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Characters


ERIC, around fifty


OSCAR, early fifties


TONY, twenty-nine


Setting


Run-down bar of a North London table-tennis club.


Time


The present…










ACT ONE


Centre stage stands a small, round pub table with an ashtray, surrounded by three wooden chairs.


Two of the chairs face the audience, in one of which is seated OSCAR, a cabbie in his early fifties. Under a still-wet, black raincoat he wears a dark suit, dark tie, dark socks, and his best black shoes. On the floor beside his chair is a sports bag, zipped. He is slightly slouched in the chair, and ponders a point above and beyond him, smoking a thin panatela cigar. On the floor beside another chair sits an old-style holdall.


ERIC plays with the pool cue ball. He is around fifty and wears a nylon tracksuit circa 1976 – sky blue with white piping, white zips at the ankle. He wears an old pair of tennis shoes.


ERIC. So… this afternoon. It was a good turnout?


OSCAR. Bearing in mind your workday funeral typically draws a smaller crowd…


ERIC. So making the adjustment for a working day.


OSCAR. And another for rain.


ERIC. Rain. Yeah.


OSCAR. And that Fat Derek was reviled by everyone in the league.


ERIC. True.


OSCAR. Everyone he ever worked with.


ERIC. True again.


OSCAR. And by extrapolation a substantial percentage of his extended family.


ERIC. Very possible.


OSCAR. And possibly several members of his immediate family.




ERIC. To cut a long story short…


OSCAR. It wasn’t Pavarotti in the park.


ERIC. Anyone from the league committee?


OSCAR. What do you think?


ERIC. Lousy bastards. His teammates?


OSCAR. They sent the wife a message of condolence.


ERIC. Nice?


OSCAR. Impossible to judge whether they were sorry he’d gone, or sorry he hadn’t gone sooner.


Pause.


ERIC. Only two years older than me, Oz. Which by today’s standard is not a dying age.


OSCAR. Unless you’re Fat Derek, Eric.


OSCAR loosens his tie and slowly removes it.


ERIC. So how come you went to the funeral? You couldn’t stick the fat bastard any more than the rest of us.


OSCAR. Couldn’t say precisely. A sick fascination for the size of the coffin perhaps? (Pause.) Though more likely I suspect it had something to do with being present at his moment of deceasement.


Pause.


ERIC. You were present at his moment of deceasement?


OSCAR. Uh-uh.


ERIC. You were here last Tuesday?


OSCAR. I dropped by to meet Tony for a few frames down the Archway.


ERIC. You were at the actual match where Fat Derek…?


OSCAR. I was closer to him than I am now to you. The breeze as he went down rustled my Evening Standard.


ERIC. Halfway through his second game, I heard.




OSCAR. Third.


ERIC. I heard second.


OSCAR. Then you’ve been misinformed.


ERIC. Yeah?


OSCAR. Four two down. Game seven. Unlucky for some.


OSCAR undoes the top button of his shirt, and unbuttons the remainder. ERIC watches.


ERIC. So come on, Oz. What happened?


OSCAR. What would you like to know?


ERIC. The whole story. From table to grave.


OSCAR. Well. (Pause.) We’re here. We’re at the club. As usual the windows are locked. Heating’s on full despite the fact it’s a warm evening. I’m on the other side of the glass to be sociable. Out on the court. So… as usual Fat Derek’s playing his usual game.


ERIC. Twiddling. Fat bastard.


OSCAR. So he’s twiddling away, but it’s having little visible effect. In fact, the opponent’s on top. Playing Fat Derek all over the show.


ERIC. Fat Derek’s sweating by now?


OSCAR. It’s Fat Derek. Naturally he’s sweating by now. Like a pig on a stick. It’s oozing out of his face like hot treacle. Everything’s bloodshot. Chest’s heaving like a ruptured bellows, steam rising from every orifice. Repulsive. Anyway. (Pause.) Middle of the game he lays his bat down on the table.


ERIC. Mid-rally?


OSCAR. Fat Derek’s about to serve.


ERIC. I heard from Mickey Michaels he laid it down middle of a rally.


OSCAR. Mickey Michaels? Mickey Michaels… who claimed an extraterrestrial hailed his cab and made him reverse over the Chiswick flyover?




ERIC. Mickey Michaels said middle of the rally.


OSCAR. Which do you believe? What comes out of the horse’s mouth? Or its arse?


ERIC. Mouth.


OSCAR. Right. Which is me. The eyewitness.


ERIC. I’m sorry, Oz.


Pause.


OSCAR. So Fat Derek lays his bat down without a word. He looks to his left. He looks to his right.


