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            Introduction

         

         The five plays included here were written over a twenty-five-year period between 1992 and 2017.

         I have searched in vain to find a link between them. Despite their common parent, they are all very much each their own man, as they put it. For, in truth, my long writing career has had no master plan to guide it, no grand scheme with an end in sight. I have blundered rather from project to project, year after year, relying for the next play on a mixture of sudden inspiration and deadline desperation. To help steer my choice of style and subject I have always relied on the success or failure of the previous play.

         The next project rarely presents itself until the current one has completed its full cycle from page to final first staging, the new one coyly waiting in the wings refusing to reassure the nervous author that there will indeed be a next project by making itself known.

         Over the years, writing has been a succession of highs and lows. Highs when the new idea first shows itself and promises to have the legs to proceed and then, months later, after the final draft has been read by several, approved by a trusted few, designed, rehearsed, reshaped, staged and at last presented to an audience.

         The corresponding lows tread hot on the heels of the highs. A matter of hours after the writing is completed, the growing doubts begin to emerge. Maybe it wasn’t after all such an original, exciting idea? Maybe someone really did have the idea before you? The small voices continue to gnaw away at my initial confidence over the weeks. I frequently thank God I write plays rather than novels. At least with a play there comes a time when it will be shared with fellow creative souls, designers, technicians, stage management and finally the actors themselves.

         The life of the playwright/director such as myself can be likened to that of a lone yachtsman who, having charted his course, sets off from harbour in lonely isolation and then, mid-voyage, suddenly invites a full crew aboard and, given a fair wind, with a bit of luck ends up sharing the journey with the world and his mother. Inevitably, I may add, he should anticipate, along the way, certain course corrections.

         
             

         

         Time of My Life, first performed in 1992 and the earliest of these plays, is what I think of as me at my most J. B. Priestley-esque. I have, both as an actor and latterly as a director, long admired the great Yorkshire dramatist’s work. I was attracted especially to his so-called ‘time’ plays, most particularly Time and the Conways. Its constructional conceit in setting its first and third acts in a single time period and the action in its middle second act several years into the future is quite inspired. We catch a glimpse of the varying fates of this middle-class family which, when we return to the third act, the characters themselves have yet to experience. A powerful use of dramatic irony when the audience are granted the some what devastating gift of foresight.

         Thanks largely to Priestley, I have always considered Time one of the most valuable storytelling tools available to me as a dramatist. It’s also one of the first decisions I find I need to make before I set pen to paper. How long or how brief a time frame does my story require to be told? Years? Days? Or can it be told in mere minutes?

         The overall premise of Time of My Life is that we should enjoy the present, live for now, not spending too much time looking backwards or forwards but savouring each moment as it happens. Although, regrets one of the characters Glyn, in a key speech, how difficult that is for most of us.

         At the start, we witness the moment itself, a happy one, a mother’s sixtieth birthday party at a local restaurant surrounded by her family, her husband, her two sons and their respective womenfolk, the six of them finishing dinner together, slightly drunk and sharing a rare moment of enjoyment. Soon after, the narrative splits into three, following the elder son and his wife into the future in a succession of brief scenes taking us two years ahead. Similarly, we follow the younger son and his new girlfriend over a period of two months taking us backwards in time to their first meeting. Meanwhile, the parents remain at the table in ‘real’ time in a single continuous post-party scene in synchronicity with the audience who can thus view the moment itself from past, present and future view points. Hopefully, it’s not quite as complicated as it sounds! But then, when was it ever simple to explain a stage device? When I think of the hours I’ve wasted trying to explain to someone who’s never seen it the basic principle of an earlier play, How the Other Half Loves. Often the conversation results in my saying, ‘Oh, please, just go and see it!’ Or in this case, ‘Please just read it!’

         
             

         

         The next play in this volume, Neighbourhood Watch (2011), also involves time, but on this occasion a possible near future. It utilises the classic ‘what if’ formula of science fiction. It’s not the first time I have used such a device to drive a play and I suspect it won’t be the last. Observing current trends and taking them into a hypothetical future leads them to a logical (or in this case illogical) conclusion. What if the gap between the so-called haves and have-nots becomes even more accentuated than it is at present, causing further social friction? And what if this leads to the growth and development, as is already beginning to happen, of exclusive private estates, each with its own perimeter fence and manned security gates? What then? And what if, as a result of segregation, unrest starts to grow from within the isolated estate itself? Which leads in turn to a declaration of independence and a set of self-imposed, antiquated, primitive laws? A reversion in fact to earlier, ‘better’ times? Add in a touch of religious extremism and the natural emergence of a born leader of men and where does it end? Answer: social mayhem, death and destruction. But they do start out as the very nicest people, people we live next door to really. Message: beware the illusion that we live in a civilised world. We are but a heartbeat away from anarchy!

         
             

         

         Two years later in 2013, again playing with time somewhat, came Arrivals and Departures. Despite a relatively large cast, it is essentially a two-hander. Two complete strangers, opposites in every way, in age, sex, disposition and social level, meet at a railway station and over the course of barely an hour in each other’s enforced company grow gradually closer. With just the hint that were the relationship to continue it might lead to an unlikely friend ship between these two lonely people, despite the fact that at the end of their meeting they know precious little more about each other than they did when they met. But we do, we know all about them. Through a series of brief flashbacks, hers in Act One and his in Act Two, we are able to piece together fragments of their respective pasts. Both acts cover the same time periods with the same events occurring and with only minute alterations in the dialogue. The differences are in the flashbacks, telling two very different stories of people who couldn’t be less alike. Indeed, it’s an experiment in storytelling. But I felt an interesting one. In some ways, Arrivals and Departures is possibly the closest I’ve ever been to writing a tragedy. 

         
             

         

         Many of the characters in Hero’s Welcome (2015), are concerned with the past. It is in one sense a play about what happened or what didn’t happen. Truth in this instance is elusive. The audience would be advised to take nothing any of the characters says in this particular play as gospel, not even the apparently straightforward and guileless hero himself, Murray. I chose as a main theme the subject of male rivalry, a topic I briefly touched on in a much earlier play, Time and Time Again (1971). In Hero’s Welcome, this alpha competitiveness between the men is the driving force of the drama. Years before, Brad, a spoilt, wealthy kid with all the best toys constantly competed with his childhood friend, the less well-to-do Murray. They challenged each other in all things laddish, be it sport, foolish dares, fast cars or, inevitably, women. With the departure of Murray in disgrace, their rivalry in the intervening years has naturally died down. But with the soldier’s return, Murray, a much decorated national hero, his beautiful young bride, Baba, in tow, the personal battle between the two men is instantly reignited. I doubt I have ever written a more overtly translucent and heroic figure than Murray or a more unscrupulous and devious one than Brad, but as I said beware of taking anything at face value. In this play the heroes become victims while the apparent victims and underdogs, surprisingly, take on the mantle of heroes.

         
             

         

         And, finally, the most recently published here, A Brief History of Women (2017). In this, I have metaphorically moved my camera as far back as I ever have done, tracing events over a period of sixty years from the mid-1920s to the mid-1980s. Notionally its central character is a farmer’s son, Anthony Spates, whom we see first as a callow apprentice footman at the Manor House and subsequently, through various incarnations, until finally as the manager of the same house, now transformed into a hotel. I refer to him notionally as being the hero but in truth the house itself is the central character, as we follow it from being once a grand, if decaying country home, then an underheated Second World War girls’ school, a 1960s run-down arts centre and finally a somewhat plasticised version of its original self, the modern country house hotel.

         The ‘history’ in the title has a double meaning of its own (but then, which of my titles hasn’t?). On the one hand, the story charts the considerable social journey women have made from the days of early suffrage through to the first shallows of women’s lib. It is also a personal view of several individual women, seen through the eyes of Spates himself, all of whom affected and altered and shaped his life. I admit it was fun, for once, to explore these contrasting time periods and, to establish for each, differing attitudes and styles of speech. What’s more, in the final pages, I experienced a rare glow of author satisfaction, writing something that in turn I feel is equally funny, touching and sad whilst remaining true to the characters themselves.

         
             

         

         Alan Ayckbourn,

Scarborough, 2018
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            First Performances

         

         Time of My Life was first performed at the Stephen Joseph Theatre in the Round, Scarborough, on 21 April 1992. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Gerry  Russell Dixon

         Laura  Colette O’Neil

         Glyn  Richard Garnett

         Adam  Stephen Mapes

         Stephanie  Karen Drury

         Maureen  Sophie Heyman

         Calvinu / Waiters  Terence Booth

         
             

         

         Director  Alan Ayckbourn

         Design  Roger Glossop

         Lighting  Mick Hughes

         Music  John Pattison

         
             

         

         This production transferred to the Vaudeville Theatre, London, on 3 August 1993, with Anton Rodgers as Gerry and Gwen Taylor as Laura.

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Time of My Life was revived at the Stephen Joseph Theatre, Scarborough, on 11 June 2013, with the following cast:

         
             

         

         Gerry  John Branwell

         Laura  Sarah Parks

         Glyn  Richard Stacey

         Adam  James Powell

         Stephanie  Emily Pithon

         Maureen  Rachel Caffrey

         Calvinu / Waiters  Ben Porter

         
             

         

         Director  Alan Ayckbourn

         Design  Jan Bee Brown

         Lighting  Mark Johnston

         
             

         

         The production began a UK tour at the Yvonne Arnaud Theatre, Guildford, on 22 January 2014, and was presented at 59e59 Theaters, New York, as part of the Brits Off Broadway Festival, commencing 29 May 2014. For this tour and the festival, the role of Gerry was played by Russell Dixon.

      

   


   
      
         

            Characters

         

         
            Gerry

a businessman

            Laura

his wife

            Glyn

their elder son

            Adam

their younger son

            Stephanie

Glyn’s wife

            Maureen

            The following played by the same actor

            Calvinu

a restaurant owner

            Tuto

head waiter

            Aggi

a waiter

            Dinka

another waiter

            Bengie

yet another waiter

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Setting

         

         Scene

Calvinu’s restaurant, the Essa de Calvi.

          

         Time

Past, present and future.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               Act One

            

         

         The restaurant Essa de Calvi. The restaurant could be Greek, it could be Italian, even French or Spanish. It is none of these. It is whatever we decide to make it. It’s a family concern, shabby but clean. Slightly underlit. Distant piped music of indeterminate ethnic origin is heard from time to time. There can be several tables on view depending on the space available. Only three need be used, though: two ‘twos’ – window tables – set apart at a distance, one downstage left (for Adam and Maureen) and one downstage right (for Glyn and Stephanie) and a large central table set for a party of six. There are entrances up centre, left and right. At the start there is a family dinner in progress at the main table. The other two are empty. The meal is all but over. It is around 10.30 p.m. on Saturday, 18th January. Evidence of the supper litters the table. Used coffee cups, dirty plates, sweet papers, full ashtrays and half-empty liqueur glasses. Also, evidence of gift wrapping paper, suggesting that someone has had a birthday.

