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Foreword


Ian Rickson


Like the beautiful billiard tables made by the family business in his 1993 play A Going Concern, Stephen’s plays always bear the kitemark of unique, handcrafted quality. They’re built from the bottom up with great love and care, yet you never feel they exhibit technique in a dry way. Stephen is too subtle a writer for that. Crucially, he begins from a place of empathy with all of his characters, and is then able to sensuously feel his way into worlds as diverse as Restoration London in The Libertine, or the more experimental zones of Interruptions.


The plays are frequently leavened by Stephen’s mischievous wit, rarely at the expense of character, frequently through their own articulacy. And throughout the tremendous achievement of this considerable body of work what most people wouldn’t know is how continually generous Stephen is with his time and support for other writers. He can give himself in the most egoless way to the process of helping another play ‘becoming itself’ because he is naturally, generously immersed in the craft of playwriting. This volume of plays is testament to that vital spirit.











Introduction


Annabel Arden


Stephen Jeffreys was born on April 22 1950 and spent his childhood in Crouch End, North London. His father’s family ran a business making billiard tables, where he himself spent a short time working after university and which he immortalised in his play A Going Concern. According to family legend his great-grandfather taught the Pankhurst sisters how to play billiards. His mother’s family were originally from Ireland. The house Stephen grew up in, 45 Weston Park, had been acquired by his paternal grandfather in 1936, and three generations as well as many lodgers lived there in a very particular post-war austerity. It was a childhood full of eccentric characters, English humour and stoicism. His monologue Finsbury Park (commissioned by Paines Plough for their 2016 series of Come to Where I’m From, and performed by Stephen himself) captures the essence of this. The house remained inhabited by his sister, the writer and journalist Susan Jeffreys, and Stephen later returned to share it with her, bringing his wife Annabel and his two sons Jack and Ralph to this almost mythical extended family home. It was known to all as ‘The Chateau’.


Stephen was educated in Crouch End, at Rokesly Primary School, and then at a boys’ grammar, the Stationers’ Company’s School in Hornsey, before going to read English at Southampton University. While there he revitalised the student theatre scene and took a company to the Minack Theatre in Cornwall, directing Indians, in which he cast all the Indians as women – an idea ahead of its time and setting the trend by which he gave great parts to women in all his plays. After his short spell in the family business and work as a supply teacher, he wrote Like Dolls or Angels, taking it to 1977 National Student Drama Festival, where it won the Sunday Times Playwriting Award. Later he would join the board of the NSDF, which he served on for many years.


A part-time job teaching theatre in an art college in Carlisle gave him time and solitude to write, as well as the experience of putting on enormous community plays combining street theatre with carefully staged disruption and spectacle, such as The Garden of Eden (1986) about nationalised beer performed by the people of Carlisle. While living in Carlisle he also spent time at the Brewery Arts Centre in Kendal, where he met Gerry Mulgrew, Alison Peebles and Robert



Pickavance, who would go on to found Communicado. Together with Stephen they formed Pocket Theatre Cumbria, which toured the north.


Round this time, Stephen decided to devote his talents to writing plays. His first big success came in 1989 when Valued Friends (with Martin Clunes, Peter Capaldi and Jane Horrocks in the cast at Hampstead Theatre) won the Evening Standard and Critics’ Circle Awards for Most Promising Playwright. There followed The Clink (1990) for Paines Plough, for whom he was Arts Council Writer-in-Residence from 1987–89; A Going Concern (Hampstead, 1993); and The Libertine, a considerable success at the Royal Court Theatre in 1994, where he began an eleven-year stint as Literary Associate, which brought him into contact with a whole generation of emerging writers. He also began giving writing workshops at the Court, which were attended by then little-known playwrights such as Simon Stephens, Roy Williams and April De Angelis.


The American premiere of The Libertine, directed by Terry Johnson at Steppenwolf Theatre, Chicago, in 1996 with John Malkovich as Rochester, led to an ongoing association both with Malkovich and with Steppenwolf, where Lost Land, about Hungary at the end of World War One, was premiered in 2005, again with Malkovich in the lead. When The Libertine was made into a movie (released in 2005) starring Johnny Depp, it was Malkovich’s company that produced it.


