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Introduction





I’m especially pleased that this second collection of my plays should concentrate on my work for children. Of the fifty plus plays I’ve written to date, eleven have been aimed at a younger audience aged somewhere between five and twelve.


Why bother? A jaded theatre writer once pointed out to me that, generally, we all write for two reasons – to pay the rent and to achieve critical recognition. With children’s theatre productions, thanks to low seat prices, the royalties are negligible and national critics rarely attend or when they do only to bring their nephew, Daniel, aged eight and a half, to review it. (‘I licked the ice cream ladys best of all.’)


Of course there are other reasons. In my case, as artistic director of a regional theatre company, I am anxious to try and ensure that there is a future audience for us to play to. Secondly, and rather more altruistically, or so I like to believe, because I want children to experience the magic and excitement of live performance; something that no amount of film or video trickery can ever quite match.


I’m also keen to extend that experience to the theatre itself, not just to the drama. I want to encourage children to come into the building. There are comparatively few opportunities for them to do this in most theatres except around the traditional Christmas period. Of course, there is masses of good work being done by companies who spend their lives on the road, fitting up in school halls or gymnasiums at dawn, then moving on to another venue before lunch. There are still a few good Theatre in Education companies left. There are still dedicated, stagestruck teachers out there managing to excite their oversized classes with the theatrical thrills of story-telling and make-believe.


I applaud these. Without them all theatre would be the poorer. But I also want to show children the other magic. Not that old clap trap of the red velvet curtain (anyway I run a theatre in the round) but the magic that actors can create with seemingly nothing to help them. The magic created by the simple technologies, those of narrative and character. The magic of what you don’t see. Of what you imagine rather than the pre-ordained and ready-to-serve.


It is a sad fact that the one or two companies who have set themselves the task of bringing theatre to children on a year-round basis – Polka Theatre for Children at Wimbledon and the Unicorn at the Arts Theatre to name but two – are desperately under-funded. Maybe, then, that is my other reason for writing such plays; namely that by adding such weight and reputation as I have to their cause, it might persuade our funding bodies and charitable institutions to take them more seriously. I am not, as they say, holding my breath.


This volume contains a cross section of my children’s writing.


Ernie’s Incredible Illucinations is an early piece written at the request of Alan Durband in 1969 for a published anthology of work intended for performance by children in schools. I tried to accommodate this by writing a play for a limited number of leading players and an infinitely expandable supporting cast, working on the principle that there are always three or four in any group who can do it and another fifty who just mill around eagerly but hate to be left out. Somewhat to my surprise it has turned out to be something of a success. Over the years it has received innumerable productions – probably more than any of my plays – spanning several generations of children, including at one stage both my now extremely mature sons. Rarely does a season pass without at least one actor in my company confiding to me that Ernie was their starting point as an aspiring actor. It’s been updated, televised, turned into countless (and totally unauthorized) musicals and even performed by an adult cast at the Unicorn Theatre for Children in London. Oddly, it is one of the few plays of mine which I’ve neither directed nor appeared in. It was, at the time, a rare stab for me at writing specifically for children and not a genre I was to attempt again for several years.


In fact it was 1988 when I decided, in an effort to build up a regular children’s Christmas audience at the theatre in Scarborough, that I would have another shot at a Christmas Play. A year later, encouraged by the success of Mr. A’s Amazing Maze Plays (a help-decide-the-plot, audience participation sort of show), I wrote Invisible Friends. It has been described as a younger version of my earlier play, Woman in Mind. It relies, like a lot of my children’s work, upon a good deal of direct narration, this time from young Lucy who gets fed up with her own family and retreats into a fantasy world of her own. As in the adult play, her dreams appear not only to be coming true but rapidly turning into nightmares. Unlike its adult counterpart, though, it has a moral (anything’s possible if you put your mind to it) and a far happier ending.


I have no hard and fast code when I write for my young audience except a determination to make sure the play opens doors of possibility and doesn’t merely close them.


This Is Where We Came In and My Very Own Story, written within a year of each other in 1990 and 1991, are very much a pair. This Is Where We Came In or ‘TWICCI’ as it came to be known by the production team, was written initially in response to a particular set of physical circumstances. I needed a play in two halves which could be performed on alternating Saturday mornings by the permanent Scarborough company, utilizing whichever main repertoire set happened to be onstage on that particular morning. This helps to explain the play’s pretext, a group of travelling players lost in a strange abstract landscape. Again, I made great use of the narrator or rather narrators but by now, encouraged by the speed of comprehension of the young audiences and their evident willingness to embrace complicated plots and sophisticated characters, the level of complexity was far greater than I had previously attempted.


It was about now that I began to stop concerning myself about what limits I should observe in children’s writing and concentrated on how far I could take it.


My Very Own Story, written a year later, plays not only with space but with time, merrily hopping through the centuries as Peter; Paul and Percy in turn wrest control of the narrative from each other, appearing in each other’s tales and eventually burrowing back (and sometimes forward) in time to resolve each other’s story in the grandest of grand finales. One or two adults had trouble following the narrative but, as far as I know, children never did.


The Champion of Paribanou is my latest children’s play. It more or less encapsulates all that I’ve learnt so far and am still learning about theatre for young people. It involves fantasy and magic, includes a good deal of dark passion, contains a strong narrative and I think (for its type) has quite unusual protagonists. In Murganah, I have written as tragic a heroine as I’ve ever achieved: a young girl who befriends a prince but is rejected, takes desperate measures to regain him by literally selling her soul. When she finally loses her lover to another, she seeks a terrible revenge. In this play the definition of good and evil is far less clearly defined. For the first time in a children’s play, I’ve strayed into the grey area of individual choice. Are any of us ever born good or bad? Or do we only grow that way as a result of the circumstances we face and the choices we make?


Indeed, in the brief time I have been writing both types of play, I believe that now only a hairsbreadth separates my adult from my children’s work.


 


Alan Ayckbourn  


Scarborough, September 1997  
























ERNIE’S INCREDIBLE ILLUCINATIONS

































Characters










Ernie


Mum


Dad


Receptionist


Doctor


Officer


Auntie May


First Barker


Second Barker


Third Barker


Fourth Barker


Referee


Timekeeper


Man


Woman


Kid Saracen


Second Man


Lady


Library Attendant


Girl Librarian


Lady Librarian


A Tramp


Patients, Soldiers, Crowds, Boxers, etc.





















Note on the Action and Time








The action takes place in a doctor’s waiting-room and surgery – and elsewhere.


 


Time: the present.



























Ernie’s Incredible Illucinations








At one side of the stage is a doctor’s waiting-room. It is filled with an assortment of miserable-looking patients, coughing, wheezing, sneezing and moaning. Amongst them sit Mr and Mrs Fraser and their son, Ernie.




Ernie   (to the audience, after a second) If you ever want to feel ill – just go and spend a happy half-hour in a doctor’s waiting-room. If you’re not ill when you get there, you will be when you leave.




A man enters, having seen the doctor. He is moaning. He crosses the waiting-room and goes out. The other patients look at him and sorrowfully shake their heads. The Receptionist enters.





Receptionist   Mr and Mrs Fraser …




Mum and Dad rise.





Doctor will see you now.


Mum   Thank you. Come on, Ernie.




Mum and Dad and Ernie follow the Receptionist across the stage to the Doctor who sits behind a table.





’Morning, Doctor.




The Receptionist leaves.





Doctor   Ah. Ah. Mr and Mrs Fraser. Is that it?


Mum   That’s right. I’m Mrs Fraser – and this is my husband, Mr Fraser – and this is our son – Ernie.


Doctor   Ah yes. Ernie. I’ve been hearing all sorts of things about you, young Ernie. Now, what have you been up to, eh?


Dad   Illucinations.


Doctor   I beg your pardon?


Dad   Illucinations.


Doctor   Oh, yes, illuci – quite, yes.


Mum   What my husband means, Doctor, is that Ernie has been creating these illusions.


Doctor   Ah.


Mum   Well, they’re more than illusions, really.  


Dad   I’ll say.


Doctor   Beg pardon?


Dad   I’ll say.


Mum   He’s been causing that much trouble. At school, at home, everywhere he goes. I mean we can’t go on like this. His dad’s not as strong as he was, are you, Albert?


Dad   No.


Doctor   What?


Dad   No.


Doctor   Perhaps it would be better if you told me a little more about it. When did you first notice this …?


Mum   Ah well …


Dad   Ah.


Mum   Now then …


Dad   Now …


Mum   He’d have been … well, it’d have been about … near enough … er …


Doctor   Go on.




Ernie steps forward. During his speech Mum and Dad remain seated. The Doctor moves to the side of the stage, produces a notebook and makes notes on what follows.





Ernie   It started with these daydreams. You know, the sort everybody gets. Where you suddenly score a hat trick in the last five minutes of the Cup Final, or you bowl out the West Indies for ten runs – or saving your granny from a blazing helicopter, all that sort of rubbish. It was one wet Saturday afternoon and me and my mum and my dad were all sitting about in the happy home having one of those exciting afternoon rave-ups we usually have in our house.