         At either end of the table sit the parents, Laura and Gerry, both in their fifties. He is a successful, self-made businessman. Originally a builder, he has diversified and managed to weather economic storms and recessions through a combination of astuteness and ruthlessness. There is no doubt that, visibly at least, he is very much the head of the family. A man who rarely if ever expects his words or actions to be questioned. But he hasn’t achieved this single-handedly. Laura, his wife, is also a force to be reckoned with, despite the fact that her profile, publicly, may suggest she exists purely to support her husband. But as so often in such partnerships, she has played a vital if largely unsung role in her husband’s success. She is just as astute and every bit as determined. Though they are both dressed for their evening out, Gerry is more casually attired than his wife. Around and under Laura’s chair are some of her birthday presents, now unwrapped. A large mantelpiece clock, a macramé flower-basket holder and a slim volume of poems. Laura is currently holding her other present, a pair of not unacceptable but modest ‘craft’ ear-rings. Gerry and Laura are a well-matched couple, and if their ambitions and drives have diminished slightly over the years and given way to a certain complacency and self-satisfaction, the pair are quite clearly, as they say, still on the board and in play – especially so far as their dealings with their own family are concerned. The closest of these, their two sons, Glyn and Adam, are also present. Glyn, in his late twenties, is at first glance perhaps very much his father’s son, a second version of his parent. But he has lived for too long in Gerry’s shadow, has been compared unfavourably to his father just once too often, has tried to compete with an over-competitive parent and failed. He has been groomed to take over the family business, but it is unlikely that the firm will survive his father’s death. He has charm but little of his father’s drive or ambition. Across the table from him sits his wife, Stephanie. In her mid-twenties, she has borne him one child and, as a result of recent emotional upheavals in her marriage, has worn less well than she should have done for someone reasonably comfortably off and with few material worries. One can only assume that in marrying Glyn she may have hoped she was marrying the father. She has since learnt better. Where she sought strength she has found weakness; instead of decisiveness nothing but vacillation and uncertainty. Stephanie is seated next to her younger brother-in-law, Adam, who is the apple of his mother’s eye. In his early twenties, he is a nervous, uncoordinated windmill of a boy and in gatherings such as these hopelessly out of his depth. One of the reasons Adam is more anxious than usual tonight is due to the behaviour of his own partner seated across the table, Maureen. She is very much the outsider. She is Adam’s new girlfriend and this is her first meeting with the family. She is very drunk. This has taken the form of a sort of glazed, fixed-smiling trance. The room is evidently revolving for her quite rapidly, the floor rocking up and down at regular intervals. Whatever small contribution she might have made earlier to the evening is now reduced to a loud, regular hiccup. Apart from the occasional nervous glance from Adam, the others have all chosen to act as if she doesn’t exist.

         But now the party is nearly at an end. From a distance, they are a jolly group enjoying each other’s company. After all, it is Laura’s birthday and no one would want to spoil that.

         Around the table, coffee pot in hand, flits Tuto, one of several waiters we shall meet. They all have a marked resemblance, unsurprisingly, since they are all related in various ways to the head of the family and owner of the restaurant, Ernesto Calvinu. Tuto is eternally cheerful and happy to serve.

         At the start, there are two conversations in progress, one between Gerry and Glyn and another between Laura and Stephanie, all talking across each other. Adam and Maureen remain very much spectators. Laura is holding the ear-rings, evidently a present from Glyn and Stephanie.

         The following conversation between Laura and Stephanie occurs simultaneously with the conversation between Gerry and Glyn on page 12. At some stage during the combined exchange, Tuto serves coffee and says his dialogue on page 14. The conversations cease when Maureen rushes out of the room on page 15.

         
            Laura   (to Stephanie) … they’re so unusual. That’s what I love about them. I don’t think I’ve seen anything like them before. Not even in Crete.

            Stephanie   No, as I say, there’s this woman we met at the nursery school, she’s just started up. She’s working from home but she was trained in jewellery making. She’s fully trained. But she gave it up to have children but now they’re at school she’s just starting up again on her own from home …

            Laura   I’ve not seen anything like them anywhere. I think they’re just lovely. I think I’ll probably go to bed in them …

            Stephanie   They suit you, I thought they’d suit you. They’re your colour …

            Laura   They are. They’re exactly my colour. I wear this colour all the time …

            Stephanie   Yes, I’ve seen you wearing that colour … You’ve got that necklace that’s not dissimilar, too, haven’t you …? You know, the one you sometimes wear with –

            Laura   Yes, I have. That’s what I mean. I think they’re the same stones. Semi-precious …

            Stephanie   Semi-precious, yes –

            Laura   I prefer semi-precious, sometimes, you know. For certain occasions. I mean if you’re just on your own, slopping around the house. You want to look good for yourself but you don’t necessarily want to look that special. I mean for that you want semi-precious, you don’t necessarily want precious, do you?

            Stephanie   No. I feel exactly the same. I know you’re not supposed to – 

            Laura   Well, a diamond. A beautiful diamond. That takes a lot of beating …

            Stephanie   Oh well, a diamond … We’re not talking about diamonds –

            Laura   And sapphires, I love sapphires. Gerry gave me a sapphire bracelet when we first moved to Forest Road …

            Stephanie   I know, I’ve seen it on you. Oh, I covet that.

            Laura   Well, God knows what it cost him. A damn sight more than we could afford in those days. But I love it to death. I wear it a lot … it was the first bit of real jewellery I ever owned.

            Stephanie   Yes.

            Laura   You know what I mean, real jewellery …?

            Stephanie   Yes, yes –

            Laura   I’d have worn it tonight, only –

            Stephanie   I love that bracelet –

            Laura   I wear it a lot. Mind you, I’ll wear these a lot, I think … I can see me wearing them a lot …

            Stephanie   I’ll give you her address …

            Laura   They’re lovely … They’ll do especially for daytime …

            Stephanie   Well, they’re meant for daytime, really … I’ll let you have her address. She lives quite near us …

            Laura   Lovely, look at the light in them …

            Stephanie   They look very good in daylight. They’re daytime jewellery, really. But I think they’re unusual, aren’t they?

            Laura   They’re certainly unusual …

            Stephanie   All her stuff’s unusual. She does shoe bags as well. I’ve got her card. I’ll give it to you –

            Laura   Rubies. I quite like rubies, too. For certain occasions.

            Stephanie   Yes. I’m not so sure about rubies.

            
               The following conversation between Gerry and Glyn occurs simultaneously with the conversation between Laura and Stephanie, above.

            

            Gerry   (to Glyn) … There’s no use him complaining about deadlines and what should have been done then and what wasn’t done when it should have been done – he has to understand we’re talking today –

            Glyn   Yes, yes, yes –

            Gerry   – we’re not talking twenty years ago when a supplier was prepared to wait six, nine months – a year sometimes before he got paid.

            Glyn   No, no –

            Gerry   Most of the fellers we deal with nowadays, they’re not prepared to wait at all –

            Glyn   No, no, no –

            Gerry   – because they, in turn, have got cashflow problems just like anyone else –

            Glyn   Yes, yes …

            Gerry   – just as we have –

            Glyn   Yes …

            Gerry  – and they’re not just reaching for things off shelves, not these days –

            Glyn   No, no …

            Gerry   – they can’t afford it any more than we can –

            Glyn   No, no. Well, I said to him –

            Gerry   – they’re having to pay for them, cash up front –

            Glyn   Yes, I explained to him –

            Gerry   Those are the basic facts of life. He has to understand them …

            Glyn   Well, I phoned him three times and –

            Gerry   I mean, let’s put it this way. What he’s failing to appreciate – what he is quite transparently failing to appreciate – is the amount of hidden subsidy he’s getting from us – every time he withholds an account –

            Glyn   Yes, I know, this is what I was –

            Gerry   – that he has previously – let me finish – that he has previously in writing and technically, legally bindingly agreed to pay …

            Glyn   Well, it’s easy to say that but –

            Gerry I’ll talk to him. Don’t worry, I’ll talk to him tomorrow. He’s the same as his father, I knew his father and he used to try it on. Eighteen months I had to wait for him, once –

            Glyn   Yes, I know.

            Gerry Eighteen months and then he asked me, would I mind overlooking the interest. I told him get – I told him –

            Glyn   I know, I know –

            Gerry I mean, we were talking three or four hundred quid in interest –

            Glyn   Yes –

            Gerry   That was a lot of money –

            Glyn   It was –

            Gerry   – in those days …

            Glyn   Quite.

            Gerry   Times have changed, but it’s still no different today –

            Glyn   No.

            Gerry   More brandy? Another brandy?

            Glyn   No thanks, Dad, we need to be – Babysitter, you know …

            Adam   (softly to Maureen, over Glyn’s line) You all right?

            
               Maureen nods miserably, but by way of a reply can only hiccup. She is evidently feeling very sick.

               Simultaneously with the above, exchanges, Tuto circles the table offering fresh coffee. Stephanie, Maureen, Glyn and Adam all decline when asked. Laura and Gerry both say yes.

            

            Tuto   (to Laura) More coffee? Madama? … Yes? Good. Delicious coffee, with my own nuts. Yes? (To Maureen.) Madametta? More coffee? No? (To Stephanie.) Madama? Some lovely coffee? No? You break my heart. I cry all night. (To Gerry.) Mr Stratton? Yes? Yes. Of course. (To Glyn.) Seerar? No? No coffee? (To Adam.) Seerar? Of course. Coffee. No? No coffee. Beautiful coffee. I grow it myself … (Back to Maureen, whom he obviously fancies.) Madametta? Please? No? Some liqueur? Crème de menthe? Some Crouscac? Grown in my village, very rich, very sweet. Just for the lady?

            
               Maureen looks green.

            

            No Crouscac? Some more sweet? Smooliboos? That is sugar melted with rum and cream and baked with eggs in a meringue case with a beautiful outside of chocolate and rich fresh cream and glacé fruits. Delicious.

            
               Maureen’s stomach turns over.

            

            Some trickletasse? This is delicious tart with treacle and cream mixed with passion fruit, fresh strawberries and Armagnac –

            
               Maureen rises suddenly from the table and makes a dash for the door. This has the effect of stopping the other conversations.

            

            Madametta …?

            Adam   (rising, alarmed) Maureen … (Hastily, to the others.) Excuse me …

            
               He exits after Maureen.

            

            Tuto   (slightly bemused) Madametta, she is …?

            Laura   (rather tight-lipped) Madametta is slightly under the weather, I’m afraid.

            Tuto   Ah! I tell Seerar Calvinu …

            
               Tuto goes off after them.

               A brief silence at the table.

            

            Laura   Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear …

            Gerry   Yes –

            Laura   Where does he find them? Where does that boy find them?

            Gerry   (magnanimously) Well –

            Laura   No, seriously, Gerry, there are dozens of girls who’d be glad of him. Literally hundreds walking about out there. They’d give their right legs for a boy like Adam …

            Stephanie   It’s not always that straightforward though, is it …?

            Laura   It’s perfectly straightforward …

            Stephanie   Not always –

            Laura   I’m sorry, I don’t see the problem, I’m sorry.

            Stephanie   It’s meeting them, you have to get to meet them first, don’t you? I don’t think Adam meets that many girls, does he, Glyn?

            Glyn   No, I don’t think he meets that many –

            Laura   He could do if he wanted to – I don’t care what they say, even today it’s still easier for a man. I mean Glyn met you, didn’t he?

            Stephanie   Yes, he did –

            Laura   I mean Glyn’s never had trouble meeting girls …

            Stephanie   He hasn’t –

            Laura   There we are, then. No, the trouble with Adam is they meet him. He doesn’t have to look, they come out of the woodwork and seek him out, like that one did. He’s a sitting target for every little tart in the district.

            Stephanie   Now, I don’t think that’s very fair –

            
               Tuto hurries through busily, calling another waiter, who is unseen.

            

            Tuto   Bengie! Bengie! Chella bucketti. Ser madametta machosessa regorgettor. [‘Bengie! Bengie! Fetch a bucket. The young lady has been sick in the Gents.’]

            (To the others.) It’s OK. She’s OK …

            
               He goes off.