Meanwhile, Stephen wrote I Just Stopped By to See the Man (directed by Richard Wilson at the Royal Court in 2000), a tribute to the old-time blues singers of the Mississippi Delta, which was also staged by Steppenwolf and many other American theatres; Interruptions (written while resident at the University of California, Davis, and staged there in 2001), which sprang from his fascination with the Japanese aesthetic principle of Jo-ha-kyu and his desire to create a particular narrative form to express our struggles with democracy and leadership. The Art of War (Sydney Theatre Company, 2007) was inspired both by the ancient Chinese military treatise by Sun Tzu and by Stephen’s own response to the Gulf War. In 2009 he contributed the first play (Bugles at the Gates of Jalalabad) in the series The Great Game: Afghanistan at the Tricycle Theatre, London. This landmark series toured to the US and was performed to senior military personnel at the Pentagon.


Throughout his career, Stephen has kept up a steady stream of adaptations. One of the earliest, in 1982, was of Dickens’s Hard Times for Pocket Theatre Cumbria. Two years later came Carmen 1936 for Communicado, which won a Fringe First and played in London at the Tricycle Theatre. He adapted Richard Brome’s seventeenth-century



comedy, A Jovial Crew (RSC, 1992), and, in 2000, The Convict’s Opera (premiered in Australia at Sydney Theatre Company and in the UK by Out of Joint), based on The Beggar’s Opera but set on a convict ship heading for Australia. In 2011 his stage adaptation of Backbeat, Iain Softley’s film about The Beatles, opened in the West End, while his characteristically witty and erudite translation in 2013 of the libretto of The Magic Flute in Simon McBurney’s radical production has been performed all over Europe. And for the RSC he helped adapt their 2016 production of The Alchemist.


As well as the one for The Libertine, Stephen’s other screenplays include Ten Point Bold, a love story set against the tumultuous political background of the Regency period, written in 2003 but so far unfilmed, and the biopic Diana, released in 2013, directed by Oliver Hirschbiegel and starring Naomi Watts as the Princess of Wales.


Ever since his experience as a selector for the annual NSDF, which involved him in mentoring and launching many careers, Stephen has been steeped in the practicalities of theatre and has relished collaborative creative relationships with young companies and young playwrights. He is also the ‘go to’ person for short celebratory plays for leaving dos, birthdays, weddings, etc., all of which have made him a hugely popular and enormously well-liked figure in the theatre community. In 2018 he was diagnosed as suffering from an inoperable and aggressive brain tumour. His book encompassing his teaching, entitled Playwriting: Structure, Character, How and What to Write, is to be published soon after this volume of plays.


Annabel Arden is a theatre and opera director, co-founder of Complicité, and married to Stephen Jeffreys.
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Characters


SHERRY, late twenties


HOWARD, early thirties


PAUL, early thirties


MARION, early thirties


SCOTT, thirty


STEWART, early forties


Setting


The action of the play takes place in the basement flat of a large Late-Victorian house in Earl’s Court. A sitting room. One door leads off to a bedroom, another to the rest of the flat, and a pair of French windows looks on to a small concrete garden. At the shill of the play, the flat is cosy and cluttered.











ACT ONE


Scene One


Early June 1984. We hear The Searchers’ ‘Needles and Pins’. Lights up.


The sitting room of the flat, just before midnight. HOWARD has commandeered the table, sitting at his typewriter surrounded by papers, books and card-index systems.


SHERRY is standing next to him. She wears a short dress, an absurd floppy hat and a huge shoulder bag. She has just come in and speaks with great excitement and volume.


SHERRY. The train is packed, Howard, I mean I’ve trodden on faces to get a seat. We’re somewhere between Knightsbridge and South Kensington, there’s this just incredible smell of sweat, you know, not stale sweat, excited summer sweat. Suddenly there’s this guy, lurching towards me through the pack and he is crazy, there are no questions about this, the man is gone and he has singled out me, no one else will do. He shoves aside the last remaining body and looms over me, hanging from the strap, swaying like a side of beef, I mean he’s enormous and he starts stabbing his finger at me: ‘How much do you care? How much do you care?’ That’s all he’s saying, over and over. ‘How much do you care?’ Everyone’s looking at me. He’s crazy but they’re staring at me. They want to know how much I care too. About what, nobody’s saying, so I take a chance, put my hand on my heart and say: ‘Very deeply, very deeply indeed,’ thinking this might get the crowd on my side, but no, nobody applauds, nobody cries, nobody even laughs. They’re just waiting for the crazy to come back at me, and, Howard, he does. ‘What about? What do you care so much about?’ And they all stare at me again. I can feel the mood of the train switching against me. We get to South Ken but nobody gets off. They all live there, I know they do, but they’re saying to themselves: ‘We’ll walk back from Gloucester Road.’