Ernie sits at the table in the Doctor’s chair and starts to read a book. Mum has started knitting and Dad just sits, gazing ahead of him. There is a long silence.





Ernie   It was all go in our house.




Pause





Mum   I thought you’d be at the match today, Albert.


Dad   Not today.


Mum   Not often you miss a game.


Dad   They’re playing away.


Mum   Oh.


Dad   In Birmingham. I’m damned if I’m going to Birmingham. Even for United.


Ernie   Meanwhile – while this exciting discussion was in progress, I was reading this book about the French wartime resistance workers and of the dangers they faced – often arrested in their homes. I started wondering what would happen if a squad of soldiers turned up at our front door, having been tipped off about the secret radio transmitter hidden in our cistern – when suddenly …




The tramp of feet, and a squad of Soldiers comes marching on and up to their front door.





Officer   Halte! (He bangs on the door.)




Pause.





Dad   That the door?


Mum   What?


Dad   The door.


Mum   Was it?


Officer   Open zis door. Open the door! (He knocks again.)


Mum   Oh, that’ll be the milkman wanting his money. He always comes round about now. Albert, have you got ten bob …?


Dad   (fumbling in his pockets) Ah …


Officer   (shouting) Open zis door immediately. Or I shall order my men to break it down! (He bangs on the door again.)


Mum   Just a minute. Coming.


Dad   Should have one somewhere …


Officer   We know you’re in there, English spy! Come out with your hands up …!


Mum   What’s he shouting about? Oh, I’d better ask him for three pints next week, if Auntie May’s coming …


Officer   Zis is your last chance… (He knocks again.)


Mum   Oh, shut up …




The Officer signals his men. Two of them step back, brace their shoulders and prepare to charge the door.





I’m coming – I’m coming.


Ernie   I shouldn’t go out there, Mum …


Mum   What?


Ernie   I said don’t go out there.


Mum   What…?


Ernie   It’s not the millkman. It’s a squad of enemy soldiers.


Mum   Who?


Ernie   They’ve come for me …


Mum   Who has?


Ernie   The soldiers. They’ve found out about the radio transmitter.


Mum   What radio?


Dad   Hey, here, that’s a point. Have you paid our telly licence yet, Ethel? It might be the detector van.


Mum   Oh, sit down, Albert. Stop worrying. It’s just Ernie. Shut up, Ernie.


Ernie   But Mum …


Dad   I think I’ll take the telly upstairs. Just in case …




The Soldiers charge at the door. A loud crash.








Ernie   Don’t go out, Mum.


Mum   Shut up!


Dad   (picking up the television, struggling with it) Just take it upstairs.


Ernie   (to Mum) Don’t go!


Mum   I can’t leave him out there. The way he’s going he’ll have the door off its hinges in a minute … (She moves to the door.)


Dad   Mind your backs. Out of my way …


Ernie   Mum …




Mum opens the door just as the two Soldiers are charging for the second time. They shoot past her, straight into the hall, collide with Dad and land in a heap with him. Dad manages to hold the television above his head and save it from breaking.





Mum   Hey …


Dad   Oy!




The Officer and the other Soldiers enter. Ernie crouches behind the table.





Officer   Ah-ha! The house is surrounded.


Mum   Who are you?


Officer   Put up your hands. My men will search the house.


Dad   (feebly) Hey …


Officer   (shouting up the stairs) We Know you’re hiding in here, you can’t get away …


Dad   Hey – hey – HEY!


Officer   Ah-ha. What have we here?


Dad   Oh. It’s the telly. The neighbour’s telly. Not mine.


Officer   Ah-ha.


Dad   Just fixing it for him, you see …


Officer   Outside.


Dad   Eh?


Officer   You will come with me.


Dad   What, in this? I’m not going out in this rain.


Officer   Outside or I shoot.


Dad   Here …


Mum   Albert …


Ernie   Hold it! Drop those guns!


Officer   Ah, so … (He raises his gun.)


Ernie   Da-da-da-da-da-da-da-da-da-da-da.




The Soldiers collapse and are strewn all over the hall. Mum screams. Then there is a silence





Mum   Oh, Ernie. What have you done?


Ernie   Sorry, Mum.


Dad   Oh, lad …


Mum   Are they – dead?


Dad   Yes.




Mum screams again





Steady, steady. This needs thinking about.


Mum   What about the neighbours?


Dad   Could create a bit of gossip, this could.


Mum   What about the carpet? Look at it.


Dad   Hasn’t done that much good.


Mum   What’ll we do with them?


Dad   Needs a bit of thinking about.




Ernie steps forward. As he speaks and during the next section, Dad and Mum carry off the bodies.





Ernie   Well, Mum and Dad decided that the best thing to do was to pretend it hadn’t happened. That was usually the way they coped with all emergencies …




The Doctor steps forward.





Mum   (struggling with a body) We waited till it got dark, you see …


Doctor   Yes? And then …?


Dad   We dumped ’em.


Doctor   I beg your pardon?


Dad   We dumped ’em. Took ’em out and dumped ’em.


Doctor   Dumped them? Where, for heaven’s sake?


Dad   Oh – bus shelters – park benches …


Mum   Corporation car-park.


Dad   Left one in the all-night cafeteria.


Mum   And one in the Garden of Rest.


Dad   Caused a bit of a rumpus.


Doctor   I’m not surprised.


Mum   We had the police round our way for days – trying to sort it out …


Dad   They never did get to the bottom of it, though.


Doctor   Extraordinary. And then?


Ernie   (stepping forward) And then – Auntie May arrived to stay. I liked my Auntie May.




Auntie May enters. The Doctor steps back again.





Auntie   ’Ullo, Ernie lad. Have a sweetie.


Ernie   Ta, Auntie. And Auntie May took me to the fair.




The stage is filled with jostling people, barkers and fairground music. The Barkers speak simultaneously.





First Barker   Yes, indeed, the world’s tallest man! He’s so tall, madam, his breakfast is still sliding down him at tea time. Come along now, sir. Come inside now …


Second Barker   Ladies and gentlemen. I am prepared to guarantee that you will never again, during your lifetimes, see anything as unbelievably amazing as the Incredible Porcupine Woman. See her quills and get your thrills. Direct from the unexplored South American Jungle …


Third Barker   Try your luck, come along, madam – leave your husband there, dear, he’ll still be there when you come back – tell you what – if he isn’t, I can sell you a replacement – five shots for sixpence – knock ’em all down and pick up what you like …


Ernie   Can I have a go on that, Auntie?


Auntie   Not now, Ernie.


Ernie   Oh go on, Auntie May.


Auntie   I want a cup of tea.


Ernie   Have an ice-cream.


Auntie   I’ve had three. I can’t have any more. It’ll bring on my condition …


Ernie   What condition, Auntie?


Auntie   Never you mind what. But I should never have had that candy floss as well. I’ll suffer for it.


Fourth Barker   Just about to start, ladies and gentlemen. A heavyweight boxing bout, featuring the one and only unofficial challenger for the heavyweight championship of the world – Kid Saracen. The Kid will be fighting this afternoon for the very first time, a demonstration contest against the new sensation from Tyneside, Eddie ‘Grinder’ Edwards. In addition, ladies and gentlemen, the Kid is offering fifty pounds – yes, fifty pounds – to any challenger who manages to last three three-minute rounds …


Ernie   Oh, come on, Auntie. Let’s go in and watch.


Auntie   What is it?


Ernie   Boxing.


Auntie   Boxing? I’m not watching any boxing. I don’t mind wrestling but I’m not watching boxing. It’s bloodthirsty.


Ernie   Auntie …


Auntie   Nasty stuff, boxing …


Fourth Barker   Come along, lady. Bring in the young gentleman. Let him see the action …


Auntie   Oh no …


Fourth Barker   Come along. Two is it?


Ernie   Yes please. Two.


Fourth Barker   Thank you, son.


Auntie   Eh?


Ernie   This way, Auntie.




Before Auntie May can protest, she and Ernie are inside the boxing-booth. The crowd have formed a square around the ring in which stand Kid Saracen, Eddie Edwards and the Referee.





Referee   Ladies and gentlemen, introducing on my right, the ex-unofficial challenger for the World Heavyweight Championship – KID SARACEN …




Boos from the crowd.





And on my left, the challenger from Newcastle upon Tyne – EDDIE EDWARDS …




The crowd cheers





(to the boxers) Right, I want a good, clean fight, lads. No low blows and when I say ‘break’ – stop boxing right away. Good luck.


Timekeeper   Seconds out.




The bell rings The crowd cheers as the boxers size each other up. They mostly cheer on Edwards – ‘Come on, Eddie’, ‘Murder him, Eddie’, etc. The boxers swap a few punches.





Auntie   Oooh. I can’t look.




The man next to her starts cheering.





Man   Flatten him, Eddie!




Auntie peers out from behind her hands in time to see the Kid clout Eddie fairly hard.





Auntie   Hey, you stop that!


Man   Get at him, Eddie …!


Auntie   Yes, that’s right, get at him!


Man   Hit him!


Auntie   Knock him down!


Man   Smash him!


Auntie   Batter him! (She starts to wave her arms about in support of Eddie, throwing punches at the air.)