            

            Gerry   Shouldn’t someone see how she is?

            Laura   She’s all right, Adam’s with her …

            Gerry   He’s not going to be much use, is he? Not if she’s bolted herself in the Ladies …

            Laura   She’ll manage, It’s her own fault. She was knocking them back like a goldfish … She had that champagne cocktail down in one gulp to start with, then she had three glasses of the Chablis –

            Glyn   That was excellent …

            Gerry   Yes, it was –

            Laura   – and at least four refills to my knowledge of that red I never touched …

            Gerry   Australian that. Good, wasn’t it?

            Glyn   Australian? I thought it was Australian …

            Laura   And on top of that she had all that Benedictine, or whatever it was –

            Stephanie   What were you doing, counting her?

            Laura   I couldn’t help noticing, could I? I’m surprised none of you did –

            Gerry   We noticed –

            Laura   Not until it was too late, you didn’t –

            Gerry   Well –

            Laura   I say I don’t know where he finds them.

            Gerry   It’s all right, it won’t last. You know Adam …

            Stephanie   It might. How do we know it won’t?

            Laura   I hope to God it doesn’t … I fear for that boy, sometimes.

            Gerry   He’s not a kid now, Laura. He’s twenty-four years old … It’s his choice.

            Laura   He’s twenty-three. He’s not twenty-four till next October. And I’m saying, it wasn’t his choice –

            Glyn   Twenty-three’s a grown man …

            Laura   Maybe for you it was, for Adam at that age he’s still finding himself. And he needs protecting from girls like that, who are just out for the main chance –

            Stephanie   I think you’re being really unfair to her, you know …

            Glyn   Nobody protected me from girls like that …

            Laura   Well, you. You both went into your marriage with your eyes open. Nothing I could do about that. You had to find out for yourselves. Well, you’ve been through the tunnel, you’ve both come out the other side, sadder but wiser and with a bit of luck you’ve learnt your lesson, I hope, and you’ll know better next time. But with Adam, it’s different. He needs help, he can’t cope with these things on his own. He never could.

            Stephanie   He’s going to have to one day, isn’t he?

            Laura   Not while I’m around. I’m amazed at you, Stephanie. I thought as a mother yourself, you might understand how I feel.

            
               Stephanie holds back her reply.

               Bengie, a younger waiter who speaks no English, hurries through anxiously.

            

            Bengie   (calling behind him) … er goopini mukletracker, san? [‘The mop in the cleaning cupboard, you say?’] (To the others.) ’Scoos.

            
               Bengie exits.

            

            Stephanie   I think I’d better see if she needs some help.

            Laura   (rising) No, it’s all right, I’ll go. I need to powder my nose, anyway.

            Stephanie   Let me know if I can –

            Laura   She’ll be right as rain. She just needs her head in a bucket … And quite frankly while we’re at it, I do think a son of mine can do a lot better for himself than a hairdresser …

            
               She goes out.

            

            Gerry   I don’t think, somehow, that one’s gone down too well with your mother.

            Stephanie   She’s fine. She was just very nervous, that’s all …

            Gerry   Nervous?

            Stephanie   Not surprising, meeting you lot. I was nervous …

            Glyn   What’s wrong with being a hairdresser …?

            Stephanie   Nothing wrong with being a hairdresser …

            Gerry   You know your mother …

            Stephanie   I was a shop assistant, I’m amazed you let me through the front door …

            Glyn   Ah well. It was only me you were marrying. Didn’t matter so much, did it? And it was a very high-class shop, after all …

            Stephanie   I only wish she’d leave Adam alone. He has to find out for himself, doesn’t he?

            Gerry   I’ve heard a rumour they’re closing down, you know …

            Glyn   What, Thackers?

            Stephanie   Yes, I heard that too somewhere … Fancy. Established nineteen twenty-seven.

            Gerry   (gloomily) Sign of the times. Sign of the times.

            Glyn   By the way – do you think she liked the clock I gave her? Mother?

            Gerry   She loved it. Did you not see her face when she opened it?

            Glyn   Yes I did. I thought she seemed a bit – disapproving.

            Gerry   She was over the moon with it.

            Glyn   I can take it back and change it.

            Stephanie   Don’t bother. You did your best. You spent days choosing it. You never take that much trouble with my birthday.

            Glyn   Well, you – generally know what you want, don’t you …?

            
               Pause.

               Bengie returns with a mop and bucket and hurries through.

            

            Gerry   She’s attractive, though. That girl. Good-looker …

            Glyn   Oh, yes …

            Stephanie   Yes. (He makes to rise.) Well, we must be thinking of –

            Gerry   Babysitters?

            Glyn   Yes, right –

            Stephanie   Otherwise we’ll have to pay her for another two hours or something …

            Glyn   Probably tucked up in our bed with her boyfriend by now …

            Stephanie   (grimly) She’d better not be …

            Gerry   You bring the car?

            Glyn   Oh, yes …

            Gerry   You all right to drive?

            Stephanie   Who do you think’s driving? Muggins here.

            Gerry   You’re all right?

            Stephanie   Of course.

            Gerry   Only they’ve been tightening up …

            Stephanie   I’ve had half a glass all evening. You know I never do …

            Glyn   You hardly ate anything either …

            Stephanie   What do you mean? I ate mountains.

            Glyn   I was watching. Three mouthfuls and you pushed it away.

            Stephanie   Well, I ate a lot for me … Anyway, I have to be careful. I start putting on weight, you’re the first to complain.

            Glyn   Never.

            Stephanie   You do. A tub of lard in tights, he called me the other night …

            Glyn   I did not, you called yourself that …

            Stephanie   Well, maybe I did, but I didn’t want you going repeating it in the pub, did I? In front of everyone?

            Gerry   You look lovely, Steph, you look a picture.

            
               He embraces Stephanie with mock passion.

            

            Stephanie   Here’s someone who appreciates me.

            
               She kisses Glyn.

            

            That was a lovely meal, thank you, Gerry … as always.

            Gerry   Well, it did cross my mind to take her somewhere else and then I thought, well … It’s a tradition this place, isn’t it? Every birthday, anniversary – we always seem to end up here. And it’s your mother’s favourite, so why not?

            Glyn   We’ve been using it a bit lately. From the office. It’s quite convenient. Have you ever tried lunch here?

            Gerry   No, never lunch …

            Glyn   Very good. Reasonable prices, too, aren’t they?

            Stephanie   Don’t ask me. You never take me out to lunch.

            Glyn   I would do, I would do. You’ve only to ask …

            Gerry   I’d take him up on that, Steph.

            Stephanie   I will, don’t worry.

            Gerry   I’ll see you to the door …

            Stephanie   There’s no need.

            Gerry   No, I’ll get the bill at the same time –

            
               He stops them.

            

            Listen, just before we … Steph. Glyn.

            Glyn   Yes.

            Gerry   I hope you appreciate, this business with you two getting together again – patching it up between you – it couldn’t have been a better birthday present for her, I’m telling you.

            Stephanie   (not wishing to prolong this) Well, maybe –

            Gerry   No, Steph, I don’t think you properly – I mean, Glyn and I, we know her – and sometimes she comes over, you know, as maybe a bit blunt, plain-spoken, you know. Even tough, sometimes, yes. Well, yes, Laura can be tough. But underneath all that, she’s a very vulnerable woman. A very caring person and someone who gets hurt quite easily.

            Stephanie   Yes, I’m sure.

            Gerry   Now you two, you’ve had your moments – you and her, Steph. I know you have. You’ve had your disagreements but let’s say, starting today, it’s a new leaf, all right? A new leaf for you and her, Steph. And a new leaf for you two. Right.

            Glyn   Dead right.

            
               Gerry puts his arm around Stephanie. Stephanie stands rather awkwardly.

            

            Gerry   You see, if anything happened to – Well, you know how we both care for Timmy, don’t you?

            Stephanie   Oh, yes.

            Gerry   Laura’s always – I think she’s always secretly dreamt of grandchildren – I think she wanted grandchildren more than she wanted children …

            Stephanie   Difficult –

            Glyn   Oh, yes, she’s always wanted them, I think … I mean she’s never said it in so many words, but –

            Stephanie   Well, she’s got one … 

            Gerry   Yes, but when we thought, you know, you and Glyn were all washed up, I mean … Maybe not get to see Stephanie – and Timmy again …

            Stephanie   (slightly impatiently) Yes, we’re back together now though, aren’t we?

            Gerry   (kissing her again) Yes, you are! You are! (To Glyn.) And he’s going to behave himself from now on, aren’t you?

            Glyn   It’s all in the past, Dad.

            Gerry   Send her packing. Do you hear?

            Glyn   I’ve sent her packing.

            Gerry   We used to have a word for women like that –

            Glyn   Yes, OK –

            Gerry   Not a very pleasant word –

            Stephanie   Sorry, Gerry, we really must go –

            Gerry   (ignoring her) No more, do you hear? No more.

            Glyn   No more, promise.

            Gerry   Word of honour?

            Glyn   Word of honour, Dad.

            Gerry   (grasping Stephanie again) You stand by this one, you hear me? You stand by this lovely girl or you’ll have me to answer to next time –

            
               Adam returns rather anxiously.

            

            Stephanie   How is she?

            Adam   She’s all right, she’s –

            Glyn   Does she need a lift anywhere …? 

            Adam   No, she’s fine. I’ll see her home. She just needs her handbag …

            Stephanie   Has she been sick?

            Adam   Yes.

            Stephanie   Best thing.

            Adam   In the Gents.

            Gerry   The Gents?

            Adam   Yes.

            Gerry   Bloody hell, Adam.

            Adam   She was in that much of a hurry she misread the signs …

            Gerry   There’s a bright pink door and a bright blue door, what else does she need?

            Adam   Well, she wasn’t feeling too good …

            Gerry   All the women in the world and you have to take up with a colour-blind hairdresser. I don’t know … Is she still in there?

            Adam   No, she’s in the Ladies now …

            Gerry   Just as well. I want to use the other one …

            Adam   I’ll just get her bag. Take her home.

            Gerry   (as he goes) Bloody hell, I don’t know. It’s your mother’s birthday, son.

            
               Gerry goes out.

            

            Adam   Sorry.

            Stephanie   Take her home. She’ll be all right. Probably have a bit of a hangover, that’s all. 

            Adam   I don’t know why she – She doesn’t drink, you see. Normally. Hardly at all.

            Stephanie   I was saying, she was probably nervous.

            Adam   Yes, she was. I mean, I told her there was no need to be but –

            Glyn   Never mind. You know what they say about buses. There’ll be another along in a minute. Same with women –

            Stephanie   Oh shut up, that’s a fat lot of help, isn’t it …?

            Glyn   Plenty more fish –

            Adam   It’s not as simple as that. The trouble is – I’m in love with her –

            Glyn   (laughing) Oh, great …

            Adam   I am.

            Glyn   Has there ever been one you haven’t been in love with?

            Adam   Not like this. Never like this.

            Stephanie   She’s certainly in love with you …

            Adam   You think so? How do you know?

            Stephanie   Because I was looking at her –

            Adam   You could tell by looking at her?

            Stephanie   Of course. It was obvious. She couldn’t take her eyes off you.

            Glyn   What do you mean? She was touching me up under the table for half the meal.

            Adam   She was not!

            Stephanie   She certainly wasn’t. Or I’d have cut her fingers off. 

            Adam   You really think she loves me?

            Stephanie   I keep saying. Hasn’t she told you?

            Adam   Yes, but …

            Stephanie   Then she most probably means it. (Pleasantly to Glyn.) Some people do …

            
               Laura returns.