ERIC. Why’d he do that?


OSCAR. Some things we’ll never know. Some things we’ll never want to know. (Pause.) Without a peep… Fat Derek drops like a stone.


ERIC. I heard to the floor.


OSCAR. From Mickey Michaels?


ERIC. Yeah.


Pause.


OSCAR. Lucky guess.


OSCAR starts to remove his shoes and trousers.


ERIC. So was he winning when he…?


OSCAR. Twenty-one twenty down in the third.


ERIC. You’re winding me up.


OSCAR. As the Mohawk later remarked: if you’ve got to go, go twenty-one twenty down in the third.


ERIC. Perfect timing was always a hallmark of Fat Derek’s game.


OSCAR. Not to mention surprise.


ERIC. Describe Fat Derek to a third party you’d say perfect timing plus the element of surprise.




OSCAR. Plus, now, dead.


Pause.


ERIC. So a doctor was called?


OSCAR. The Mohawk’s a doctor.


ERIC. Yeah, but of criminology.


OSCAR. So he knows a stiff when he sees one.


ERIC. I suppose he would.


OSCAR. When you think about it, Fat Derek had it coming.


OSCAR takes off his jacket.


Well… it came, so he must’ve had it coming.


OSCAR takes off his unbuttoned shirt.


ERIC. What about resuscitation?


OSCAR. Well…


ERIC. Reassure me here, Oz. If I start karking it during a game, give me some indication you’d at least try.


OSCAR. An attempt was made.


ERIC. Successful?


OSCAR. Not in any meaningful way.


ERIC. The Mohawk did it?


OSCAR. He was too busy noting the time and location of death, including any suspicious circumstances.


ERIC. Then who? You?


OSCAR. You must be joking. (Pause.) Tony did it.


ERIC. Tone? Our Tone?


OSCAR. Leapt on the body without a moment’s hesitation. Course, when he leapt he thought it was a viable person. That it was merely a body only became apparent afterwards.


ERIC. Nevertheless, Oz. It’s a bit unexpected. Tone leaping to the rescue so to speak. Not like him.




OSCAR. I told him later I thought he acted very maturely.


ERIC. What did he say?


OSCAR. He said he didn’t know what came over him.


The telephone rings. ERIC answers it. Pause.


ERIC. I said I can’t come home. It’s out of my hands, isn’t it? (Pause.) No, Elaine. You see what you’re doing here: you are beginning to work yourself into a state. And my advice to you on this is: don’t. (Pause.) Believe me… Mum’s laughing muscles soon fatigue. She’s never been a great enthusiast. She’ll stop. Trust me, Elaine. (Pause.) Course you can, Lainey. Any time.


He switches off the telephone and replaces it on the table.


OSCAR. Elaine’s phoning more.


ERIC. Everything’s worse these days. The kids. Her migraines.


OSCAR. Couldn’t Martin sit with her for a bit?


ERIC. Martin? Don’t be stupid, Oz. So. Fat Derek collapses.


Pause.


OSCAR. It was a tremendous shock.


ERIC. You don’t turn out for an evening’s ping-pong expecting fatalities.


OSCAR. They were in two minds what to do.


ERIC. Course they were.


OSCAR. So they settled it with a vote.


ERIC. I heard that…


OSCAR. And they voted ‘yes’, they should finish the match.


ERIC. That’s what I heard. I heard they voted while Derek lay on the floor.


OSCAR. By now he was sitting.


ERIC. Sitting? He made it to a chair before his final…? He staggered to…?




OSCAR. Once it was suggested the match should continue, Derek’s carcass became an immediate obstacle to unimpeded play. He was removed to the nearest chair.


OSCAR unzips his bag and removes a pair of modern, new table-tennis shoes; a freshly pressed pair of table-tennis shorts and matching, pressed, table-tennis shirt, and a modern deep-blue TSB tracksuit, which he places on the table.


ERIC. Ugh.


OSCAR. What?


ERIC. Fat Derek… slumped.


OSCAR. Not exactly a pretty sight alive. But now… Head dangling. Arms. He looked…


ERIC. Like shit.


OSCAR. More kind of…


ERIC. Dead?


OSCAR. Not absolutely. Not stone.


ERIC. Asleep?


OSCAR. Bored. You know sometimes you watch when you want to be playing and you get so bored you drop off.


ERIC. Fat Derek looked bored?


OSCAR. Intensely.


OSCAR puts on his T-shirt.


ERIC. Well… worse ways to pop than slap in the middle of the game you love, Oz.


OSCAR. You think so? (Steps into his shorts.) At the funeral this afternoon I learned but this one thing: I am not going to die in shorts.