Man   That’s it, missis. You show ’em.


Auntie   I would, I would.


Man   Give ’em a run for their money, would you?


Auntie   I’m not that old …


Man   Eddie!


Auntie   Come on, Eddie!


Ernie   Eddie!




In the ring the Kid throws a terrific blow which brings Eddie to his knees.





Referee   One – two – three –


Man   Get up, Eddie …


Auntie   Get up … get up …


Referee   – four …




Eddie rises and blunders round the ring. The Kid knocks him clean out. The Referee counts him out. The crowd boos wildly. The Kid walks smugly round the ring, his hands raised above his head in triumph.





Auntie   You brute.


Man   Boo. Dirty fight …


Auntie   Bully …


Referee   (quietening the crowd) And now, ladies and gentlemen, the Kid wishes to issue a challenge to any person here who would like to try his skill at lasting three rounds – any person here. Come along now – anybody care to try …




Muttering from the crowd.





Auntie   (to the Man) Go on then.


Man   Who, me?


Auntie   What are you frightened of, then?


Man   I’m frightened of him …


Referee   Come along now. We’re not asking you to do it for nothing. We’re offering fifty pounds – fifty pounds, gentlemen …


Auntie   Go on. Fifty quid.


Man   I’d need that to pay the hospital bill …


Auntie   Go on …


Man   It’s all right for you, lady – just standing there telling other people to go and get their noses broken.


Auntie   All right, then. I’ll go in myself. Excuse me … (She starts to push through the crowd towards the ring.)


Man   Hey …


Ernie   Auntie, where are you going?


Auntie   Out of my way …


Man   Hey, stop her – she’s off her nut …


Ernie   Auntie!


Auntie   (hailing the Referee) Hey, you …


Referee   Hallo, lady, what can we do for you? Come to challenge him, have you?




Laughter from the crowd.





Auntie   That’s right. Help me in.


Referee   Just a minute, lady, you’ve come the wrong way for the jumble sale, this is a boxing-ring.


Auntie   I know what it is. Wipe that silly smile off your face. Come on then, rings out of your seconds …




The crowd cheers.





Referee   Just a minute. Just a minute. What do you think you’re playing at …?


Auntie   You said anyone could have a go, didn’t you?


Woman   That’s right. Give her a go, then.


Referee   (getting worried) Now, listen …


Kid Saracen   Go home. There’s a nice old lady …




The crowd boos.





Auntie   You cheeky ha’porth.


Second Man   Hit him, grandma.




The crowd shouts agreement.





Referee   Tell you what, folks. Let’s give the old lady fifty pence for being a good sport …


Auntie   I don’t want your fifty pence … Come on.


Woman   Get the gloves on, granny.


Auntie   I don’t need gloves. My hands have seen hard work. I was scrubbing floors before he was thought of …


Woman   That’s right, love.


Ernie   (stepping forward) And then suddenly I got this idea. Maybe Auntie May could be the new heavyweight champion of the world …




The bell rings. Auntie May comes bouncing out of her corner flinging punches at the Kid, who looks startled. The crowd cheers.





Auntie   Let’s have you.


Kid Saracen   Hey, come off it!




The Referee tries vainly to pull Auntie May back but she dances out of reach.





Kid Saracen   Somebody chuck her out.




The Kid turns to appeal to the crowd. Auntie May punches him in the back.





Auntie   Gotcher!


Kid Saracen   Ow!




Auntie May bombards the Kid with punches





Ernie   (commentator style) And Auntie May moves in again and catches the Kid with a left and a right to the body and there’s a right-cross to the head – and that really hurt him – and it looks from here as if the champ is in real trouble … as this amazing sixty-eight-year-old challenger follows up with a series of sharp left-jabs – one, two, three, four jabs …




The Kid is reeling back.





And then, bang, a right-hook and he’s down …!




The Kid goes down on his knees. The crowd cheers.





Auntie   (to the Referee) Go on. Start counting.


Crowd   One – two – three – four – five – six …




The Kid gets up again.





Ernie   And the Kid’s on his feet but he’s no idea where he is – and there’s that tremendous right uppercut – and he’s down again …!




The crowd counts him out. Auntie May dances round the ring with glee. The crowd bursts into the ring and Auntie May is lifted on to their shoulders.


The crowd go out with Auntie May, singing ‘For She’s a Jolly Good Fellow’. The Referee and the Kid are left.





Referee   Come on. Get up – Champ.


Kid Saracen   Ooooh. (He staggers to his feet.)




The Kid goes out, supported by the Referee. Ernie, Dad, Mum and the Doctor are left.





Doctor   (still writing, excitedly) Absolutely incredible!


Mum   Terrible it was. It took it out of her, you know. She was laid up all Sunday.


Dad   And we had all those fellows round from the Amateur Boxing Association trying to sign her up to fight for the Combined Services.


Mum   So I told his dad on the Monday, seeing as it was half-term, ‘Take him somewhere where he won’t get into trouble,’ I said. ‘Take him somewhere quiet.’


Dad   So I took him down to the library.




The Doctor retires to the side of the stage again. Dad, Mum and Ernie exit.


 


The scene becomes the Public Library. It is very quiet. Various people tip-toe about. At one end sits an intellectual-looking Lady with glasses, reading; at the other, an old Tramp eating his sandwiches from a piece of newspaper. One or two others. A uniformed Attendant walks up and down importantly. The Lady with glasses looks up at the lights. She frowns.





Lady   Excuse me …


Attendant   Sssshhh!


Lady   Sorry. (mouthing silently) The light’s gone.


Attendant   (mouthing) What?


Lady   (whispering) I said the light’s gone over here.


Attendant   (whispering) What?


Lady   New bulb.




The Attendant shakes his head, still not understanding.





(loudly) UP THERE! YOU NEED A NEW BULB – IT’S GONE. I CAN’T SEE!


People   Sssshhhh!


Attendant   (whispering) Right.


Lady   (whispering) Thank you.




The Attendant tip-toes out as Dad and Ernie tip-toe in. 





Dad   (to Ernie) Sssshhhh!




Ernie nods. They tip-toe and sit.





Ernie   (to the audience) I didn’t really think much of this idea of my mum’s …


People   Ssssshhhh!


Ernie   (whispering) I didn’t really think much of this idea of my mum’s. It was a bit like sitting in a graveyard only not as exciting. The trouble is, in library reading-rooms some bloke’s pinched all the best magazines already and you’re left with dynamic things like The Pig Breeder’s Monthly Gazette and suchlike. I’d got stuck with The Bell Ringer’s Quarterly. Which wasn’t one of my hobbies. Nobody else seemed to be enjoying themselves either. Except the bloke eating his sandwiches in the corner. I reckoned he wasn’t a tramp at all, but a secret agent heavily disguised, waiting to pass on some secret documents to his contact who he was to meet in the library and who was at this very moment lying dead in the Reference Section, a knife in his ribs. Realizing this, the tramp decides to pick on the most trustworthy-looking party in the room – my dad!




The Tramp gets up stealthily and moves over to Dad. As he passes him he knocks his magazine out of his hand.





Dad   Hey!


Tramp   Beg pardon, mister. (He bends to pick up the magazine and hands it back to Dad. As he does so, he thrusts his newspaper parcel into Dad’s hands.) Sssshhhh. Take this. Quickly! They’re watching me. Guard it with your life.


Dad   Eh?




The Tramp hurries away. A sinister man in a mackintosh gets up and follows him out.





Who the heck was that?


Dad   (examining the parcel) What’s all this, then?


Ernie   Dunno.


Dad   I don’t want his sandwiches. Spoil my dinner. (as he unwraps the parcel) Hey!


Ernie   What is it?


Dad   Looks like a lot of old blue-prints and things. Funny. This anything to do with you?


Ernie   (innocently) No, Dad.




The Attendant enters with a step-ladder. He places it under the light. A Girl Librarian who has entered with him steadies the step-ladder. The Attendant produces a bulb from his pocket and starts to climb the step-ladder.





(watching the Attendant) And now, as Captain Williams nears the summit of this, the third highest mountain in the world never before climbed by man …




Wind noises start.





He pauses for a moment through sheer exhaustion …




The Attendant, feeling the effects of the wind, clings to the stepladder for dear life. It sways slightly.





Attendant   (shouting down to the Librarian) More slack. I need more slack on the rope …!


Librarian   (shouting up to him) More slack. Are you all right?


Attendant   I – think – I can – make it.


Librarian   Be careful. The rock looks treacherous just above you.


Attendant   It’s all right. It’s – quite safe – if I – just aaaaaahhh! (He slips and holds on with one hand.)


Lady   Captain! What’s happened?


Attendant   Damn it. I think I’ve broken my leg …


Lady   Oh, no.


Librarian   How are we going to get him down?




Dad rises.





Ernie   And here comes Major Fraser ace daredevil mountaineer to the rescue.


Dad   Give me a number three clambering-iron and a hydraulic drill-level, will you? I’m going up.


Librarian   Oh no, Major.


Dad   It’s the only way.


Lady   Don’t be a fool, Major.


Dad   Someone’s got to go. Give me plenty of line … (He starts to climb.)


Librarian   Good luck.