            

            Laura   (with some satisfaction) Well, she looks a right mess now, I must say. I doubt if they’ll let her in here again in a hurry.

            Adam   I must take her bag to her. Is she all right?

            Laura   As far as I know. I left her in there, washing her face. (To Glyn and Stephanie.) She was sick in the Gents, you know. Not even the Ladies.

            Stephanie   Yes, we heard.

            
               Adam starts to hunt for Maureen’s handbag.

            

            Laura   There’s a great queue of men waiting to get in while they clean up.

            Stephanie   Oh, dear.

            Laura   Including your father.

            Stephanie   Oh, well. Goodnight, Laura.

            Laura   Oh, are you both off? Goodnight, then.

            
               Laura and Stephanie kiss quite sedately.

            

            And thank you for the lovely present, Steph. As I say, I’ll wear them all the time. Goodnight, Glyn. And thank you for the clock …

            Glyn   (anxiously) It was what you wanted, was it? You really liked it? 

            Adam   (having located the bag under the table) Excuse me …

            Laura   Just a minute, Adam …

            Adam   I just have to –

            Laura   Just a quick word.

            
               She embraces Glyn, rather peremptorily.

            

            Good night, dear.

            Glyn   ’Night, Mum. See you Thursday.

            Laura   Thursday?

            Glyn   We’re bringing Timmy up to visit you, aren’t we?

            Laura   (unenthusiastically) Oh yes, lovely.

            Stephanie   Goodnight, Adam. And remember what I told you.

            Adam   Oh, yes. Right. ’Night.

            Glyn   ’Night, Ad. (As they go, to an unseen waiter.) Thank you. That was lovely.

            Stephanie   (likewise) Yes, lovely, yes. Thank you.

            
               Stephanie and Glyn exit.

            

            Laura   What’s she been telling you, then?

            Adam   Who?

            Laura   Stephanie. What was it she told you?

            Adam   (evasively) Oh, nothing. I forget.

            Laura   Well. I think you know what I’m going to say, don’t you?

            Adam   Yes.

            Laura   Do I need to say it?

            Adam   No. You don’t like her. She’s not right for me. She’s common. She ate her melon with the wrong knife, I don’t know –

            Laura   Now, come on, be sensible –

            Adam   She wears her shoes on the wrong feet –

            Laura   Now I’m not like that, you know that. I’m not. You know you’re free to choose. You’re perfectly free. You’re twenty-four years old in October and you’re old enough by now to make your own mistakes.

            Adam   Then I will.

            Laura   All I’m saying is, we both care for you. You know that. We care for you more than anything in the world. So you have to see we both can’t just stand by and say nothing at all. What sort of people would we be if we did that?

            Adam   Yes, I realise that what you’re saying you feel is for the –

            Laura   If we stood there watching you throw your life away?

            Adam   I’m not throwing my life away –

            Laura   Adam, she’s an alcoholic –

            Adam   She’s not an alcoholic –

            Laura   Adam, darling, I’ve seen alcoholics. I’ve lived with them. Your own father’s brother, your Uncle David, he was an alcoholic. Please don’t try to teach me about alcoholics, Adam. Please. I’m telling you, that girl is a virtual alcoholic.

            Adam   Mum, it was only tonight. She was nervous. She never drinks normally. 

            Laura   No, Adam, listen. Listen to what you’re saying. What you’re saying is, you’ve never normally caught her drinking …

            Adam   I’d know if she drank. I’d know.

            Laura   How could you know? How? You’re not trained –

            Adam   Well, I’m close to her. I kiss her and – things …

            Laura   Oh, don’t worry. There’s ways. They have ways. Your Uncle David used to suck mothballs. Just to cover the smell …

            Adam   No wonder he died.

            Laura   He died of drink, Adam. Drink. With a liver the size of Wembley Stadium. After we’d all nursed him for two years. Watching him die. You want to finish up doing that?

            Adam   Oh come on, this is ridiculous. Maureen’s not –

            Laura   Maureen’s a young woman with a serious personal problem and a shrewd eye for the main chance –

            Adam   I’m not listening to this –

            Laura   Adam –

            Adam   I’m not. I’m sorry.

            Laura   Adam, do you want to break your father’s heart? Because that’s what you’re going to end up doing –

            Adam   Oh, bollocks –

            Laura   You want to kill your own father, go ahead –

            Adam   Oh, bugger off.

            
               He storms off, passing Tuto, who enters. 

            

            Tuto   Goodnight, seerar. Everything satisfactory? Good. We try to please. Madama Stratton, some more coffee?

            Laura   (tight-lipped) Yes, I think I need some, Tuto. Thank you very much.

            Tuto   Cer-tainly! (He makes to go.)

            Laura   And I’ll have a large Rémy Martin as well, please.

            Tuto   Large Rémy – cer-tainly.

            
               Tuto goes off cheerfully.

               Laura sits down again.

               Gerry returns.

            

            Gerry   Right then. I’ve asked for the bill.

            Laura   He just swore at me.

            Gerry   Who did? The waiter?

            Laura   No. Adam. He’s just sworn at me. Told me to B-U-G off.

            Gerry   (shrugging) Well …

            Laura   No, not ‘well’. He shouldn’t use language like that. Not to his mother. That’s not how we brought him up. You’d have walloped him at one time.

            Gerry   I never walloped him, you wouldn’t let me. It was Glyn I walloped …

            Laura   Fat lot of good that did …

            Gerry   Anyway. He’s upset. She’s embarrassed him. He’s upset. He’s made a mistake. He realises that.

            Laura   Well, I only hope he does … He seems very stuck on her.

            Gerry   He’s only got to take one look at her now. Enough to put him off for life. By God she looks a mess. All down her – 

            Laura   Yes, I know …

            Gerry   All over her dress and shoes. All down her tights.

            Laura   Yes, I know, I saw her. You don’t have to go into details –

            Gerry   Dear, oh dear. Ruined her dress.

            Laura   I’ve no sympathy.

            
               Bengie enters with the brandy.

            

            Thank you.

            Gerry   What’s that you’re having?

            Laura   A brandy.

            Gerry   Another one?

            Laura   I needed it.

            Gerry   Well, in that case I’ll join you … (To Bengie.) Oy! I say! I say! I’ll have a brandy as well –

            
               Bengie shakes his head, not comprehending.

            

            A brandy. One brandy.

            Laura   He doesn’t speak English. Why can’t they find waiters that speak English?

            Gerry   Bran-deee. (To Laura.) They’re all relations of Calvinu’s. He has them shipped over in packing cases.

            Bengie   (recognising a word) Calvinu! Mente! [‘One moment.’]

            
               He hurries out.

            

            Gerry   Get some nice presents, did you?

            Laura   Well, apart from yours, which is lovely, thank you very much – I got some ear-rings from Stephanie, which I must say for once I might actually wear occasionally. I’ve got drawers full of stuff she’s given me, I never touch. You think she’d have noticed by now. Never known a woman with so many friends that make cheap jewellery. That or home made pottery. Glyn? Glyn gave me that damn great clock I certainly don’t want and I’ve no idea where to put. Adam gave me a lovely little book of poetry which he wrote in, which was nice. He knows I like poetry. Well, some poetry. As for that girl, I can’t work out what she’s given me at all. A piece of knotted string as far as I can see.

            
               She holds up the object in question.

            

            Gerry   (considering it) Well …

            Laura   I mean, what is it? You tell me …

            Gerry   Hang on, I know. It’s one of those hanging things. For hanging things in. Pots.

            Laura   Pots?

            Gerry   For flowers. Flowerpots. Hanging baskets. Probably made it herself.

            Laura   (tossing the item aside) Yes, I should think she probably did from the look of it.

            
               Tuto returns with a pot of coffee.

            

            Tuto   More coffee? Delicious coffee.

            Laura   Thank you.

            Tuto   Bengie bring you the brandy?

            Laura   Yes. We want another one, please.

            Tuto   One more brandy. Rémy Martin, yes?

            Gerry   That’ll do. 

            Tuto   Seerar, more coffee?

            Gerry   Thank you.

            Tuto   (calling off) Hey, Bengie, ennesta gapay Rémy Martin. [‘Another glass of Rémy Martin.’] Rémy Martin! (He shakes his head.) Yey yey yey. He’s very young.

            Laura   Yes?

            Tuto   He’s also a little stupid.

            Gerry   Oh yes?

            Tuto   Very, very stupid. Otherwise why does he come over here, eh?

            
               Tuto goes off laughing.

               Gerry and Laura look slightly dubious.

            

            Gerry   Well, at least they’re back together. Glyn and Steph. That’s the main thing.

            Laura   How long for though …?

            Gerry   Oh, I think they’ll make a go of it, this time. He’s had his fling –

            Laura   I know Glyn was largely to blame – I’m sure he’d drive any woman up the wall – but frankly I do think you’d have to be some sort of a saint to live with that girl for any length of time …

            Gerry   Stephanie?

            Laura   I mean, she’s not an easy person.

            Gerry   Oh, I get on with her. I like her.

            Laura   You would, you’re a man. She makes the effort for you. But I’ve seen her on her own. And I’ll tell you this, underneath she is self-centred and selfish.

            Gerry   I won’t hear a word against her – 

            Laura   I tell you she leads Glyn a dance. It’s not all one way.

            Gerry   How do you mean? You mean she’s having an affair?

            Laura   No, I’m not saying that. She wouldn’t have the nous. But you don’t have to climb into bed with people to lead them a dance, do you?

            Gerry   I don’t know what you’re talking about.

            Laura   You wouldn’t, you’re a man.

            
               Bengie returns with a brandy.

            

            Bengie   Rémy Martin?

            Gerry   Yes, over here. Thank you.

            Bengie   Rémy Martin.

            Gerry   Thank you.

            Bengie   Rémy Martin. Thank you.

            
               Bengie goes out.

            

            Gerry   Cheers.

            Laura   Good health.

            
               They drink.

            

            What’ll happen to Adam, do you think? What’ll become of him?

            Gerry   No idea, he’s like you. I’ve never understood him, either.

            Laura   He is. He’s exactly like me. He’s a worrier. That’s what worries me. He ought to be settled. He ought to have found himself a career by now. A proper career. A proper woman. 

            Gerry   Well, haven’t I offered him a job with us? A decent job. Not a sinecure, maybe, but a safe job with the firm. Like Glyn has. Not Glyn’s responsibilities, perhaps, but then Glyn’s that bit more responsible, but still a responsible job, challenging.

            Laura   He’s destined for better things than that …

            Gerry   (indignantly) What do you mean, ‘better things’?

            Laura   Just sitting behind a desk all day. That may be all right for Glyn –

            Gerry   He doesn’t just sit behind a desk all day, what do you think we do …?

            Laura   – but then Glyn’s got the imagination of a coat-hanger …

            Gerry   The job I offered Adam had good money, good prospects. Not a desk job either. Not at all. Using his brain, getting out and about. Meeting different people. There’s a lot would be glad of that. But he’d rather waste his time with his poetry magazines and what have you …

            Laura   That’s not wasting time …

            Gerry   He’s got a genius for timing, that boy. Four hundred businesses going to the wall every week, three million unemployed, world recession, God knows what else and he decides to start a bloody poetry magazine. I mean, he’s a nice enough lad and he’s your son, but in my opinion he’s a couple of sandwiches short of a picnic, that one.

            Laura   Our son. He’s our son. And it’s an arts magazine. It covers all the arts. Locally.

            Gerry   (uninterested) Does it? Single sheet, is it?

            Laura   He left you a copy only you never even looked at it. 