The doors shut, the train starts. ‘What about? What do you care about?’ Howard, I can’t think of anything. In a calmer moment I might have said: ‘The early films of Ingmar Bergman, my mum and being the greatest stand-up comedian the world has ever seen.’ But



I can think of nothing. The silence is just incredible. I mean I’m not ignoring the guy, I’m racking my brains. The whole carriage is racking my brains. Eventually I look the guy in the face, admission of defeat, and he just says: ‘You see, you see.’ And the doors open and he gets off at Gloucester Road. All those people who really live in South Ken are now saying to themselves: ‘What a glorious evening – we’ll walk back from Earl’s Court.’ Howard, they’re prepared to stay on till Hounslow Central, gawping at my embarrassment. We get to Earl’s Court, I’m so paranoid I can’t face them all in the lift, I have to climb the emergency stairs to escape. Have you any idea how many emergency stairs there are at Earl’s Court?


HOWARD. Eighty-four.


SHERRY. Are there really?


HOWARD. I counted them.


SHERRY. What a nightmare. Are you going to make some tea?


HOWARD. No.


SHERRY. I put the kettle on when I came in.


HOWARD. I don’t want any tea.


SHERRY. Oh. Did you go out collecting tonight?


HOWARD. They phoned me up. I told them I was ill.


SHERRY. Howard!


HOWARD. I’ve been out twice. What’s the point? Collecting for the miners in the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea? I was stood two hours outside the Tube on Monday with me plastic bucket, copped one pound forty and I put the quid in meself. If I’d been up in Glasgow I’d not have been able to hold the thing up after five minutes.


SHERRY. So you’re writing the book instead?


HOWARD. That’s it.


SHERRY. Going well?


HOWARD. No.


SHERRY. Oh.


Pause.


Are the others in?




HOWARD. I’m sorry.


SHERRY. No, I didn’t mean you were being –


HOWARD. I’m just tired, I’d like to go to bed.


SHERRY. – boring or anything. Well go to bed.


HOWARD. I can’t, I need to speak to Paul and Marion.


SHERRY. Where’ve they gone?


HOWARD. Concert. The Searchers.


SHERRY. Oh yeah. More sixties nostalgia. Is it healthy I ask? I mean, you can’t imagine these destruction metal bands getting together for twenty-first-anniversary gigs.


HOWARD. Destruction metal?


SHERRY. Very big in Germany. These guys, they hire a warehouse and smash the stage up with drills and amplified sledgehammers. It’s pretty loud. Paul did a piece about it in the NME.


HOWARD. You mean, they use, like, manufacturing tools for – SHERRY. Yeah, cement mixers and stuff –


HOWARD. – signalling the decline of manufacturing culture, that’s…


He makes a note.


SHERRY. Apparently it gets pretty dangerous. I mean you’re standing there listening and the walls fall in on you, it’s meant to be great.


HOWARD. Well it would be.


SHERRY. You gonna put that in your book?


HOWARD. Might make a nice little footnote. The section on deindustrialisation.


SHERRY. Howard. You couldn’t lend me some money could you?


Pause.


HOWARD. How much d’you want?


SHERRY. Just… a tenner. Is that all right? Brian at The Queen’s Head owes me for my last three gigs – and he wasn’t around tonight, bastard, and there’s a few


HOWARD. I’ll lend you ten quid, Sherry.




He reaches in his pocket. Sound of people arriving through the front door.


Did it go all right, The Queen’s Head?


SHERRY. Pretty dead audience. Got a couple of laughs towards the end. I don’t think they understood what I was doing at all.


He hands her a ten-pound note.


Oh… that’s great, ta.


HOWARD. Well as long as you’re getting the bookings, getting the experience.


SHERRY. Yeah, well. I’m getting the experience. But the audiences don’t seem to be learning much from it.


She scrunches the money up and hides it in her hand as she hears PAUL and MARION approach. PAUL comes on, car keys in hand, closely followed by MARION.


PAUL. You’re still up.


MARION. They’re still up.


HOWARD. Good were they?


PAUL. Merely stunning.


SHERRY. Didn’t get their pacemakers wired up in their wah-wah pedals, then


PAUL. It’s easy to be cynical. They did not look one day older. Twenty-two years on the road and they looked like a set of fresh-faced youths.