Lady   Good luck.




A sequence in which Dad clambers up the ladder, buffeted by the wind.





Dad   Can you hold on?


Attendant   Not – much – longer.


Dad   Try, man, try. Not much longer …


Lady   Keep going, man.




Dad reaches the Attendant. People cheer. The two men slowly descend the ladder.





Ernie   And here comes the gallant Major Fraser, bringing the injured Captain Williams to safety …




Dad and the Attendant reach the floor. More cheers and applause from the onlookers. The Attendant is still supported by Dad with one arm round his neck. There is a general shaking of hands. The wind noise stops.








Attendant   (coming back to reality, suddenly) Hey, hey! What’s going on here? (to Dad) What do you think you’re doing?


Dad   Oh.


Attendant   Let go of me.


Dad   Sorry, I …


Attendant   Never known anything like it. This is a public building, you know …


Dad   Ernie …


Ernie   Yes, Dad?


Dad   Did you start this?


Ernie   (innocently) Me, Dad?


Dad   Now listen, lad.




A Second Librarian enters, screaming.





Second Librarian   Oh, Mr Oats, Mr Oats …


Attendant   What’s the matter, girl? What’s the matter?


Second Librarian   There’s a man in the Reference Section.


Attendant   Well?


Second Librarian   He’s dead.


Lady   Dead?


Second Librarian   Yes. I think he’s been killed. There’s a knife sticking in his ribs …




The First Librarian screams. The Attendant hurries out, followed by the others. Ernie and Dad are left.





Dad   Ernie!


Ernie   Sorry, Dad.




The Doctor moves in. Mum joins them.





Doctor   Incredible.


Dad   Embarrassing.


Doctor   Yes, yes.




The scene is now back to where it was at the beginning, with the four in the Doctor’s room on one side and the waiting-room full of patients on the other.





Mum   Can you do anything, Doctor?


Doctor   Mmmm. Not much, I’m afraid.


Mum   No?


Doctor   You see, it’s not really up to me at all. It’s up to you. An interesting case. Very. In my twenty years as a general practitioner I’ve never heard anything quite like it. You see, this is a classic example of group hallucinations …


Dad   Illucinations, yes.


Doctor   Starting with your son and finishing with you all being affected …


Mum   All?


Doctor   All of you. You must understand that all this has happened only in your minds.


Dad   Just a minute. Are you suggesting we’re all off our onions?


Doctor   Off your …?


Dad   You know. Round the thing. Up the whatsit.


Doctor   No …


Dad   My missis as well?


Doctor   No. No.


Dad   Then watch it.


Doctor   I was just explaining …


Dad   You don’t need. It’s Ernie here, that’s all. He imagines things and they happen.


Doctor   Oh, come now. I can’t really accept that.


Dad   Why not?


Doctor   It’s – impossible. He may imagine things …


Dad   He does.


Doctor   But they don’t really happen. They appear to, that’s all


Dad   Is that so?


Doctor   Of course.




A slight pause.





Dad   Ernie.


Ernie   Yes, Dad.


Dad   Imagine something. We’ll see who’s nutty.


Ernie   What, Dad?


Dad   Anything, son, anything. Just to show the doctor.


Mum   Nothing nasty, Ernie. Something peaceful …


Dad   How about a brass band? I like brass bands.


Mum   Oh dear. Couldn’t it be something quieter? Like – a mountain stream or something …


Dad   Don’t be daft, Ethel. The doctor doesn’t want a waterfall pouring through his surgery. Go on, lad. A brass band.


Ernie   Right, Dad. (He concentrates.)




A pause.





Doctor   Well?


Dad   Give him a chance.




A pause.





Mum   Come on, Ernie. (Pause.) He’s usually very good at it, Doctor.


Dad   Come on, lad.


Ernie   It’s difficult, Dad, I can’t picture them.


Doctor   Yes, well, I’m afraid I can’t afford any more time just now, Mr and Mrs Fraser. I do have a surgery full of people waiting to see me – (He calls.) – Miss Bates! – so you will understand I really must get on.




The Receptionist enters.





Receptionist   Yes, Doctor?


Doctor   The next patient, please, Miss Bates.


Receptionist   (going) Yes, Doctor.




The Receptionist exits.





Doctor   (getting up and pacing up and down as he speaks) What I suggest we do is, I’ll arrange an appointment with a specialist and – he’ll be able to give you a better diagnosis – (His steps become more and move march like.) – than I will. I’m quite sure – that – a – few – sessions – with a trained – psychiatrist – will – be – quite – sufficient – to – put – everything – right – right – left – right – left – left – left – right – left …




The Doctor marches to the door of his room, does a smart about-turn and marches round his desk.


 


The Patients from the waiting-room enter and follow him, some limping, some marching and all playing, or as if playing, brass instruments.





L-e-e-e-ft … Wheel …




After a triumphal circuit of the room everyone marches out following the Doctor, who has assumed the rôle of drum major.





Ernie   (just before he leaves) It looks as though the Doctor suffers from illucinations as well. I hope you don’t get ’em. Ta-ta.




Ernie marches out jauntily, following the band, as – the curtain falls.








 



















INVISIBLE FRIENDS








 
























Characters










Lucy Baines


Gary, her real brother


Joy, her real mother


Walt, her real father


Zara, her invisible friend


Chuck, Zara’s invisible brother


Felix, Zara’s invisible father





















Note on the Scene








Scene: The Baines home. Real and imaginary.



























First Performance








Invisible Friends was first performed at the Stephen Joseph Theatre in the Round, Scarborough, on 22 November 1989. The cast was as follows:




Lucy Baines Emma Chambers


Joy Doreen Andrew


Walt Bill Moody


Gary Ian Dunn


Zara Jennifer Wiltsie


Felix Robin Bowerman


Chuck Sean Chapman







Director Alan Ayckbourn


Design Juliet Nichols / Geof Keys


Lighting Jackie Staines



























Act One








The Baines house. 5.00 p.m. Visible are a ground-floor living area, and the kitchen leading off that. Stairs up lead to a corridor with bedrooms leading off it. The visible rooms are Lucy’s room, small and tidy. She is that exception to the rule, a young teenage girl with an excessive love of orderliness. Besides the bed, it has a small desk/work table, an easy chair and a wardrobe/cupboard. A notice board filled with her private lists and favourite sayings and quotations. Next to hers is her older brother Gary’s room. By complete contrast this room is a tip. Clothes strewn everywhere, an unmade bed, cluttered tables and chairs. Prominent among all the clutter is Gary’s pride and joy, his hi-fi equipment. At the start, Gary is lying on his bed atop a mound of clutter that he hasn’t bothered to move, listening to something loud and aggressive. Something, fortunately, that we’re unable, as of now, to hear. Gary, in appearance, almost exactly matches his room.


Downstairs is the living area, drab and also rather untidy. Walt, Gary’s and Lucy’s father, lies slumped fast asleep in an armchair, facing the TV which has on an early-evening news programme. We can’t, at present, hear this either. Looking at Walt, we can understand who Gary takes after. Overweight and unkempt, Walt asleep is almost as unprepossessing as Walt awake.


In the kitchen, Joy, wife and mother, is preparing tea. She does this, as she does everything in life, with a great sense of sorrow. Seldom can anyone have been more unsuitably named. She sighs to herself as she moves about the kitchen. We hear none of this though, for we  are as yet still outside the house. Lucy now appears from along the street, carrying her school bag. She stops as she reaches her house. Faint traffic and perhaps a little urban birdsong.




Lucy   (to the audience) It all started the Friday I came home from school to tell my family some exciting news. By the way, my name’s Lucy Baines. That’s my mother there in the kitchen. And my father pretending he’s watching the telly but actually he’s fast asleep. And that one upstairs, that’s my older brother – known usually as Grisly Gary. Anyway, you’ll meet them soon enough because unfortunately they all feature in this story I’m going to tell you. As soon as you have met them, you’re immediately going to wish you hadn’t met them. I mean, they’re all right. I suppose. Sometimes. Very, very, very occasionally. Like every fifth Christmas in June, they’re all right. It’s not that they’re cruel to me or anything. I think they actually do love me, really, though you’d never know it most of the time. They’re just so – gloomy and glum. Like you know that saying: ‘Eat, Drink and Be Merry for Tomorrow We Die’? Well, my Dad’s version of that is, ‘Tomorrow We Die, So What Are You Looking So Cheerful About?’ I mean, I don’t expect them to leap about laughing all day long but, well, on a day like this for instance, when I came home on this particular Friday with this terrific news – it would have been nice to have had a really warm welcome. (She goes through the front door. Calling as she goes) Mum! Mum!


Joy   (immensely cheerily) Lucy, you’re home at last! How lovely to see you!


Lucy   Hallo, Mum.




They embrace.





Joy   Oh, you’re looking so bonny. Have you had a good day at school? Tell me all about it.


Lucy   Wonderful, I’ve had a wonderful day. I have to tell you, Mum, it’s so exciting – I’ve been chosen for the school swimming team.


Joy   (with a cry of delight) You haven’t!


Lucy   I have! The relay and the 200 metres backstroke.