ERIC. It must appear ridiculous.


OSCAR. It appears ridiculous because it is ridiculous. No one will be giggling at my funeral.




ERIC. There was giggling?


OSCAR. If they’d giggled openly I could have taken it as a mark of affection. A measure of warmth. But they tried swallowing it, which made Fat Derek a fat figure of ridicule.


OSCAR pulls his shorts up.


ERIC. Shitbags.


OSCAR. But think about this. Dropping dead at forty-seven, in shorts, is laughable. So who’s to say giggling is inappropriate? All I’m stating is… when my legs are buried, they are buried with dignity. The full trouser, lightly flared.


OSCAR now begins to stretch.


ERIC. I did consider going, Oz. But I thought it might affect my game tonight.


OSCAR. I daresay he wouldn’t’ve wanted you there if he thought it might affect your game tonight.


ERIC. That’s what I thought. That’s why I didn’t go. (Looks at his watch.) Tone’s late. (Pause.) Oz. (Pause.) This is the big one, Oz. We can’t lose tonight.


OSCAR. We won’t lose.


ERIC. Don’t say won’t. These days everything can happen at any time.


OSCAR. Fair enough.


ERIC. Nothing’s meant to happen, it just happens. And after it happens that’s what they say was meant to happen. You don’t need me to remind you we lost this game first half six three.


OSCAR. But last time they tabled a different team. The only player from last time is that dope we all took in single figures. He shouldn’t even be in this league. Who the girl is I don’t know. Or the other one.


ERIC looks at his watch.


ERIC. Where’s Tone?


OSCAR. He’s on his way.


ERIC. I know he’s on his way, but where the hell is he?




OSCAR. He’ll be here. Don’t panic. He’s never late.


ERIC. No one’s never anything.


OSCAR. He’s always on time. Maybe he took a fare out to Heathrow. Maybe he’s stuck in Tufnell Park. Maybe… I don’t know. (Pause.) Maybe Lisa put one on him again, and he took himself to casualty.


Pause.


ERIC. Lisa?


OSCAR. You must’ve noticed. Every once in a blue moon… kapow.


ERIC. Tone gets clumped by Lisa?


OSCAR. Let’s just say she occasionally makes her point in scar tissue. You’ve seen him come in with a cut this… a split that?


ERIC. Told me he bumps into things.


OSCAR. More accurately, things bump into Tony. I think she throws stuff.


ERIC. What sort of stuff?


OSCAR. I don’t know. Stuff. Stuff that leaves a mark. Sharp stuff.


Pause.


ERIC. He lets her?


OSCAR. If a woman hit me, threw stuff at me, then I’m gone or she’s gone. For me, the moment a relationship became target practice it’s over. That’s me. We both know about me. Who knows Tony… maybe they get off on it. Maybe he hits her back.


ERIC. He’d be entitled to defend himself.


OSCAR. Maybe he hits her first.


Pause.


ERIC. What’re you saying?


Pause.




OSCAR. Maybe it’s her defending herself. Who knows what makes a modern young couple? (Pause.) This girl’s not bad.


ERIC. Jesus. You play table tennis with a man for five years. Offer tactical advice. Introduce him to the jockstrap as a means of support.


OSCAR. Not bad at all. What do you reckon?


ERIC watches.


ERIC. What am I looking at?


OSCAR. Nice forehand.


ERIC. It’s a forehand.


OSCAR. Strong backhand too.


ERIC. Don’t kack yourself, Oz. Pull her short, keep it slow, chop it deep. She’s a robot. They’re all robots today. You just have to find her plug and pull it.


OSCAR. She’ll be difficult to beat nevertheless.


ERIC. What I want to know is where’s Tone? Why isn’t he here if he’s coming at all? And if so, when’s he planning to show up?


OSCAR. I think they want to get started.


OSCAR gestures to the opposition.


Yep. They want to start.


ERIC. We can’t start without Tone. Tone always goes on first for us.


OSCAR. Well… they want to start.


ERIC. Tone always starts for us.


OSCAR. I know.


ERIC. So where the hell is he?


OSCAR. It’s gone eight, Eric. Put me on first, and stick Tony on as soon as he gets here.


ERIC. Oz, Tone’s number one. Alright? Number one plays first. That’s the basis of this team. Number one plays first. Number two plays second, number three plays third. That’s our particular order. That’s how we always play. If I put you on first I’ll have to play Tone third to recover the order so he can play the last game. Which is important if it goes to a decider cos of his nerves of steel. If I put him on third I got to play second. And you know I don’t win when I play second.
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