            Gerry   I mean, we’re feeling the pinch badly enough. And we’re at the top end of the market, we are.

            Laura   (suddenly alert) We’re not in trouble, are we?

            Gerry   No. Not yet. If things go on as they are much longer we might be. But not yet.

            Laura   My God. I’d no idea. You never talk to me about these things …

            Gerry   There’s no point, is there? You’re not interested.

            Laura   I’m certainly interested if we’re going broke –

            Gerry   We’re not going broke –

            Laura   You just said –

            Gerry   Keep your voice down. I said we might be if. That’s all. If. Things go on as they are. That’s all I said. But they probably won’t do, so forget I said it. Forget all about it. Shut up about it, altogether. It’s your birthday, for God’s sake.

            
               Pause.

            

            Laura   I never realised we were in trouble …

         

         The lights dim slightly on Gerry and Laura, who continue to sit silently sipping their brandies, both lost in their own thoughts. They will continue in ‘present’ time. That is to say, the rest of the play, as far as they are concerned, is the remainder of their evening together – approximately two hours. For the other characters, time behaves somewhat differently. For Stephanie and Glyn, who are shortly to enter, theirs is ‘future’ time which will stretch ahead over a period of two years.

         The lights crossfade to the downstage right corner table. It is lunchtime on Friday, 24th January, almost a week after Laura’s birthday dinner. It is raining hard outside. 

         A waiter, Dinka, a rather sour man in his thirties, enters, leading Stephanie to the table. Despite the rain she has obviously made some effort with her appearance this morning.

         
            Dinka   (without ceremony) Here, this one here.

            Stephanie   (rather breathless from running) Thank you.

            Dinka   It’s all we got.

            Stephanie   It’s fine. Can I get rid of my –?

            
               She indicates her wet coat. Dinka holds out his hand without offering to help. She struggles out of her coat.

            

            Terrible downpour. Just got caught in it. Of course I had to park miles away … you know …

            
               She hands Dinka her coat.

            

            Thank you.

            Dinka   It’s for one?

            Stephanie   No, I said there’s two of us, my husband should be here any – (She sees him.) Oh yes, there he is. (She calls.) Glyn! (To Dinka.) Don’t go away, he may want to order a drink.

            Dinka   You want a drink?

            Stephanie   No, I don’t want one. My husband might want a drink. I’ll just have some water, please.

            Dinka   You want water?

            Stephanie   Yes, some still water. Not fizzy –

            
               Glyn enters. Unlike Stephanie’s, his clothes are hardly wet at all. 

            

            Glyn   Sorry … One drop of rain, every bit of traffic grinds to a halt.

            Stephanie   You didn’t drive here …?

            Glyn   I wasn’t getting drowned.

            Stephanie   You’re only just round the corner. It’s a two-minute walk.

            Glyn   I’m not walking, not in this.

            Stephanie   Did you get parked?

            Glyn   Yes, just outside.

            Stephanie   God, some people. I’m way over in Pond Street.

            Dinka   You want a drink?

            Glyn   Yes, I’ll have a scotch with water. You want something?

            Dinka   Scotch with water.

            Glyn   You having something?

            Stephanie   Yes, just water.

            Dinka   Fizzy water?

            Stephanie   No, plain water, please.

            Dinka   (moving away) Plain water.

            Glyn   (after Dinka) And we’ll have some menus at the same time. We’re in a hurry.

            Dinka   Menus.

            
               He exits.

            

            Glyn   I see we’ve got Cheerful Charlie.

            Stephanie   Is it usually this busy in here at lunchtimes? 

            Glyn   Generally. So. How is she?

            Stephanie   Well, I was there for about an hour with her. And she was sitting up the whole time. She’s still on drugs, of course, but she seems much brighter than she was. You know, talking and answering. Following what you’re saying.

            Glyn   How’s the bruising? Has that gone down?

            Stephanie   Yes. Well, it’s still there of course – but her face is nearly back to normal. She doesn’t look anything like as bad as she did.

            Glyn   How is she in herself …?

            Stephanie   Well, all right. As well as you can expect – it’s going to take some time, Glyn … They were very close, weren’t they?

            Glyn   They were. Inseparable.

            Stephanie   I don’t think she’s properly taken it in, really.

            Glyn   Did she mention him …? Did she ask about Dad?

            Stephanie   No. Not at all. Not once.

            Glyn   At least she’s sitting up and taking notice.

            Stephanie   Yes, she is. Well, as much notice as she ever takes of me, which isn’t a lot. She never enjoys talking to me. She wanted you there really. Or Adam, of course, ideally …

            Glyn   (anxiously) I hope you explained I was – I mean, I’ll be up there first thing this evening –

            Stephanie   I told her you were busy –

            Glyn   You bet I was busy. But I can be there from this evening. All night, if necessary – 

            Stephanie   You won’t need to do that. She’s being nursed. She’s sedated. She’ll be sleeping, anyway. Listen, how are things? At work?

            Glyn   Chaos. The trouble with Dad was, he wouldn’t delegate. When he died, half the secrets died with him. Where the hell’s Adam, then? Why hasn’t he been up to see her? He hasn’t got anything else to do.

            Stephanie   They said he looked in yesterday morning. He was there about ten minutes and fainted.

            Glyn   Fainted?

            Stephanie   Apparently.

            Glyn   What was the matter with him?

            Stephanie   Nothing. Just hospitals, I think.

            Glyn   Typical.

            Stephanie   He brought that Maureen along with him. That didn’t help. You know how your mother feels about Maureen.

            Glyn   What did she do this time, throw up all over the bed?

            Stephanie   No, she’s not like that, not at all. She’s a nice kid. She brought your mother some paper flowers.

            Glyn   Paper flowers?

            Stephanie   Yes, she’d made them herself. Out of tissue paper. They were beautiful. She’s ever so clever with her hands.

            Glyn   Did Mother appreciate them?

            Stephanie   Oh, you know her, she chucked them in the bin soon as they’d left. I picked them out, though, and brought them home – 

            Glyn   (looking around, impatiently) Where’s this man gone to? I want to order.

            Stephanie   They look lovely in that alcove above the telly.

            Glyn   I’ve got meeting after meeting this afternoon. You’ve no idea.

            Stephanie   Will you be home late again?

            Glyn   Probably. I’ll pop up and see Mother, of course. I may have to come back. Sorry.

            Stephanie   No. Thanks for finding time for lunch. Haven’t seen you for days, have I?

            Glyn   Won’t last for ever. Back to normal soon.

            Stephanie   I hope so. I miss you. So does Timmy.

            Glyn   I miss you.

            Stephanie   Do you? Really?

            Glyn   Of course.

            Stephanie   You really miss us? You’re not just saying that?

            Glyn   Of course not. I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it, would I?

            Stephanie   You might.

            Glyn   Why should I? Why should I do that?

            Stephanie   Well – to keep me quiet.

            Glyn   You think I’d do that?

            Stephanie   You have done in the past, haven’t you? Said you loved me when you were –

            Glyn   Now, that’s in the past. Well in the past. All right? That’s forgotten. We agreed. All right? 

            Stephanie   Yes.

            Glyn   I gave you my word, didn’t I?

            Stephanie   Yes.

            Glyn   I promised you. And I promised …

            Stephanie   You promised who?

            Glyn   I promised Mum and Dad.

            Stephanie   You promised them?

            Glyn   Yes.

            Stephanie   When? When did you do that?

            Glyn   Oh, last Saturday evening, when we were all together … on her birthday, you know.

            Stephanie   Why?

            Glyn   Why what?

            Stephanie   Why did you promise them? What’s it to do with them?

            Glyn   It’s everything to do with them. I’m their son for one thing.

            Stephanie   It’s our marriage …

            Glyn   Yes, and they – they were anxious that it succeeded.

            Stephanie   Why?

            Glyn   Because they wanted us to be happy. That’s natural, isn’t it?

            Stephanie   But we weren’t happy, were we?

            Glyn   No, maybe we weren’t then. But we are now, aren’t we? 

            Stephanie   Yes, we are now. But they weren’t to know we would be, were they? When you left me and went off to live with her that was because you were no longer happy with me, wasn’t it? You were happier with her, weren’t you? So if they’d had your happiness at heart they’d have suggested you stayed with her, wouldn’t they? Instead of coming back to me?

            Glyn   I came back to you because I wanted to come back to you … Me. I decided it. Nobody else. Me. All right?

            Stephanie   Then why did you need to make promises to them?

            Glyn   Just to keep them happy, that’s all …

            Stephanie   I see. Did you promise her anything? Just to keep her happy?

            Glyn   No, I did not. Don’t be stupid.

            Stephanie   I just wondered.

            Glyn   She’s got a name you know. Her. She’s got a name.

            Stephanie   I prefer her.

            Glyn   Fair enough.

            
               Slight pause.

            

            Stephanie   We are happy, aren’t we?

            Glyn   Yes. We’re happy. I think we’re happy. Aren’t we? Pretty happy, anyway. Who the hell ever knows when they’re happy? I don’t know.

            
               At this point, the owner of the restaurant, Ernesto Calvinu, enters. He is an ample man in late middle age. He carries a tray on which is the whisky, a small jug of water, a bottle of carbonated water and an extra glass. Under his arm are two menus.

            

            Ah, Ernesto! 

            Calvinu   Mr Stratton. What can I say? I am so, so sorry. I am devastated. We are all devastated. In the kitchen. All the waiters, the cashier, the hat-check girl. Such a loss. Such a loss …

            Glyn   It is. It is.

            Calvinu   When we heard, we couldn’t believe – the same Mr Stratton? My friend Gerry who was in here all these years? Unbelievable.

            Glyn   Yes, it is. Unbelievable.

            Calvinu   Unbelievable.

            Glyn   Darling, you know Ernesto, don’t you – Ernesto Calvinu?

            Stephanie   Yes, of course, we’ve –

            Calvinu   Of course, of course. Only the other night. Madama, please excuse me. This news has made me – all over the place –

            Stephanie   Of course.

            Calvinu   Gerry Stratton and I. We were old friends. Only the other night you were all here. Your poor mother … Poor Laura.

            Glyn   Yes –

            Calvinu   It was the same night? The car?

            Glyn   Yes. He was driving home from here with my mother –

            Calvinu   Your mother –

            Glyn   – and they – just came off the road –

            Calvinu   – off the road – 

            Glyn   – no other vehicle –

            Calvinu   – no vehicle, no –

            Glyn   – and – it’s a mystery.

            Calvinu   It’s a mystery. It’s a mystery. It’s a mystery.

            Glyn   Yes.

            Calvinu   Mystery, hmm?

            Glyn   Yes.

            Calvinu   But your mother? She’s all right?

            Glyn   She’s –

            Stephanie   She’ll be fine.

            Calvinu   Excuse me. Your drinks. Scotch and water.

            Glyn   Thank you.

            Calvinu   Fizzy water for the lady.

            Stephanie   Oh, I really wanted –

            Calvinu   Please. On the house. On the house.

            Glyn   Thank you.

            Stephanie   Thank you.

            Calvinu   Please. The menus. Madama, seerar.

            Stephanie   Thank you.

            Glyn   Thank you.

            Calvinu   The special today is vissviss. That is minced beef cooked very, very rare and served on red cabbage with a sauce of fresh beetroot. (He looks at them.) Maybe not today, though? ’Scoos. I will leave you in peace. 

            Glyn   Thank you.

            Stephanie   Thank you.

            
               Calvinu departs.

               A silence.

            

            Glyn   Nice man. Well, what are you going to have then?