Joy   Backstroke! Oh, that’s just wonderful. We must tell your Dad. Dad!


Lucy   Oh, don’t wake him up …


Joy   No, I must. He’ll want to know. Walt! Walter!


Walt   (waking up cheerfully) What’s that? What’s all this?


Joy   Dad, listen to this, listen to this news …


Walt   (playfully) Did I doze off? I must have dozed off.


Joy   (affectionately) Yes, you did, you know you did, you old devil. And now you’re awake you can just listen to Lucy’s news.


Walt   News? What news is this? Come on, out with it, young Lucy.


Joy   Tell him your news.


Lucy   I will when you’ll let me get a word in. Dad, I’ve been picked for the school swimming team …




Walt stares at her, speechless.





(shrugging modestly) That’s all.


Walt   The school swimming team?


Lucy   Yes.


Joy   Backstroke and relay.


Walt   (rather overcome) Backstroke and relay?


Lucy   Yes.




Walt moves to Lucy and hugs her fiercely. He is obviously deeply moved.





Walt   I’m so proud, girl. I’m so proud of you. This is the proudest day of my life.


Joy   And mine, Dad. And mine.


Walt   Where’s that lad Gary, then? We must tell Gary.


Joy   Oh, yes. We must tell Gary. (calling) Gary!


Walt   (calling) Gary!




Gary, at the sound of their voices, springs off his bed and starts downstairs eagerly.





Lucy   Oh, don’t disturb him.


Joy   No, he’ll want to know …


Walt   The lad’ll want to know …


Joy   (calling) Gary!


Walt   (calling) Gary!


Gary   (having come downstairs) Yes? What is it? (overjoyed) Hallo, Lucy! Are you home from school already?


Lucy   Hi, Gary.


Gary   Did somebody call? What can I do for you?


Joy   Tell him your news, then.


Walt   Tell him your news.


Lucy   I’ve been picked for the school swimming team.


Joy   Two hundred metres backstroke …


Walt   And the relay.




A fractional pause, then Gary steps forward, picks up Lucy and whirls her in his arms.





Gary   (as he does this) YIPPEEE!




A huge crowd starts cheering.





Joy   Hooray!


Walt   Bravo!




The briefest burst of vigorous brass-band music. Before festivities can get under way, Lucy disengages herself from the riotous group and steps back outside the house again. Under the next, the others quietly resume their original starting positions.





Lucy   (as she moves) I mean, I didn’t expect them to behave quite like that. But, you know, they could have at least said ‘good’ or something. ‘Well done’, even. But anyway, on this particular day, I came home from school – this is my house by the way – Number 162 Sycamore Street – it’s just past the traffic lights and before you get to the zebra crossing, I don’t know if you know Sycamore Street at all but – (breaking off again) Sorry, I’m rambling again. On this Friday I came home full of excitement, with my fantastic news about the school swimming team.




As Lucy enters the house, the traffic sounds disappear and are replaced by the noises inside. The TV drones on throughout and upstairs, faintly, the thud of Gary’s music.





Mum!


Joy   (without stopping her tasks) Shh! Your father’s asleep.


Lucy   (whispering) Sorry! Mum, guess what?


Joy   Your dad’s had a terrible day. His van broke down again, miles from nowhere …


Lucy   I’ve got this amazing news …


Joy   … he had to walk five miles …


Lucy   … go on, guess what happened to me today.


Joy   … by the time he’d phoned the AA and then walked five miles all the way back again, someone had stolen his front wheels …


Lucy   Shall I tell you?


Joy   Left his van standing on six bricks. I mean, I don’t know what the world’s coming to, I really don’t.


Lucy   I’ll tell you, shall I?


Joy   Stealing people’s front wheels. I mean, what if your dad had been a pensioner? What if he’d been disabled …?


Lucy   I’ve been picked for the school swimming team.


Joy   They should bring in stricter laws and stop all this vandalism in one fell swoop. I mean, the way we’re going at the moment, none of us will be able to sleep securely in our beds …


Lucy   Two hundred metres backstroke. And the relay.


Joy   I mean, look at old Mrs Hadron. Those lads rode their bike right through her back garden. Ruined her bird table, cut up her lawn …


Lucy   Isn’t that great news?


Joy   I mean, they should have been locked up. She’s got no husband and her little dog’s poorly … You see, if this council worried less about putting up new bandstands and building multi-storey car parks and a little more on making the streets safe from vandals and layabouts …




Lucy holds a conversation with herself.





Lucy   (under this last) ‘Tremendous news, Lucy. Absolutely fantastic. You’re brilliant, I don’t know how you do it …’ ‘Oh, it was nothing, Mum, really …’


Joy   (stopping as she sees Lucy) What are you going on about there?


Lucy   Nothing.


Joy   What were you saying?


Lucy   Nothing. Just talking to myself, Mum. (under her breath) As usual.


Joy   (suspiciously) You haven’t got that friend of yours back, have you?


Lucy   What?


Joy   That – invisible friend of yours? I hope you’re not starting all that again?


Lucy   No.


Joy   You know how that annoys your dad.


Lucy   Yep. (She moves away.)


Joy   Where’re you going?


Lucy   Upstairs; Put my things away.


Joy   Well, come straight down again. It’s nearly tea-time. You can give me a hand.


Lucy   Right.


Joy   I’ve been on my feet all day, I’ve not had a minute’s break since I got up, it’s all right for the rest of you …




Joy’s stream of complaining drops to a low mutter as Lucy moves out of earshot. She moves to where Walt is sitting asleep in front of the TV. As she nears him the TV fades up a little.





TV Voice   And finally … more sobering economic news as the pound slumped lower still against a basket of other currencies. On top of that, inflation, as we heard earlier, is also up and indications are, according to the latest forecasts, that it will rise still further over the next three months. Later on this evening, in Newsnight, we shall be showing a special programme in which seven European economic experts will be giving their verdict: Is Britain’s Economy a Sinking Ship? That’ll be on Newsnight at 10.30 tonight. But now it’s time to go over to Bert Cod at the London Weather Centre for the latest picture.




Lucy watches this for all of two seconds and scowls.





Lucy   (to audience) Even the TV’s depressing in our house. We’re only allowed to watch the programmes he wants to watch. And they’re all dead boring. This is my father. Who’s the current Guinness Book of Records twenty-four-hour sleeping champion, (loudly) Whey-hey, Dad!!


Walt   (snorting awake) Whah!


Lucy   Sorry, Dad, did I wake you?


Walt   (drowsily) Not just at the moment, love, I want to watch the news … (He falls asleep again.)


Lucy   (to audience) That was the extremely rare glimpse of my father awake. Would that we’d had a camera team here to capture that moment. No, I don’t want to be too mean about Mum and Dad, but really … I don’t honestly know why they’re still together, if you want the truth. These days they don’t even seem to like each other … I mean, don’t get me wrong, I don’t want them to start getting all lovey-dovey and daft …




Walt springs up from his armchair and faces Joy with adoration all over his face. She does likewise. They sing a brief excerpt from The Beggar’s Opera.





Walt   (singing) ‘I would love thee ev’ry day …’


Joy   (singing) ‘Ev’ry night we’d kiss and play …’


Walt   (singing) ‘If with me you’d fondly stray …’


Joy and Walt   (together) ‘Over the hills and far away …’




They swiftly resume their original positions again.





Lucy   I wouldn’t want anything like that, for heaven’s sake. Yuk!


Joy   (calling from the kitchen) Lucy, are you coming to help me, or not?


Lucy   Yes, Mum.


TV Voice   (under all this) Well, as to the weather picture, I’m afraid it’s another gloomy one tomorrow as far as most of the country’s concerned.


Lucy   With heavy rain mostly situated over Number 162 Sycamore Street …


TV Voice   As you can see there from our radar chart, this large area of low pressure here continues to sit over most of northern Europe. And that, of course, is causing those outbreaks of thunder we’ve been experiencing in certain areas, together with that virtually non-stop sleet and heavy rain which has also been affecting most regions during today. Tonight, well, it’s going to get a good deal colder over most of the country, particularly up here in the north-east. Widespread frost, especially inland, with temperatures getting down in one or two places to as low as minus two or even three centigrade in some sheltered areas. And that promises to be more or less the picture over most of the country during the next day or so …




During this, Lucy starts upstairs. As she moves away from the TV the sound fades down. Simultaneously, the rock music from Gary’s room gets a little louder.





Lucy   (as she goes upstairs, to audience) Come with me, if you will. Upstairs. If you listen very carefully you can just hear the distant sounds of the greater spotted Grisly Gary, my unbelievably talkative brother. Grisly Gary is doing a building course at the technical college, training to be a bucket. (She reaches the door of Gary’s room. The music is louder now.) Here we go. I’ll just have a quiet word with him. Cover your ears.




Lucy opens Gary’s door. The heavy-metal music comes up to a deafening level. Lucy, when she speaks, is quite inaudible. Gary, lying on the bed with his eyes closed, fails to notice her at all.





