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             Premiere Production

         

         Dinner With Groucho was first produced at The Civic, Dublin, on 27 September 2022, by b*spoke theatre company, with the following cast:

         
             

         

         Groucho  Ian Bartholomew

         Proprietor  Ingrid Craigie

         Tom  Greg Hicks

         
             

         

         Director  Loveday Ingram

         Set Designer  Adam Wiltshire

         Costume Designer  Joan Bergin

         Costume Design Assistant  Gabriel O’Brien

         Lighting Designer  Paul Keogan

         Choreographer  David Bolger

         Composer & Sound Designer  Conor Linehan

         Production Manager  Eamon Fox

         Stage Manager  Audrey Cepeda

         Assistant Stage Manager  Rachel Spratt

         Assistant Stage Manager  Abi Cepeda

         Production Assistant  Rachel Heyburn

         Producer  Alison McKenna viii
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            Characters

         

         
            Groucho 

a comedian

            Tom 

a writer

            Proprietor 

whatever she chooses to bex
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            DINNER WITH GROUCHO
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             Note

         

         
            A small restaurant, perhaps not all that it seems.

            There is sawdust on the floor, and scattered oyster shells.

            There is only one table, quite sizeable, covered by a chequered cloth.

            There is a kitchen in this restaurant but it should not be obvious where.

            The Proprietor can appear and disappear as she pleases.
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               Scene One: Soup

            

         

         Music, ‘The Boy I Love is Up the Gallery’, is playing very lowly, barely audible.

         The Proprietor is alone in the empty restaurant.

         The table at which Groucho and Tom will sit is already set for dinner and is dimly lit.

         The Proprietor looks at the arrangement of cutlery and glasses.

         She starts to move the glasses about the table until she is satisfied with where they stand.

         This she does very carefully.

         She could be simply putting the final touches to laying the table – or she could be starting a séance.

         When she is finished, she stands by the table and whispers.

         
            Proprietor Bones, rest quietly.

            Earth, lie lightly.

            But now – rise, rise –

            She claps her hands twice.

            A blast of music and flash of light that could blind.

            In that flash of light Tom and Groucho sit at the table, finishing their soup.

            Tom looks every inch the successful publisher, immaculate suit, white shirt, neat tie, sitting there with a large napkin tucked under his chin.

            Groucho looks like Groucho.

            Groucho It’s good.

            Tom Yes, it’s chicken.

            Groucho Chicken?

            Tom Not duck.4

            Groucho Duck?

            Tom Duck soup.

            Groucho No, it’s not.

            They continue to drink the soup.

            Tom I enjoyed that film.

            Groucho Chicken soup?

            Tom Duck Soup – you made it.

            Groucho I made Duck Soup?

            Tom Yes.

            Groucho I never tasted it – I couldn’t have.

            I’m against ducks – they quack.

            Anything that quacks isn’t kosher.

            That’s in the Bible.

            I enjoyed that book – have you read it?

            Did you enjoy it – you enjoyed Duck Soup.

            I’m glad – you’re very handsome.

            Tom Handsome?

            Groucho A Yiddish word – can’t be translated.

            Tom Into English?

            Groucho Swedish – Greta Garbo, she was handsome, she was Swedish, we wanted her for a movie.

            She turned us down – it was in English, the movie.

            She didn’t want to play dumb, but I said, Greta, dumb is dumb, in English – in Swedish – so play dumbo, noooo, she says.

            They’ll love you, we’ll love you, noooo, she says.

            She went for O’Neill instead – that’s Eugene O’Neill.

            Mourning Becomes Electric, Desire Under the Elves, Long Day’s Journey into Brooklyn – A Tree Grows – gimme a visky.

            Tom You would like a whiskey?

            Groucho The wine’s fine – your health.5

            He toasts Tom.

            Tom Your health.

            Groucho No, your health.

            Tom And your health.

            Groucho No, no, I insist your health.

            He downs the wine.

            My health isn’t great – not like this soup, it’s great.

            Tom What’s wrong with it?

            Groucho The soup? Nothing. It’s perfect.

            Tom Your health?

            Groucho No, your health. Cheers.

            He toasts Tom with an empty glass.

            One of us is drinking too fast.

            He eyeballs the glass.

            One of us is drinking too fast?

            Groucho conducts a conversation with his wine glass.

            Yes, one of us is.

            Which one? You drank me.

            I drank you? I was filled to the brim, now I’m empty – you drank me.

            I think that is not the case.

            I am not a case of wine, I am a glass and you drank me too fast.

            Hold it – hold it – you’re going too fast for me.

            Tom Would you like more wine?

            Groucho Yes, that might shut this guy up – I thought you’d never ask.

            You thought he’d never ask?

            Don’t ask – just pour.6

            Tom pours Groucho wine.

            Your health.

            Tom My health?

            Groucho Your health.

            Tom My health.

            Groucho This is good wine – good soup.