            
               The lights dim on the table downstage right and crossfade to the main table, centre stage. Gerry and Laura are seated as before, still sipping their brandy. It is, in their time scale, a few moments later.

            

            Laura   I mean, if we’re going bankrupt I think I should be told about it, don’t you?

            Gerry   (irritably) We’re not going bankrupt. Who said we were going bankrupt?

            Laura   That’s what you seemed to be hinting at just now.

            Gerry   We’re a long way from being bankrupt. A long way. We just have – one or two cashflow problems, that’s all. Actually, if you must know, they’re not our problems at all. They’re other people’s problems. Only they get passed on. Their problem becomes your problem, that’s all.

            Laura   So there is a problem, then?

            Gerry   Yes, there’s a problem. There’s a problem. But it’s solvable. They always are, problems. That’s what they’re put there for.

            Laura   What do you do to solve it? I mean, if you’re running out of money how do you solve it?

            Gerry   You use your imagination, don’t you? Make creative use of what you’ve got.

            Laura   Creative? What’s creative? 

            Gerry   You know, like that son of yours gets …

            Laura   I presume you’re referring to Adam?

            Gerry   He’s the only creative one round here, isn’t he? He’s our poet.

            Laura   He’s not a poet.

            Gerry   Oh, I beg his pardon. I thought that’s what he was this week.

            Laura   He edits a magazine. If you read it, you’d know –

            Gerry   Pop video maker, entrepreneur – whatever that is – documentary film director – television cameraman – he was going to be one of them for a bit, wasn’t he? And what happened to that theatre he was going to open? Haven’t heard much about that lately either, have we?

            Laura   Leave him alone. He doesn’t bother you. He never asks you for money, does he?

            Gerry   No, he doesn’t. He asks you and that’s worse.

            Laura   I can do what I like with my money.

            Gerry   And who gives you that money in the first place, may I ask?

            Laura   You do.

            Gerry   Precisely.

            Laura   And I earn every bloody penny of it, so don’t you start that one.

            
               Pause.

            

            Gerry   (suddenly bad-tempered) I want another brandy.

            Laura   It’s gone half-past eleven –

            Gerry   Who cares, I want another brandy. (He calls.) Hey! Hey, waiter! (He rises.) Oh, what the hell, I’ll get it myself, it’s quicker.

            Laura   He’ll be back in a minute, he’s busy.

            Gerry   I need the Gents as well. Hopefully they’ll have cleaned it up by now.

            
               He goes out.

            

            Laura   (after him) Don’t order anything for me, will you …

            
               The lights fade on the main table and come up on the table downstage left. Adam and Maureen are seated at the table and have apparently just finished a meal together. Their time is ‘past’ time. From their viewpoint we are now one week prior to the birthday supper, on an evening earlier that same month, Saturday, 11th January. We will follow them gradually further back in time over a period of two months to the point where they first met. Maureen is sitting miserably, playing with objects on the table, fidgety and uncertain.

            

            Adam   (gently) Come on, Mo, what is it? What’s the matter?

            Maureen   (in a small voice) Nothing. I’ve said it’s nothing.

            Adam   Don’t keep saying nothing. Something is. Something must be. Come on, what is it? Mo?

            
               Maureen shakes her head but refuses to answer.

            

            Well, I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m supposed to have said. What am I supposed to have said? Whatever it is I’m supposed to have said, I’m sorry I said it – if I said it. 

            Maureen   You haven’t said anything. It’s not you. It’s not your fault. It’s everything.

            Adam   What do you mean, everything?

            Maureen   It’s –

            
               Aggi, another waiter, interrupts them. Aggi is middle-aged and has adopted the couple ever since they first started eating there together. Indeed, they first fell in love at one of his tables, so he feels responsible for their continuing happiness. He is given to sudden bursts of unaccompanied, full-blooded singing – folk songs in his native tongue – which he fondly hopes will further the course of true love.

            

            Aggi   More coffees? Liqueurs? Brandies? Ports? No?

            Maureen   No.

            Adam   No, thank you.

            Aggi   (singing softly and with great feeling)

            So niss pro nentoy,

            Sar beeeeee tarin-tair.

            Chin neeee boolentoy,

            Oh non tee brunto …

            
               He finishes, pausing dramatically.

            

            So.

            
               Aggie goes. The pair have barely registered his recital.

            

            Adam   What do you mean, everything?

            Maureen   It’s just your parents and –

            Adam   My parents? What about my parents?

            Maureen   It’s all become so – important, hasn’t it?

            Adam   How do you mean? You mean to you? Important to you? 

            Maureen   No. To you.

            Adam   Me? I don’t care. I don’t give a stuff.

            Maureen   You do give a stuff, that’s the point. You give a huge stuff. I wish you didn’t.

            Adam   I don’t. I do what I like. I always have done. I don’t take any notice of them. I don’t care what they think.

            Maureen   But you want them to like me, don’t you?

            Adam   I don’t mind either way …

            Maureen   You need them to approve –

            Adam   I really don’t –

            Maureen   You do, Adam. You do, you know.

            Adam   I don’t know why you should think that.

            Maureen   Because you keep going on about it. ‘Maureen, when you meet them, don’t say this, will you? Don’t say that.’

            Adam   When did I –?

            Maureen   ‘Don’t wear that, will you, they won’t approve of that. Be careful not to swear, will you? Don’t say condoms, pessaries and penis in front of my mother, will you?’

            Adam   (looking round, alarmed) Shhh!

            Maureen   I’ve even dyed my bloody hair for her …

            Adam   Oh come on …

            Maureen   It’s true.

            Adam   You didn’t dye it for her …

            Maureen   Who else? Who else did I dye it this bloody boring colour for?

            Adam   You.

            Maureen   Me. Why should I do that? I hate it like this. I loathe it. I detest it like this. I can’t bear to look at myself …

            Adam   Well. For me then.

            Maureen   Do you like it like this?

            Adam   Well, I … yes …

            Maureen   Better than the way it was before?

            Adam   Er – well …

            Maureen   Exactly. It’s for her. I dyed it for your mother. So I’d look dead ordinary. I haven’t even met the woman and I’ve dyed my hair for her.

            Adam   You didn’t need to.

            Maureen   I did need to.

            Adam   Why?

            Maureen   Because.

            Adam   Yes?

            Maureen   Because. I want to be right for you. I want to look right for you. Because it matters so much to you – no, don’t argue, it does – and it has to be right. You need their approval so I have to be right for you.

            Adam   You are right for me.

            Maureen   I hope so. I really, really hope I am. I’ve got all my hopes on you, Adam.

            Adam   So what if they don’t approve? What the hell? What’s it matter? We’ll have to spend next Christmas on our own, won’t we? Won’t make a scrap of difference to me, the way I feel about you. Just be you, that’s all. Be yourself. That’s who I fell in love with. That’s who I love. Don’t you see?

            Maureen   I hope you believe that.

            Adam   I do. (Slight pause.) Well.

            Maureen   And you think that blue dress I bought will be all right? For this party?

            Adam   It’s not a party, I’ve said. It’s just dinner, that’s all. Supper. Us six for supper. Here in this restaurant. Quite informal. Nothing flash …

            Maureen   You think that dress is too much, then?

            Adam   It’s perfect. Come as you like, they’re not fussy. My father never dresses up these days if he can help it. He’ll probably come in an old sweater, knowing him …

            Maureen   What about your mother?

            Adam   Well, my mother – yes, she’ll probably wear something a bit –

            Maureen   And what about whatsername, your brother’s wife?

            Adam   Steph? Well … she’s usually fairly casual. She’ll probably wear a dress of some sort –

            Maureen   Short or long?

            Adam   I don’t know. Short.

            Maureen   How short?

            Adam   Well, you know, long short, I don’t know. Come in your jeans, what does it matter?

            
               Slight pause. 

            

            Maureen   I hope it’s not too boring …

            Adam   What, the party?

            Maureen   No, that dress I bought. I don’t usually wear things like that. I could maybe put a bit of bright jewellery with it, just to cheer it up.

            Adam   (slightly anxious) Not too much.

            Maureen   No. Do you think those ear-rings I wore the other night would do? You know. The parakeets?

            Adam   Oh, yes. The big ones, you mean?

            Maureen   Yes. Do you think they’d go with it?

            Adam   (uncertainly) Yes.

            Maureen   No?

            Adam   Have you got any others?

            Maureen   I’ll wear the studs.

            Adam   Wear the parakeets if you like.

            Maureen   No, they’re wrong. They’re definitely wrong. I’ll wear my opal studs.

            Adam   They’re nice.

            Maureen   You gave them to me. (Remembering.) Oh, yes, look. Before I forget. (She rummages under the table for her bag.) You must tell me – don’t be afraid to tell me if this is wrong. If it’s wrong I won’t be offended. But you must tell me if it’s the sort of thing she likes.

            
               She produces the string plant holder that she will later give to Laura. She holds up the gift.

            

            What do you think?

            Adam   Yes. Yes. (He studies it.) What is it exactly? 

            Maureen   It’s macramé. It’s for holding a plant holder. You put it in here. Then you hang it up. Like that. Do you see?

            Adam   Oh yes, that’s great.

            Maureen   Is it the sort of thing she likes, do you think?

            Adam   Oh, yes. She’ll love it.

            Maureen   Really?

            Adam   Oh, yes.

            Maureen   I made it myself.

            Adam   Yes.

            Maureen   I couldn’t think what to buy her that wasn’t either terribly expensive – and then I thought –

            Adam   You don’t have to give her anything, you know. You haven’t even met her.

            Maureen   Oh, I have to give her something if I’m going to her party.

            Adam   It’s just supper. There’s the book. The poetry book I got her. That could be from both of us, if you want.

            Maureen   No, I’d like to give her something personal. From me. I think that’s important. So long as you think this is right?

            Adam   It’s great.

            Maureen   Took me hours.

            Adam   Yes.

            Maureen   I kept going wrong. I haven’t made one since I was at school. Used to make masses of them at school. All we ever did at school, actually. 

            Adam   (taking her hands) It’ll be a great evening, you wait and see. Trust me. They’ll love you. And you’ll love them.

            Maureen   Yes. You’re right. It’s going to be great, isn’t it? And if they don’t like me – well, fuck ’em.

            
               They smile at each other.

            

            Adam   You – er … you won’t use language like that in front of them, will you?

            As a frown of uncertainty returns to Maureen’s face, the lights fade on them. There is a crossfade to the main table where Laura is seated as before. It’s a few minutes later.

            Gerry returns immediately. He carries two glasses of brandy.

            Gerry   Here you are.

            Laura   I said, I didn’t want one.

            Gerry   You’ve got it.

            Laura   Remember, you’re driving.

            Gerry   So I am. (He sits.) Just been talking to old Ernesto.

            Laura   Oh, yes.

            Gerry   He’s had a big party on upstairs. They’ve nearly finished. Said he’d pop down and have a word.

            Laura   We’re not going to be too late, are we?

            Gerry   Come on. Don’t be so bloody miserable. It’s your birthday. 

            Laura   Only for another twenty minutes, it is. (Pause.) What was she wearing? What did she think she was wearing?

            Gerry   Who?

            Laura   That girl of Adam’s.

            Gerry   A dress, wasn’t it?

            Laura   She must have thought she was going to an embassy cocktail party …

            Gerry   Showed off a lot of her – very nice.

            Laura   Thoroughly common. Common as dirt.

            Gerry   Oh, I don’t think so. Apparently her father breeds racehorses.

            Laura   Does he?

            Gerry   So she informed me.

