Harry   (incredulously) Somebody else?


Louise   But things do go wrong between people. Even people who think they love each other. It happens, doesn’t it, all the time? We know people in London –


Harry   (interrupting) People? People in London? People? We’re not people, darling, we’re us. (Takes her hands.) You’re my Harry. I’m your Louise. (Realises, laughs.) The other way round of course. (Gently.) I’m your Harry and you’re my Louise. Till death, remember.


Louise   (stares into his eyes searchingly) So everything really is fine, everything really is all right?


Nigel appears at gate. His jeans are badly torn on the right leg and his leg is covered in blood. Ben follows him in. Harry and Louise run to Nigel.


Nigel   Sorry, Mums, sorry, Daddy.


Louise   Oh, my God, oh my darling – what happened, what happened?


Ben   I don’t understand – it wasn’t even a bull. Just a cow. One of old Tomalin’s bloody cows. Just ambled up and gave him a butt – and he fell on something sharp – broken glass, it must have been –


Nigel   I’m all right, Mummy. I’m all right, Daddy. Honestly.


He faints. Harry catches him, struggles to lift him up.


Louise   Oh, my darling, my darling.


Ben   There was this damned tractor, you see – we were just dropping a few sugar cubes in the tank – to immobilise – and then the cow – the cow came up and – he’ll be all right, Lou. He’ll be all right.


Louise   Oh, you bloody old fool. I always knew you’d be the death of someone!


Natalie appears at gate, stares in shock.


Harry   I’ll get him inside.


Begins to carry Nigel towards house, suddenly looks down in horror at him.


He’s still! He’s gone very still! Oh God!


Lights and curtain.
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