            Tom I’m glad you’re enjoying it.

            Groucho I am.

            Tom What is Greta Garbo like?

            Groucho A duck.

            Tom She quacks?

            Groucho She does.

            Tom I knew a girl who looked like her.

            Or was it she too quacked like a duck?

            And she lay eggs.

            Or was she hatched from one?

            Helen – was that her name?

            I don’t recall.

            She lived in a street near me in St Louis.

            I can’t remember where exactly.

            Groucho Place yourself back there –

            Tom With great difficulty –

            Groucho Did the street run parallel or perpendicular to where you lived?

            Tom I think that it was both –

            Groucho Parallel and perpendicular?

            I like that.

            No one knows where’s where.

            Parallel and perpendicular –7

            Tom Geometry is not my forte.

            I often got lost in St Louis – it’s why I had to leave it.

            What brings you to London?

            Groucho To see you, Mr Eliot.

            Tom See me?

            Groucho I told you in my letters – I so admire your writing –

            Tom And I admire your films. So fast, so funny, so –

            Groucho Shakespearian?

            Tom Much faster – much funnier.

            Spare me from his clowns.

            He was not always right.

            No one ever is, are they?

            But you are certainly right about this soup.

            Good soup – chicken soup.

            Groucho Do you know how to make perfect chicken soup?

            Tom Tell me.

            Groucho Clean the chicken.

            Place it in a deep pot.

            Water.

            Add onions, carrots, celery, parsnips, dill, salt, pepper – and a secret ingredient.

            Boil it, simmer it, strain, chill, skim off the fat – reheat.

            Serve, with noodles if you like.

            The question is –

            Tom What is the secret ingredient?

            Groucho Tell me.

            Tom Sugar – an ample pinch of sugar.

            Groucho Correct – how did you guess that?

            Tom You let it slip – during the recipe.

            Groucho I let it slip?8

            Tom People do.

            They always do.

            What they most want to hide.

            Groucho Why sugar?

            Tom Again and again the secret is sugar.

            Perpetually, consistently, eternally –

            Groucho Are you a spy?

            Tom That would be telling.

            Groucho Telling what?

            Tom My recipe.

            Groucho For chicken soup?

            Tom Duck soup.

            But you are the master in making that delicacy, aren’t you?

            Groucho You did enjoy that movie?

            Tom It made me laugh – it made me think.

            Groucho Think?

            Tom I learned so much from it – very much.

            Groucho What?

            Tom You love the English language.

            Groucho I do?

            Tom Yes – how you struggle to say in so many words what you don’t mean.

            You have that gift.

            Groucho Of words?

            Tom Of struggle.

            More wine?

            Groucho Yes.

            Tom pours more wine for Groucho. 9

            Tom I am honoured to meet you.

            You are, as they say, a man after my own heart.

            And you have lifted mine.

            My heart, that is.

            I owe you for this kindness – that gift.

            Thank you.

            Groucho quietly breaks down at this.

            Tom lets him weep a little, then gently reprimands him.

            You are crying into your soup, sir.

            Groucho I am honoured to meet you.

            Tom Then we are doubly honoured.

            Groucho stops weeping.

            He sips more wine.

            Groucho I apologise.

            Tom Do.

            Groucho This is a nice restaurant.

            Tom Excellent.

            Groucho And sawdust on the floor.

            A sawdust restaurant.

            Tom Excellent sawdust.

            Groucho You could draw patterns in it.

            Tom I told you – geometry is beyond me.

            Groucho Do you come here often?

            Tom For lunch occasionally.

            Groucho When it’s empty?

            Tom I prefer empty restaurants.

            Groucho Why?

            Tom Women don’t faint at the sight of my handsome face.

            Men don’t weep when I honour them.10

            Groucho I have apologised – I was nervous.

            Tom Why?

            Groucho Meeting you.

            Tom You’ve met me.

            Groucho raises his glass.

            Groucho Your health –

            Tom My health, what of it?

            Groucho Your health –

            Tom I’m ailing.

            Groucho I apologise.

            Tom Why?

            I am simply under the weather.

            I blame the moon for that.

            It has begun to affect me.

            My body waxes and wanes.

            Wanes – what an accurate word.

            I see the moon, the moon sees me, and while the moon is shining, I am not disappointed with my life.

            As you are.

            Groucho Disappointed?

            Tom Am I being too forward?

            Too direct?

            It is an American trait I try to curb.

            And yet there’s times I admire vulgarity – rudeness, if you like.

            Don’t you?

            Maybe not anymore – certainly not with me.

            Groucho I’ve never stopped being rude.

            Tom Good – then you won’t stop being funny.

            Groucho You want me to make you laugh?

            Tom Isn’t that why we are together?11

            Groucho Would you say so?

            Tom This is my dinner with Groucho?

            Groucho Dinner with Groucho.

            A night to remember, that time I met T. S. Eliot.

            Did I ever tell you about the time I met Houdini?