            Laura   (digesting this) Well …

            Gerry   And her mother’s a french horn player with the Hallé Orchestra.

            Laura   I find that hard to swallow, I must say.

            Gerry   Why should she lie about it?

            Laura   What? All of them living in that little back-to-back on the side of the canal in Harwick Road?

            Gerry   (shrugging) Well …

            Laura   God, I feel depressed. Why do I feel so depressed?

            Gerry   Because you’re fifty-four today, my love.

            Laura   That’ll do it, dear. Thanks a bunch. 

            Another gloomy silence descends on both of them as the lights crossfade to Stephanie, at the table downstage right. She is finishing a grapefruit cocktail in solitary state. She has evidently spent a great deal of time and trouble with her appearance. It is now almost a month later for her, a lunchtime on Friday, 14th February.

            Tuto, full of the joys of spring as ever, bounces over to her.

            Tuto   Madama, you enjoy that?

            Stephanie   Yes, it was lovely. Thank you.

            Tuto   Can’t eat it all, no?

            Stephanie   A bit too much, that’s all.

            Tuto   You want to go on? You want to wait for him?

            Stephanie   Er – I don’t know, really. I can’t think where he’s got to.

            Tuto   Come on, you go on. You don’t wait for him. It’s Valentine’s Day. What sort of husband stand up his beautiful wife on Valentine’s Day? He don’t deserve you, eh?

            
               Stephanie smiles faintly.

            

            Tell you what, in half an hour I come off duty, I come and eat with you, be your valentine, how about that?

            Stephanie   I might take you up on that, be careful …

            Tuto   You want to order?

            Stephanie   No – I’ll just have some water, please. Some still water.

            Tuto   Still water. Running deep. OK. Right away. (He sees someone.) Hey look! About time too! What time does he call this, eh? 

            
               Glyn enters, hurriedly.

               Tuto hovers.

            

            Glyn   Sorry, darling.

            Stephanie   Where have you been? I had to start –

            Glyn   (kissing her, briefly) I’m sorry. I promised you lunch and then –

            Stephanie   What kept you?

            Glyn   Trouble.

            Tuto   A drink for seerar?

            Stephanie   What trouble?

            Glyn   Tell you later. Large scotch with water and I’ll order straight away,

            Tuto   Large scotch with water, right away. Seerar, the menu. Thank you.

            
               Tuto goes off.

            

            Stephanie   What’s the problem?

            Glyn   I’ve been with the auditors …

            Stephanie   And?

            Glyn   God knows what the old boy was playing at. Money missing from here. Money deposited there with no record at all of how it got there. Where it came from. I don’t know how he got away with it. Anyway, God knows what we owe, what we’re owed – what’s in profit … what isn’t. God knows.

            Stephanie   But surely he had to keep records? He couldn’t just have –

            Glyn   Oh, there are plenty of records. And at first glance everything’s fine. Couldn’t be rosier. He’d just taken a number of what he obviously considered were – like, temporary financial emergency measures. He was dead crafty. He was a genius. He’s like a man who puts a building up without bothering with walls. It all looks wonderful till somebody tries to stand on the roof.

            Stephanie   I can’t believe he was crooked. Not Gerry.

            Glyn   He wasn’t crooked. Not at all. Well, no more than most. Better than a lot, really. Only usually they get the chance to tidy things up before they quit. They don’t get hurled off the inner ring road in their prime.

            
               Tuto returns with a large scotch and water and a bottle of carbonated water for Stephanie.

            

            Tuto   One water with scotch. One fizzy water without scotch.

            Stephanie   (feebly) I did ask for – er …

            Tuto   Seerar, you want to order?

            Glyn   Yeah – do you want a starter?

            Stephanie   No. I’ve had mine. But you go ahead. You have yours …

            Glyn   No, we’ll go straight to the main course, no problem …

            Stephanie   No, have a starter.

            Glyn   Then you’ll have to sit and watch me …

            Stephanie   I don’t mind.

            Glyn   No, we’ll both have a main course.

            Stephanie   No, I don’t want a main course …

            Glyn   You don’t want a main course?

            Stephanie   No. 

            Glyn   Why not?

            Stephanie   I just don’t.

            Glyn   You don’t mind if I have a main course?

            Stephanie   No, you have what you like. I say, I’ll just have the water.

            Glyn   You don’t want pudding, either?

            Stephanie   I don’t want anything.

            Glyn   Then why the hell do you come out to lunch if you don’t want to eat?

            Stephanie   Why the hell do you think?

            Glyn   I can’t imagine.

            Stephanie   (angrily) To see you. How else do I get to see you? Book an appointment?

            Glyn   (calming down) OK. Here I am.

            Tuto   Seerar. You want to order?

            Glyn   Yes, I’ll order.

            Tuto   You want the special Valentine’s Day meal? Very nice.

            Glyn   No, no. Do you have any crimpledoos?

            Tuto   Crimpledoos? Oh yes. Freshly made. Very delicious.

            Glyn   I’ll have a plate of that.

            Tuto   Crimpledoos. Nothing for the lady?

            Glyn   Nothing for the lady, apparently.

            
               Tuto departs.

            

            You’ll slip through the floorboards at this rate if you don’t eat. 

            Stephanie   (wryly) Hardly.

            Glyn   You should eat.

            Stephanie   I do eat.

            Glyn   When? When do you eat?

            Stephanie   I eat when I feel like it.

            Glyn   I don’t want you getting ill.

            Stephanie   I’m all right.

            Glyn   I’ve got enough on my plate without an anorexic wife.

            
               Slight pause.

            

            Sorry. I seem to remember this was supposed to be a romantic little luncheon.

            Stephanie   Yes.

            Glyn   Yes. Sorry.

            
               He smiles at her. She smiles back.

            

            How was your morning? Better than mine, I hope?

            Stephanie   Some of it. I spent the first two hours on the phone to your mother.

            Glyn   How is she?

            Stephanie   Oh, she’s perfectly all right. She’s decided this week to sell the house and go and live in France, that’s the latest.

            Glyn   France? I thought it was Italy?

            Stephanie   No, that was last week.

            Glyn   My mistake. Can’t keep up with her.

            
               Slight pause. 

            

            Stephanie   Actually I’m …

            Glyn   Hmm?

            Stephanie   I’ve – er … I don’t quite know how you’re going to take this. I went to the doctor’s this morning and –

            Glyn   What for –

            Stephanie   Well, it was just –

            Glyn   (angrily) You are ill, aren’t you? I knew this would happen. I said it would happen. I’ve told you to look after yourself –

            Stephanie   It’s all right –

            Glyn   – haven’t I told you again and again to eat properly –?

            Stephanie   – it’s all right –

            Glyn   – all this bloody stupid slimming –

            Stephanie   (shouting him down) It’s all right. I’m pregnant, that’s all, I’m only pregnant, that’s all!

            
               Silence.

            

            Glyn   (stunned) Pregnant?

            Stephanie   Are you pleased? I hope you’re pleased. I am. Well, I am if you are, let’s put it that way.

            Glyn   I’m –

            Stephanie   You’re angry, aren’t you?

            Glyn   No, of course not, I’m –

            Stephanie   You’re pleased? You’re delighted? You’re ecstatic? You couldn’t give a toss either way? 

            Glyn   No, I’m pleased, I’m pleased for you. Of course I am. (He searches for something to say.) Congratulations.

            Stephanie   You had a hand in it, too. Well, maybe not a hand but –

            Glyn   When did we – when was it we …?

            Stephanie   I think it was the night of the party – Mother’s birthday …

            Glyn   Oh, yes.

            Stephanie   It had to be. We were in a bit of a hurry …

            Glyn   (smiling) Yes. Bit drunk.

            Stephanie   Not that drunk, do you mind?

            Glyn   No, not that drunk.

            
               They smile at each other.

            

            Stephanie   Congratulations to you.

            Glyn   Thank you – (He is still taking in the news.) God!

            Stephanie   That’s shut you up, hasn’t it?

            
               At this moment Tuto arrives with a plateful of something that could be pasta.

            

            Tuto   Crimpledoos.

            Glyn   Thank you.

            Tuto   Benzay appertass!

            
               Tuto goes off.

               Glyn picks up a fork and proffers it to Stephanie

            

            Glyn   Listen, half of this is yours. OK?

            Stephanie   (cheerfully) Benzay appertass! 

            As they both sit and eat together, the lights fade on them and simultaneously come up on Adam and Maureen, at the table downstage left. Her appearance has undergone a slight change. Indeed, as we progress further back, the real, original Maureen will slowly be revealed. A much less conventional girl, exotically clad in vivid colours and bold ornamentation. But much of this awaits us in the past. At this point, only her hair colour has changed, back to its original bright shade. They both wear paper hats, courtesy of the management, and are studying the sweet menus, Maureen rather listlessly.

            Adam   Well? What are you going to have then?

            Maureen   Nothing.

            Adam   Nothing?

            Maureen   I’m not hungry.

            Adam   Since when?

            Maureen   Since now.

            Adam   Five minutes ago you were starving. Couldn’t wait to get at the sweet trolley …

            Maureen   Well, I’m not any more.

            Adam   I’m having something.

            Maureen   Have it.

            Adam   What’s got into you all of a sudden?

            Maureen   Nothing.

            Adam   This is meant to be our Christmas dinner, you know.

            Maureen   I know.

            Adam   Come on. Happy Christmas, then. 

            Maureen   It’s not Christmas, though, is it?

            Adam   Nearly.

            Maureen   It’s December the twentieth. That’s not Christmas. I want to spend Christmas with you. Not just December the twentieth.

            Adam   Well, you can’t. I’ve said. Not this year. I have to spend it with my family. I can’t just –

            Maureen   All right. Spend it with them. But why can’t I come as well?

            Adam   Because. Ours is always a family Christmas. We don’t invite outsiders. It’s tradition. It’s just family.

            Maureen   I bet that sister-in-law of yours – what’s her name, your brother’s wife –

            Adam   Stephanie.

            Maureen   Stephanie. I bet that Stephanie will be there?

            Adam   Of course she will. She’s family.

            Maureen   Not really. She’s not a blood relation.

            Adam   She’s married to Glyn. She’s related by marriage –

            Maureen   Well, we’re engaged. We’re related by engagement.

            Adam   It’s not the same thing.

            Maureen   I bet when she was engaged to your brother, she came home with him for Christmas.

            Adam   (warily) I can’t remember.

            Maureen   She did, didn’t she? I’m right.

            Adam   It was a long time ago.

            Maureen   Then why can’t I? 

            
               Pause.

            

            Don’t answer.

            Adam   What about your family? Aren’t you going home to them?

            Maureen   I will if you’ll come with me.

            Adam   I can’t.

            Maureen   No, of course you can’t. Anyway, I wouldn’t subject you to that. I hate them. I hate them all. I hate my sister, she’s foul – she’s got horrible crinkly hair and pink wallpaper. And she has this revolting bald husband who puts glass doors in everywhere and a squealing baby with an orange face that you really want to sit on. And my mother, she’s vile, she’s so low, she’s really low. She sits there smoking these horrible home-made fags and coughing and complaining. And me grandad’s incontinent and the dog’s always got worms and the whole place stinks of stale bacon fat and I wouldn’t go back there if you paid me.

            
               Pause.

            

            Adam   I can’t keep up with your family.

            
               Pause.

            

            Every time you tell me about them, they’re different.

            
               Pause.

            

            So you won’t be going home, then?

            Maureen   Probably. I always do in the end. Get pissed with me grandad. It’s all right, really. It soon passes, Christmas, doesn’t it? He’s quite funny after three bottles. Anyway, I’ll have to. I can’t come home with you because you’re ashamed of me and I’m not staying here on my own, no way.  