(mouthing, swiftly) Hallo, Grisly. It’s your loving sister, Lucy. Just to tell you I’ve been picked for the school swimming team. Thought you’d like to know. Bye, Grisly. (Lucy closes the door again. The music goes down to a lower level.) I enjoyed that chat. (She opens the door of her own room and goes inside.) This is my room. No one’s allowed in here, except me. I’m a very tidy sort of person. Which is a bit extraordinary in this house. I think I must be a freak. I actually like to know where I’ve put things. This is my bed. That’s my desk. And up there on the shelf. Those are my special, most favourite books.




The music pounds through the wall.





Actually, one of the reasons I keep it tidy is because my very, very best friend, Zara, also likes things tidy. Oh yes, I ought to explain to you about Zara. You may have heard my mum talking about my invisible friend. Do you remember? Well, that’s my invisible friend, Zara. (introducing her) This is Zara. I want you to meet Zara. Zara, say hello. That’s it. Will you say hello to Zara, my invisible friend? I invented Zara – oh, years ago – when I was seven or eight. Just for fun. I think I was ill at that time and wasn’t allowed to play with any of my real friends, so I made up Zara. She’s my special friend that no one can see except me. Of course, I can’t really see her either. Not really. Although sometimes I … It’s almost as if I could see her, sometimes. If I concentrate very hard it’s like I can just glimpse her out of the corner of my eye, (She is thoughtful for a second.) Still. Anyway. I’ve kept Zara for years and years. Until they all started saying I was much too old for that sort of thing and got worried and started talking about sending for a doctor. So then I didn’t take her round with me quite so much after that. But she’s still here. And when I feel really sad and depressed like I do today, then I sit and talk to Zara. Zara always understands. Zara always listens. She’s special. Aren’t you, Zara? (She listens to Zara.) What’s that? Yes, I wish he’d turn his music down, too. I’ve asked him, haven’t I? (mimicking Gary) ‘How can I hear it if I turn it down, I can’t hear the bass then, can I?’ I used to have pictures in here but every time he put a disc on they fell off the walls. (Pause. The music continues.) I mean, don’t get me wrong. We like loud music, don’t we, Zara? We love loud music. Sometimes, (yelling) BUT NOT ALL THE TIME. (Pause.) Why doesn’t he ever listen to quiet music? Just once. Wouldn’t that be nice?




The music changes to a delicate piece of Bach, just  for a second. Gary sits up in an attitude of deep appreciation, eyes still closed. Then the music resumes as before and he lies back down again.





But if he did that, he wouldn’t be Grisly Gary then, would he? (Pause.) Oh, Zara, did I tell you I’ve been picked for the school swimming team? Isn’t that exciting? Yes. Thank you. I’m glad you’re excited, too. Good. (Pause.)


(shouting) IF ANYONE IS INTERESTED AT ALL, I WAS PICKED FOR THE SCHOOL SWIMMING TEAM TODAY, WHAT ABOUT THAT, FOLKS? (She listens. No reply.) Great. Thanks for your support, everyone, (tearful) They might at least … They could have at least … Oh, Zara … I know you’re always here, but sometimes I get so … lonely …


 




She sits on her bed, sad, angry and frustrated. Downstairs, Joy has come to the foot of the stairs and now calls up to Lucy.





Joy   Lucy, I told you to come straight down, do you hear me?


Lucy   (calling) Yes, Mum.


Joy   Well, hurry up, then. And tell your brother tea’s nearly ready.




Joy goes Back into the kitchen. Lucy comes to a sudden decision.





Lucy   All right, then. Come on, Zara, I don’t care what they say. Today you’re coming downstairs to tea. If they won’t listen to me I’ll invite someone who will listen. Come on, Zara, down to tea.




Leading Zara by the hand, Lucy goes first into Gary’s room. A burst of loud music as she enters. Gary lies as before.





(yelling) Gary! Tea-time! Gary!




Gary doesn’t hear her.





Gary!




She picks up a spray can of shaving foam from among the junk and sprays him with it. Gary sits up, indignantly.





Gary   Oy!


Lucy   Tea-time.


Gary   (swinging off the bed) I’ll get you, you




But Lucy, with a laugh, is out of the room before he can catch her, slamming the door behind her. She now leads Zara downstairs. Gary ruefully mops himself down and in a moment switches off his sound gear and puts on his Walkman. He then goes off to the bathroom.





Lucy   (to audience, as she goes downstairs) Once, Zara used to come everywhere with me. I never left her behind for a minute. She used to sit with me at school and she came on holiday one year. And we even had to pack her a special suitcase. Dad was wild.




As Lucy passes Walt, still asleep in his armchair, we hear a brief excerpt from a gardening programme. This fades as Lucy reaches the kitchen.





TV Voice   … and there’s a very wide species of these. Some of them are evergreen and some deciduous. So make sure you get the right sort. They’ve lovely bright flowers and fruits. Like this chap here. There, who can ask for anything more colourful? And the good thing about Berberis is that he’s not too fussy about the soil …


Lucy   Here we are.


Joy   (suspiciously) Here who are?


Lucy   Me.


Joy   At last. Where have you been? Never mind. You can lay the table, it’s nearly ready.


Lucy    OK. (to Zara, still holding her hand) Come on then, Zara.


Joy   What?


Lucy   Nothing.


Joy   What’s the matter with your hand?


Lucy   Nothing.


Joy   Have you hurt it?


Lucy   No.


Joy   Well, don’t be so silly and lay the table.


Lucy   Yes, Mum.




During the next Lucy lays the table with five places and also brings up an extra chair. Joy doesn’t notice, she is so busy preparing the meal.





Joy   (as they do this) I saw Mrs Hedges today in the street. She was just coming back from the doctor’s. She’s no better. And her Ted’s legs are going. He can barely take his weight on them now. Only a matter of time. And her Arthur’s hand’s still useless. She doesn’t know which way to turn, I can tell you. Not that she can turn at all, poor woman, not with her back the way it is.


Lucy   Mum …


Joy   She was in agony just talking to me. Tears of agony. She shouldn’t have been out except she can’t bear to stay in. Not now her Tom’s gone.


Lucy   Mum …


Joy   And then I met Mrs Bracewell – don’t interrupt me, I’m talking, Lucy – she’s had a chapter of accidents, too. Just got over her poorly foot and then her son rings up to say he’d broken both his legs skiing. So I don’t know who she’s going to get to lift her Maureen out of bed …


Lucy   (to audience) As you see, conversation is very much a one-way business in this house …


Joy   … and all that on top of her dog going. I mean, I don’t know how she keeps cheerful, I don’t. (She pauses briefly.)


Lucy   (seizing the opportunity) Mum …


Joy   Oh, yes, and talking of that, old Mr Perkins, you remember him, he used to give you barley sugars, well, he’s passed on at last. I saw his daughter, Mrs Clarke, with the hip, in the supermarket. She said it was a great relief to them all. Mind you, I don’t know how Mrs Perkins will cope now without him. She’s very feeble these days and all.


Lucy   Never mind, Mum. On the brighter side …


Joy   Have you called your brother?


Lucy   Yes. A really good thing happened to me today …


Joy   Call your father then. I can hear all that later.


Lucy   Right.


Joy   I’ll hear it later.




Joy moves back to the kitchen.





Lucy   Yes. (to herself) I bet. (to Zara) Come on, then.




She crosses to Walt who is still asleep. As she does so, we hear more of the gardening programme.





TV Voice   … the real question of course is how much to cut off. Well, if you look at any branch of a shrub, like this one here, you’ll see that the tip is soft and green. Now if you look from there back towards the main stem, you’ll see a ring marking the end of last year’s growth – just there, you see? There’s your old wood. And there’s your new wood. Now, you want to cut back, almost to your old wood, just about – there. Like so. And that’s where your new shoots will be. And that’s where your flowers are going to grow. Now, that’s your winter or early-spring varieties. There’s nothing mysterious about pruning. All it takes is good old-fashioned common sense and a little tiny bit of know-how …




During the next, Gary comes downstairs with his Walkman on. He is in a world of his own. He goes to the table and sits nodding to the silent music.





Lucy   Dad! Dad! (She shakes him.) Tea-time.


Walt   (snorting awake) Just a minute, love, I’m watching this.


Lucy   Tea’s ready.


Walt   I’m watching this, love.


Lucy   (to audience) Why’s he watching this? It’s a gardening programme and we haven’t even got a garden.




They watch for a moment.





Joy   (to Gary) Will you be out tonight, Gary? (louder) Gary?


Gary   (lifting one earphone) What’s that, Mum?


Joy   I’m saying, are you going out tonight?


Gary   Yes, I’ll be out with Ronnie and Billy and Jimmy and Tel.


Joy   Oh, that’ll be nice.


Lucy   (to audience) Ronnie and Billy and Jimmy and Tel are Gary’s special mates. From the tech. Also training to be buckets. Except Tel, who’s studying to be a pile of sand.


Walt   What’s all this we’re watching?


Lucy   I don’t know. You had it on.


Walt   I don’t want this. Who put this on?


Lucy   You did.


Walt   I wanted the film. I’m missing the film. (Walt jabs the remote control. TV changes to western music. A little dialogue. A lot of gunshots.)


That’s better.


Lucy   (to audience) Oh no. Westerns. I hate westerns …




Joy brings a casserole dish to the table. A burst of country music. The lights change.