            It was a crowded theatre, Houdini asked the audience for a volunteer – I rushed onstage – I love escape acts.

            Houdini was going to be pulled by a chain in his mouth to the roof of the theatre.

            He asked me to examine his mouth – was there anything in it?

            Pyorrhoea, I said.

            Brought the house down.

            Timing, pure timing.

            That was in the days when people knew what pyorrhoea meant.

            And you had to be there, I guess.

            Tom I wasn’t there.

            Groucho I noticed, you had done a Houdini.

            What did you make of him?

            Tom He was a popular performer, and I have always envied those who could win popular acclaim.

            I envy their effortless ease, affecting their audience deeply – doing next to nothing.

            Groucho Connecting nothing with nothing –

            Tom Simply being there, coming and going –

            I wrote an essay once about Marie Lloyd – an English music hall artist – you call it vaudeville in America –

            Groucho Our country –

            Tom Sometimes.

            Marie Lloyd could control – no, she could contact her audience –

            Groucho Contact?12

            Tom When she emptied her handbag – it was as if she were rummaging through the contents of her life.

            Her life, their lives, their wives, mothers – those they loved – those they had lost.

            And her song – she sang –

            Tom sings.

            
               ‘My old man said follow the van

               And don’t dilly dally on the way.

               Off went the van with my old man in it –

               I ran behind with my old cock linnet.

               I dillied, I dallied, dallied and dillied –’

            

            The Proprietor appears.

            Proprietor Mr Eliot, this is not a singing establishment.

            Tom I am so sorry –

            Proprietor I have had occasion to warn you before.

            Tom I was merely bowing the knee to your own Marie Lloyd –

            Proprietor My own – my very own Marie.

            The Proprietor sings.

            
               ‘The boy I love is up in the gallery,

               The boy I love is looking down at me,

               There he is, can’t you see, waving his handkerchief,

               As merry as a robin that sings on a tree.’

            

            Tom and the Proprietor sing in chorus.

            Tom and Proprietor

            
               ‘Now if I were a duchess and had a lot of money,

               I’d give it to the boy who’s going to marry me,

               But I haven’t got a penny, so we’ll live on love and kisses,

               And be just as happy as the birds on the tree.

            

            
               The boy I love is up in the gallery,

               The boy I love is looking down at me,

               There he is, can’t you see, waving his handkerchief,

               As merry as a robin that sings on a tree.’13

            

            Groucho applauds.

            Tom and the Proprietor bow together.

            Proprietor The usual main course, Mr Eliot?

            Steak?

            Tom Steak would be lovely, thank you.

            Proprietor I’ve just returned from the Baltic States, Mr Eliot, did I tell you?

            Tom How was Latvia?

            Proprietor Latvia was lovely.

            Tom And Riga?

            Proprietor Lovely.

            Tom Estonia, Tallinn?

            Proprietor Quite lovely.

            Tom Lithuania?

            Proprietor Lithuania was Lithuania.

            Tom Quite.

            Proprietor Parched I was, quite parched.

            I tell you, if you ever visit there, bring a kettle and a suitable plug.

            The whole idea of a cup of tea is a mystery to them.

            Steak for two it shall be.

            The Proprietor turns to Groucho.

            There’s no need to stand.

            Groucho I’m not standing.

            Proprietor I noticed.

            The Proprietor goes.

            Groucho Quite the great lady, isn’t she – sorta like the Queen Mother.

            Tom No relation, I’m afraid – no blue blood.14

            Groucho That’s how she will bring the steak – blue?

            Tom I could not say.

            Groucho She didn’t ask.

            Tom She never does – serves the meat as she chooses.

            I don’t complain.

            We never do, Europeans.

            Groucho You’re American. From St Louis.

            Tom Yes.

            The Missouri – raised by that river – the making of me.

            Quite untamed – that stretch of water.

            Hidden depth and sudden shallows.

            Not the easiest to manoeuvre.

            In my blood, the old Missouri.

            Wild, when it so chooses.

            Yes, I’m from St Louis.

            Groucho St Louis.

            Groucho sings.

            
               ‘Meet me in St Louis, Louis,

               Meet me at the fair –

               Don’t tell me the sun is shining

               Any place but there.’

            

            Tom I don’t know that melody.

            Groucho Judy Garland sang it.

            Tom What an extraordinary name – still, she is a singer.

            Groucho Sorta like Stearns – Thomas Stearns Eliot.

            Extraordinary name – still, you are a poet.

            Tom Publisher – I’m also a publisher, Faber and Faber.

            That’s my occupation, publisher.

            Groucho That’s where I wrote to you –

            Tom Thank you so much for your letters – you’re a wonderful correspondent.15

            Groucho Thank you for replying, and for the portrait – so handsome –

            Tom You’ve read my poetry –

            Groucho And your essays – the minor Elizabethan playwrights –

            Tom Dante, my essay on Dante –
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