            Adam   I’m not ashamed of you …

            Maureen   No?

            Adam   I love you.

            Maureen   I know you do. You’re still ashamed of me, though –

            
               Aggi enters with the sweet trolley. He is singing a lyrical ballad, softly and with feeling, especially for them.

            

            Aggi   (singing)

            Selentay …

            Corentay …

            Passalay …

            Unchentay …

            Maureen   Hallo, he’s back –

            Aggi   (singing, as he presents them with the sweet trolley)

            Arrantay …

            Novilo …

            Decanto …

            Devino …

            (He speaks.) Puddings. For the lovers …

            Maureen   No, thank you.

            Aggi   No? No love puddings for madametta …?

            Maureen   No, no love puddings, no thank you, Aggi. Not tonight.

            Aggi   (resuming his song)

            Hontay …

            Consentay …

            Adam   I’ll have – what’s that one at the top? The chocolate one? I’ll have a piece of that. 

            Aggi   Chooker. Delicious.

            
               He sings as he serves it, a new tune.

            

            
               Telly mat

               … la marracho

               Tenna rastu e lay to …

            

            (He speaks) Some cream …?

            Adam   Yes, loads of cream.

            Maureen   Ughh!

            Adam   You want a bit?

            Maureen   No, I don’t. (To Aggi.) Do you have any Christmas pudding?

            Aggi   Christmas pudding? No, we don’t have Christmas pudding. Some shups? That is raspberry sponge cake with almonds?

            Maureen   No, I only want Christmas pudding. I won’t have anything, in that case.

            Adam   Have some wine, there’s some wine left here.

            Maureen   I don’t want it. I don’t drink, you know that.

            Adam   You do.

            Maureen   Half a glass. It’s not worth it. It has no effect on me at all.

            Aggi   (presenting the sweet with a flourish) Seerar!

            Adam   Thank you.

            Aggi   Some coffee to follow?

            Adam   Maybe in a minute.

            Aggi   Then maybe in a minute, I will return. Enjoy! Benzay appertass! 

            
               (Singing.) Hoo tie rooooo …

               Shill leees oh maaayyyy …

            

            
               Aggi goes off with the sweet trolley, singing.

            

            Maureen   Do you suppose he sings at everybody like that?

            Adam   I don’t know.

            Maureen   Does he sing at your parents, when they come here?

            Adam   I doubt it. I think it’s just for us. It’s quite romantic.

            Maureen   Yes, it is. Could get on your nerves after a bit though, couldn’t it?

            Adam   I’ll ask him to stop –

            Maureen   No, he’s enjoying himself.

            Adam   I thought you liked it.

            Maureen   I do normally, it’s just tonight …

            Adam   (anxiously) Are you sorry we got engaged?

            Maureen   Of course not. I’m very excited we got engaged. It’s the most wonderful thing that ever happened to me. It’s the only wonderful thing that ever happened to me, as a matter of fact, getting engaged to you … I just wish we could …

            Adam   What?

            Maureen   I wish we could tell somebody else about it.

            Adam   We will.

            Maureen   When?

            Adam   Soon, as soon as –

            Maureen   As soon as you’ve told your parents? 

            Adam   Yes.

            Maureen   And as soon as I’ve had their seal of approval, presumably. And when will that be –?

            Adam   Well –

            Maureen   Oh, God. Don’t bother. Give me a spoonful of that and shut up.

            
               He offers her a spoonful.

            

            I try, you know. Look, I’ve got my little finger stuck out and everything.

            
               She studies him as she eats from his spoon.

            

            It’s dead important to you, isn’t it? That they approve of me? That they like me? Answer me. It is, isn’t it?

            Adam   Yes, I suppose it is.

            
               A silence. Adam looks very unhappy. Maureen absently spoons some more pudding off his plate.

            

            I love you. I love you so much, you’ve no idea.

            Maureen   My God, sometimes parents have a lot to answer for, don’t they? (She swallows the spoonful of pudding.) Hey! This is good!

            
               She grabs Adam’s bowl and sets about the rest of the contents. He watches her, still not very happily.

            

            The lights fade on them and come up on Gerry and Laura at the table, centre stage. A silence of several minutes has existed between them ever since we were last with them.

            Gerry   Well … Depressed or not … the evening’s not been completely wasted. At least we’ve got them back together … 

            Laura   (in her own thoughts) Mmm?

            Gerry   Glyn and Stephanie. And Timmy. At least they’re settled.

            Laura   Till the next time.

            Gerry   There’ll be no next time.

            Laura   You sound very certain.

            Gerry   He gave me his word.

            Laura   He what?

            Gerry   Glyn. That he wouldn’t do it again. He gave me his word.

            Laura   Rubbish!

            Gerry   This evening. In the Gents.

            Laura   How can he do that? How can anybody give his word on that? Certainly not Glyn. It’s in his nature. First good-looking typist he meets in the lift, he’ll have his trousers round his ankles soon as look at her …

            Gerry   He’s not like that –

            Laura   Mind you. Married to a dried-up prune of a girl like her, who’d blame him.

            Gerry   Oh, come on –

            Laura   I’m certain she keeps him on short rations, I’m sure she does …

            Gerry   How can you know that?

            Laura   You can tell. You can always tell. You can tell from a woman’s appetites. She toys with her food, she sips at her wine, she picks at her men.

            
               As if to make her point, she drains the rest of her brandy glass in a single gulp. 

            

            Gerry   I’ve never heard any of this. It’s all nonsense.

            Laura   How do you know? You don’t know a bloody thing about women. You never have done. You think we’re from another planet. You’re not interested in them. Take them or leave them, you. Mostly leave them.

            Gerry   How much have you had to drink?

            Laura   Enough. (Angrily.) It’s my birthday, isn’t it? What the hell’s it to you?

            Gerry   All right. Come on, come on. Simmer down. What’s the matter with you?

            
               Pause.

            

            (In an attempt to lighten things.) Behave yourself, woman. I’ll put you over my knee in a minute.

            Laura   Yes, you’ve done that in your time, haven’t you?

            Gerry   I have not, what are you talking about?

            Laura   Oh yes, you’ve hit me before now …

            Gerry   Rubbish.

            Laura   It’s true.

            Gerry   Only – only when you drove me to it …

            Laura   Only when you cared enough to bother, you mean.

            Gerry   (muttering) I don’t know why we’re dragging this up. It was years ago.

            
               Pause.

            

            Laura   No, in that respect – and only in that respect, I hasten to add – Glyn’s like me. He’s inherited my needs. My appetites. We’re not the sort to sit and pick at our food. Never have been. 

            Gerry   What are you talking about? You’re both the same as everybody else. We’re all made exactly the same. We all want the same thing equally badly. Only some of us control it. Some of us don’t. It’s strength of mind, that’s all it is. I can control it, I’ve never strayed. I won’t say I’ve never been tempted but I’ve controlled it. Whereas Glyn obviously can’t. Adam, well, I think he probably can, who the hell knows with him? You can, Stephanie can – so far as I know …

            Laura   How do you know?

            Gerry   What?

            Laura   You’re saying this with great authority, but how do you know …?

            Gerry   I think we can safely assume –

            Laura   Well, I don’t think you can. And frankly I don’t think you should.

            Gerry   What is this? Do you know something about Stephanie that I don’t know? Has she been carrying on as well?

            Laura   Her? She’d never have the energy to climb the stairs.

            Gerry   Then who are we talking about?

            Laura   Never mind. It doesn’t matter.

            Gerry   No, hold on. Who are we talking about here? Not Stephanie, we’ve established that. We already know about Glyn. Not Adam, we think. Not me. Who does that leave us with, I wonder?

            Laura   I don’t know.

            Gerry   (staring at her hard) Who is it? 

            
               Laura appears not to hear him.

            

            (Rising.) Who is he, Laura?

            
               She continues to ignore him.

            

            (Moving closer to her and bellowing.) Laura, who the bloody hell is he?

            
               For a second, he makes as if to hit her, but as he does so she turns to face him fully. The expression on her face causes him to check the blow.

            

            Laura   (hissing at him with loathing) Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare lay one finger on me …

            
               At this moment, Ernesto Calvinu chooses to join them. He carries a tray with three small glasses and a bottle of his country’s finest liqueur.

            

            Calvinu   (as he enters) My friends … My good friends – just in time for the end of the special birthday …

            Gerry   Ah!

            Laura   Aha!

            Calvinu   I bring you a little something to toast. Some Schroopellick Crouscac. Literally, ‘Buds of the Little Blossoms’. Delicious …

            
               He puts down the tray.

            

            Laura   How lovely.

            Gerry   Wonderful.

            Calvinu   (kissing Laura) For the birthday girl …

            Laura   Yes …

            Calvinu   (slapping Gerry on the shoulder) And her lucky, lucky birthday husband. 

            
               He embraces Gerry warmly, then starts to pour out three glasses and distribute them.

            

            A good meal? Yes?

            Gerry   Oh, yes. As always, Ernesto …

            Calvinu   A successful party?

            Laura   Wonderful. (She accepts a glass.) Thank you.

            Calvinu   Now this is special. Very special, special. From my own cellar. It is made only in my village.

            Gerry   Really?

            Laura   Well …

            Calvinu   And it is the tradition, once the cork has left the bottle, it must never return. The bottle must be emptied.

            Gerry   Well, we’ll do our best …

            Calvinu   Also. It must be drunk quickly. You must not sip. If you sip Schroopellick it is said a man loses his power and the woman loses her power over the man. Friends, your good health.

            
               He drains his glass and looks at them expectantly. Gerry sniffs his glass a little cautiously but Laura, without a moment’s hesitation, drains her glass in one gulp and slams it down on the table.

            

            Laura   Delicious.

            Gerry   (following suit) Very nice.

            
               He sits back at the other end of the table from Laura. He likewise puts his glass down on the table. Their eyes meet like two gunfighters.

            

            Calvinu   (seating himself between them, unaware) Dear friends, we have all the night, as we say, silently to listen to the wisdom of the wine …

            As he starts to refill their glasses the lights dim on them slightly, but not entirely. Simultaneously they come up again on Adam and Maureen at the table downstage left. She has successfully polished off his pudding.

            Maureen   That was delicious …

            Adam   Listen, I was thinking … Just after Christmas, it’s my mother’s birthday and –

            Maureen   What date?

            Adam   Er, the eighteenth of January …

            Maureen   Capricorn. She’s a Capricorn. Just. On the cusp …

            Adam   Oh, yes, probably … Anyway, we usually have a sort of little party – well, not really a party – an informal supper here, in this restaurant – and I just wondered – I thought that might be a good occasion for you to meet them. I mean, it wouldn’t be any big deal, it would just be casual. It wouldn’t, you know, be me bringing you home to meet them or anything … I mean, you know …

            Maureen   (smiling at him tenderly) I know. I know what it’d be. Yes, I’d love to come. If you’re sure that’s all right?

            Adam   Oh yes, that would be tremendous.

            The lights come up on Glyn and Stephanie at the table downstage left. The others also remain lit.

            Glyn   (toasting her with his scotch) Here’s to him, then …

            Stephanie   Or to her. It may be a her, this time. 

            Glyn   That’d be nice. Her, then. Here’s to her.

            Stephanie   (raising her water glass) Us.

            Glyn   Us.

            Calvinu   To love, to friendship, to long life …

            Laura   Hear! Hear!

            Maureen   I wonder what I should wear …

            
               The lights fade on all three couples to blackout.
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