Joy   Here y’are, boys. Y’eat this up while it’s still good and hot, y’hear?


Gary   Yahoo, Maw. Is that a clam bake ah spy theyur?


Joy   Nope. This’n just plain old bacon ’n’ beans, boy. You get them down inside you.


Walt   Better get your vittals, son. We got a long hard, dusty ride tomorrow, boy …


Gary   Yippie! Yeah, Paw. Yee-haw!




The music stops. The lights revert to normal.





Lucy   No. I think I prefer things the way they are, really …




Joy brings the casserole dish to the table.





Joy   It’s on the table.


Walt   (keeping his eyes glued on the TV set) Right.




Walt sits at the end of the table, turned half away, watching the TV. Gary sits jigging to his music. Lucy sits next to the additional chair. Joy returns with four bowls. She starts to serve. Lucy gets up and crosses to the kitchen cupboard.





Joy   Where are you going, Lucy? Sit still and have your tea.


Lucy   Just getting an extra plate, Mum.


Joy   I’ve got enough here.


Lucy   No, we’ve got – (indicating the extra place) Look.


Joy   (realizing) Oh, no.


Lucy   Zara’s here.


Joy   Oh, no, she isn’t.


Lucy   She is. Promise.


Joy   Well, I’m not serving extra food to her … I’m not going through all that again. She’s not having any, I’m sorry.


Lucy   All right, she can have mine.


Joy   Lucy! I’m warning you.


Lucy   I’ll share mine with her …


Joy   Walt! Walter …


Walt   Just a second, love. I’m just watching this.


Joy   Tell this girl. You tell her. I’m not having this again. I’m not going through all that. Double meals. Double loads of washing … Double baths … I’m not starting all this again …


Walt   (to the TV) Yeah!


Joy   Walter!


Walt   What’s that? I’m sorry, love, what’s the problem?


Joy   Tell this girl I’m not having that so-called friend of hers back here again.


Walt   Back where?


Joy   (indicating Zara’s place) There!


Walt   Friend? I can’t see any friend.


Joy   No, her invisible friend. That one. That Sarah.


Lucy   Zara.


Walt   Oh, no. We’re not having that, Lucy. We’ve had quite enough of her, thank you very much.


Lucy   Zara’s got to eat …


Walt   Well, I’m sorry. Not at my table. You clear that place right away, do you hear me?


Lucy   Then she’ll starve, won’t she?


Walt   (sharply) I said, clear it away. At once, Lucy!


Joy   There! That’s your dad telling you that, do you hear?




Lucy gets up and starts to clear the place away to the kitchen.





Lucy   It’ll be your fault if she dies of starvation.


Walt   Damn good job if she does. The sooner the better.


Joy   Oh now, Walter …


Walt   What?


Joy   You mustn’t talk like that. Even about …


Walt   Even about what?


Joy   Well, even about invisible people. I don’t think that’s right. You mustn’t wish them dead.


Walt   What are you talking about, she’s not even alive.


Joy   Well, maybe she isn’t alive, I don’t know. But you still shouldn’t wish her dead, it’s not right.




Lucy returns to the table.





Walt   Rubbish. (to Lucy) And you can put that extra chair back as well.


Lucy   (indignantly) You mean Zara has to stand all through the meal, as well?


Walt   (fiercely) DO AS YOU’RE TOLD! You’ll get no tea in a minute.


Joy   You hear that, Lucy? You’ll get no tea.


Lucy   (muttering) I don’t want any tea.


Walt   You won’t get any tea at this rate.


Lucy   I don’t want any tea.


Joy   Now, now, that’s enough of that, just come and eat your tea.


Lucy   I’ve said, I don’t want any tea.


Walt   You do as your mother tells you, girl, and eat your tea.


Joy   You hear that, Lucy? That’s your dad telling you that.




Lucy returns the extra chair.





I thought you’d grown out of all this, Lucy. (to Walt) I thought she’d grown out of it. I mean, most children grow out of it by this age. I mean, they do, don’t they? How old is she now?


Walt   (back to the TV) Just a minute, love. I just want to watch this …




Lucy rejoins the table. A silence. Joy serves them with stew. Gary suddenly drums vigorously on the table, in time to his tape.





Gary   Ter-rer … ter-rer-ter-rer …


Joy   Don’t do that, Gary. Not at the table.


Gary   (loudly) Great track, this one, Mum.


Joy   Yes.


Gary   (beating time) Even you’d like it. Tung … tung … tung … tung … tung …




They eat in silence. Walt eats, half turned away.





Lucy   (after a pause, to audience) Another exciting meal time with the Baines family. (A burst of gunfire from the TV.) Be great, wouldn’t it, if one of those gunmen on the TV shot Grisly Gary. (A gunshot. Gary clutches his chest and falls off his chair.) No, I didn’t mean that. Not really.




Gary gets up off the floor and resumes his seat, looking slightly puzzled.





I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that our meals should consist of endless, boring, meaningless small talk like this …




The other three immediately turn to face one another and burst into very animated, very loud simultaneous conversation.








Joy   (very smart) … and I caught sight of this dress in the window and I just had to dash in and buy it, that very instant. I said to Walter, ‘I don’t care what the cost is. If necessary, I’ll mortgage my soul to have it.’ It’s just divine …


Walt   (simultaneously, equally smart) … and the thing about these westerns is, of course, that they’re basically morality tales. The age-old battle between good and evil, that’s what they boil down to … Which is what I find so absolutely fascinating about them …


Gary   (simultaneously, equally smart) … I mean, yes, I know, I know, this sort of music is only a basic essential outlet for youthful aggression. But look at it this way. Better aggression channelled thus than through expressions of violent, anti-social, much more public actions, surely …?




Lucy cuts them off dead with a gesture. The meal continues as normal.





Lucy   (to audience) … I’m not saying they should carry on like that. Not at all. But it would be nice to have a little conversation. If only, ‘Pass the salt, please.’ Is it any wonder I have to invent invisible friends? Can you blame me?




She turns to Zara, apparently standing beside her.





(whispering) You all right just standing there, are you, Zara?


Joy   (looking up from her meal) What’s that, dear?


Lucy   Nothing, (whispering again) Come on. Come and sit here with me. There’s plenty of room. (She slides to the edge of her chair to make room for Zara.) That’s better …


Joy   What are you doing now, Lucy?


Lucy   Nothing.


Joy   Well, sit properly. And eat your tea.


Walt   (watching the TV) Whey-hey. He’s marvellous, this one.


Lucy   (to Zara, whispering) Are you hungry, Zara? Would you like some of mine? Would you?




Lucy holds out a forkload of food to Zara’s imaginary mouth, somewhere near her shoulder. Neither Walt nor Joy notices her doing this. Gary though, looking up momentarily from his plate, does. He stares at Lucy in amazement.





(unaware Gary is watching her) Come on then, Zara, come on. Open wide, that’s it. One big mouthful, that’s it. Open wide.


Gary   (loudly) What’s she doing?




Lucy hastily stops and swallows the food herself.





Joy   (looking up) What?


Walt   (looking round) What’s who doing?


Gary   Her. She was sticking her food in her ear.


Joy   What were you doing, Lucy?


Walt   Were you sticking your food in your ear?


Lucy   No.


Gary   Yes, she was. I saw her.


Lucy   I wasn’t.


Walt   What were you doing?


Lucy   Nothing.


Walt   (fiercely) What were you doing, girl?


Lucy   I was … (muttering) I was – just giving some food to Zara.


Gary   To who? Who’s she talking about?


Walt   Right. That’s it. That’s enough of that. I’m not having any more of that. Upstairs. Do you hear me? Upstairs.


Gary   (rising) I haven’t finished my dinner yet …


Walt   Not you, you lunkhead. Her.




Gary sits again.





Joy   Oh now, Walter …


Walt   No arguments. UPSTAIRS!


Lucy   (leaving the table) Right.


Walt   And you stay up there till you learn to behave yourself.


Lucy   Suits me.


Walt   And don’t you argue with me, girl.


Lucy   I’m not arguing.


Walt   Oh yes, you are.


Lucy   I’m not, I’m agreeing.


Walt   (shouting) What’re you doing now if you’re not arguing?


Lucy   (shouting back) I’m agreeing.


Walt   Don’t argue with me, you’re arguing, girl. And don’t walk away when I’m talking to you either. Come back here.


Lucy   (returning and sitting again) Right. Make up your mind.


Joy   Now, now, now, now, now, now, now …


Gary   (rising) What’s everyone arguing about?


Walt   (savagely) You, shut up!


Gary   (sitting) Right.


Walt   (to Lucy) Upstairs!


Gary   (rising again) Right.


Walt   Not you. Her.


Gary   (sitting) Right.


Lucy   (rising) Right.


Walt   And don’t come down until you’re ready to apologize, do you hear?


Joy   That’s your father talking, Lucy. Are you listening to him?


Lucy   I can’t help listening to him, can I, he’s screaming at me. Come along, Zara. Say good night to everyone. Say good night to Zara …


Walt   UPSTAIRS!




Lucy starts upstairs.





Oh … oh … Sometimes, I could …


Joy   Now, Dad.


Walt   She can thank her lucky stars she’s – she’s who she is. (to Gary) If she’d been you, lad, I’d have walloped her.


Gary   Eh? What’s that, Dad?





Walt   Doesn’t matter. Doesn’t matter.


Gary   Can I have Lucy’s tea, Mum?


Joy   You might as well, she’s not going to eat it.


Walt   Give it him. Before he starts eating the table.


Gary   (grabbing her plate) Ta!


Joy   He needs his food, Gary’s a growing lad.


Walt   Well, I only hope his brain catches up with the rest of him, that’s all.


Gary   What’s that, Dad?


Walt   Eat your tea, genius.




Lights fade on the trio downstairs. Lucy is slowly entering her bedroom. She still holds Zara’s hand. Under the next, they finish their tea downstairs. Joy quietly clears the table. Gary, where he is, listens to his music. Walt watches TV. Lucy sits sadly on her bed.





Lucy   (to audience) So, I came upstairs again with Zara. Feeling even more depressed. Because I knew that, partly anyway, that had all been my fault. I knew what would happen if I brought Zara downstairs. I knew Dad would go mad. He always does. I think, in a funny way, they get like that about Zara because she frightens them. Well, the idea of her frightens them. Because they don’t understand about her at all. But then people are always frightened of what they don’t understand. They didn’t understand why I needed her. Let’s face it. They didn’t understand, full stop. So I sat up in my room with no supper and I talked to Zara. Because she did understand.




Under the next, Walt and Joy come upstairs and go off to their bedroom.





And finally we stopped talking and Zara curled up on the end of my bed and fell asleep like she often did – and maybe I fell asleep, too, I don’t know. And when I woke up I could hear Dad and Mum going up to their room to bed. And I thought about going in there and saying I was sorry to them both – and then I thought, ‘No, why should I?’ So instead, I switched off my light so they’d think I was asleep – (She does this.) Though I knew that really I should have gone and said sorry to them. That’s what I should have done. Then none of what happened next would have happened. But it did.




Gary has started upstairs, too. He goes into the bathroom. Wind and rain sounds start under.





And then I heard it start to rain, and I went to the window, being careful not to disturb Zara, and I looked out – and it was a really dark night. The sort of night that makes you glad that you’re safe and snug indoors. No stars, no moon, just the street lamps and this rain and wind lashing at the window. It looked like there was going to be a storm. And I was glad Zara was sleeping with me because – no, it doesn’t matter.




Gary comes out of the bathroom in his pyjamas. Under the next he gets into bed under all the junk and goes to sleep.





And then I heard Gary coming to bed next door. And I hoped that tonight he wouldn’t snore. Because when he snored it was almost as loud as his music. The walls in this house are made of old newspaper. And then I think I did sleep for just a few moments.




The house is now in darkness. Just a little street light on Lucy through her window, where she is sitting. She closes her eyes. A second’s pause. Wind and rain rise. A clap of thunder. Lucy jolts awake.





It was the thunder that woke me. There was a terrible storm outside now and I suddenly felt rather frightened – and I turned to look for Zara but she wasn’t on the bed any more. She’d gone. Zara had gone. (Lightning.) And now there was lightning … (Thunder.) And more thunder. And I went to turn on my light. (She tries her light switch.) Only it wasn’t working. For some reason the lights weren’t working. It must have been the storm. And I opened my door to go and see Mum and Dad … (She does this.) But as I did this, above the storm, I heard something – someone moving downstairs. And I thought at first it might have been Gary – he’s always getting up in the night for a sandwich – but I listened at his door –




She does so. Gary snores a little. Lightning.





And I heard him snoring. (Thunder.) It would take more than a storm to wake Gary. (A creak from the kitchen.) And I heard the sound again, coming from what sounded like the kitchen. And I knew then it must be Zara. Zara was down there. And I knew she wanted me. And I knew she might be frightened, too. (She gropes her way to the stairs.) And I felt my way to the stairs in the dark, trying not to wake anyone, (calling softly) Zara! Zara! Where are you? Zara! It’s me, Lucy. Don’t be frightened, (to audience) And then it happened. I was halfway down the stairs when –




Bright lightning and thunder in quick succession.





(over this, quickly) There was this tremendous flash of lightning and this huge clap of thunder and I must have caught my foot on the stairs in the dark because the next thing I knew I was falling … falling … (She falls downstairs. As she does so, with a cry) ZARA!




She lands in a heap at the bottom of the stairs. Quick  blackout. Then quite soon the lights return, brightening as Lucy regains consciousness. Zara, a visible solid version now, stands looking down at her.





Zara   (concerned, her voice coming at first from a distance) Lucy … Lucy …


Lucy   (groggily) Wah – wha – wha …?


Zara   (gently) Lucy …


Lucy   Who’re you …? Who’re you …?


Zara   Are you all right?


Lucy   Yes, I … Who are you …? What are you …?


Zara   (helping her up) Here. Come and sit down for a second.




She guides Lucy to the armchair.





You’ll be all right. You just knocked your head when you fell.


Lucy   (as she sits) Who are you? What are you doing in our house?


Zara   Don’t you know?


Lucy   I’ve never seen you before in my life.


Zara   Oh yes, you have, you know …


Lucy   You’d better tell me who you are at once or I’ll call my parents …


Zara   Can’t you guess who I am, Lucy?


Lucy   I’ll call my brother. Gary’s very strong …


Zara   No, he’s not. Gary’s a weed, Lucy.


Lucy   Don’t say that …


Zara   You said it yourself. You said it to me. ‘Gary’s a weed,’ you said once …


Lucy   I’ve never even spoken to you –


Zara   Lucy, you talk to me all the time. You tell me everything. Your deepest secrets. I know everything there is to know about you, Lucy.


Lucy   You can’t. Nobody does.


Zara   I know how you cried when Tracy Taylor said she wasn’t going to be your friend any more because she said you’d cheated in French. Which you did. And you pretended you didn’t care but afterwards you went and hid in the changing rooms on your own and you cried.


Lucy   I did not. That’s a lie …


Zara   You did, I saw you … And the next day you brought some scissors to school that you took from the bathroom cabinet because you were going to cut up her French exercise book just to teach her …


Lucy   I did not. I never did that.


Zara   No, not in the end, you didn’t. But that was only because you got too scared to go through with it.


Lucy   How do you know all this? Nobody knows this.


Zara   I do. Do you want me to tell you what happened at Peter Garforth’s parents’ house when you went to his birthday party?


Lucy   No…


Zara   You wanted to use the toilet only it was busy so you went in his bath instead …


Lucy   (with a wail) I did not.


Zara   I saw you, Lucy. I was there.


Lucy   You couldn’t have been. Who are you? The only person who could possibly know that is … is …


Zara   Yes.


Lucy   Zara. (incredulously) Zara?


Zara   Hallo, Lucy.


Lucy   Zara. You can’t be Zara. She’s invisible. You’re invisible.


Zara   I still am.


Lucy   But I can see you.


Zara   Only you. Nobody else can. I’m still invisible to everyone else.


Lucy   Then how can I see you? What’s happening?


Zara   If you believe anything strongly enough, it can happen. You believed in me, Lucy. You believed in me so much that I’m here. I’ve come to stay with you.


Lucy   Forever?


Zara   If that’s what you’d like.


Lucy   Oh, yes. Oh, yes, yes, yes! Please.


Zara   Then I’ll stay.


Lucy   Oh, Zara … (She hugs her.) I’ve been so unhappy, you see. So lonely.


Zara   I know.


Lucy   No one’s interested in me – No one listens to me …


Zara   I know. I know. It’s all right. I’m here now. I’m with you, now. You must get some sleep. We’ll talk again in the morning.


Lucy   Yes. OK.




Zara helps Lucy to her feet. They start for the stairs.





Will you stay here tonight?


Zara   I’ll be here. Don’t worry. I’ll never be far away.


Lucy   I still can’t believe it. I can touch you. You’re real, aren’t you?


Zara   As real as you are.


Lucy   But how –? I still don’t see …


Zara   I’ve told you. Believe in anything and it can happen. It’s up to you. We don’t ever use most of our brains. If we used them properly, we could see things, do things, go to places, make things happen that we’ve only dreamt about. You can do almost anything, if you put your mind to it …


Lucy   Anything?


Zara   Almost.


Lucy   Like what?


Zara   Well, you could do little things like this … Look. See the vase, on the table there. You could do this, for instance.




The vase moves several inches along the table, apparently of its own volition.





Lucy   (awed) Gosh! Could I do that?


Zara   With a little practice. Concentration. Just put your mind to it, that’s all. Come on.




They go upstairs. During the next, Lucy goes into her room and lies on the bed. Zara follows and stands in the bedroom doorway.





Lucy   (to audience) And at that moment, I felt the happiest I had ever been in my whole life. At last I had a real friend. At last I had someone to talk to. Someone who really understood. Someone who knew. The moment my head touched the pillow, I must have fallen asleep. I don’t remember, (yawning, drowsily) I remember Zara standing in the doorway and I remember thinking … I must remember … thinking … to ask her in the morning … if … if … Mmmmm …
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