MARION. And they hadn’t learned any new songs either.


PAUL. You know what I admire? I admire the sheer stamina, the slog, the perseverance. All this bullshit you hear about the rock ’n’ roll heroes, the ones who destroy themselves with drugs, or chuck lawsuits at each other or get killed in plane crashes. That’s not heroic, that’s the soft option. You know what true heroism is? It’s twenty-two years in a Ford Transit staring at the cat’s-eye lights on the way back from the Club-a-Go-Go, Lowestoft.


MARION. Does anyone want tea?


HOWARD. Love some.


SHERRY. It’s just boiled, I put it on.




MARION. My ears are ringing.


She turns to go. SHERRY follows her.


SHERRY. Marion. I had this really weird thing happened to me on the Tube. There we were, between Knightsbridge and South Ken…


PAUL holds up a cassette.


PAUL. Look at that, eh, magnetic gold.


HOWARD. You got an interview?


PAUL. Fifteen minutes’ worth. Frank and John. Classic. Cut some old favourites into it and I’ve got a nifty programme. Syndicate it globally.


He slumps into a chair. HOWARD tidies papers.


(Suddenly remembering.) And! And – You’ll never guess.


HOWARD. What?


PAUL. The support band.


HOWARD. The Swinging Blue jeans.


PAUL. More obscure.


HOWARD. The Downliners Sect?


PAUL. More talentless.


HOWARD. More talentless than The Downliner’s Sect? I give in.


PAUL. The Blue Scarecrows.


HOWARD Never heard of them.


PAUL. You won’t have heard of them. They’ve only been together for six months. But you will have heard of the bass guitarist.


HOWARD. Jack Bruce down on his luck is he?


PAUL. Dennis Combes.


HOWARD. Never.


PAUL. The man himself.


HOWARD. Dennis Combes.


PAUL. Bass guitar, vocals and insulting the audience.


HOWARD. Making a go of it then, is he?




PAUL. No. Had a few words with him. Christine – remember Christine – they’re married now, just about – she’s got a good job, likes to get him out of the house of an evening.


HOWARD. Can see her point. Was he good?


PAUL. Same as ever. Played a fretless. Still trying to sound like Charlie Mingus.


HOWARD. He was all right, Dennis. The two of you were good together.


PAUL. Well –


HOWARD. You were, should have stuck at it.


PAUL. Like The Searchers.


HOWARD. Could have been where they are today.


PAUL. The thing with Dennis, the real problem, was that he never accepted the idea that the bass guitar is a background instrument. There you are, up on the stage singing the crucial line of the lyric, and Dennis turns up his amp and starts playing semitone runs, crawling up and down the fingerboard like a demented spider.


HOWARD. Great days. Remember the big gig. The Old Refectory.


PAUL. I’ve still got the ticket. It was pink. October twenty-seventh 1973. Southampton University’s own band, Centrifugal Force, supporting Leonard Cohen.


HOWARD. Shrewd piece of booking. Everyone cheered up when Leonard came on, he seemed quite chirpy in comparison.


PAUL. Lennie Cohen. Remember how old we thought he looked.


HOWARD. Great days.


PAUL. Great days. Old Dennis.


HOWARD. You were mad to jack it in.


PAUL. I still play –


HOWARD. You know, in a band. I reckon if you’d have stuck at it you could really have –


PAUL. Yeah, shut up will you, Howard.


Pause.


Interviewing Bronski Beat for the NME tomorrow.




HOWARD. Oh yeah?


PAUL. Oh yeah.


MARION and SHERRY are back. MARION carries a tray. On it are a traditional earthenware teapot and four distinctive mugs, a bottle of milk, a sugar bowl and a packet of biscuits. SHERRY is talking as they come in.


SHERRY. … all those people who actually live in South Ken have decided, ‘What a stupendous evening, we’ll walk back from Earl’s Court,’ I mean, they’re prepared to walk back from –


HOWARD. Hounslow Central.


SHERRY. Howard –


PAUL. What’s this?


SHERRY. l was telling Marion –


HOWARD. She had to climb the emergency stairs by all accounts –


SHERRY. Shut up, Howard –


PAUL. – Will somebody tell me –


SHERRY. This guy I met, on the train between –


HOWARD suddenly stands up.


HOWARD. Look. I want to go to bed.


The other three are puzzled by his vehemence. A pause.


PAUL. Well, go to bed then.


HOWARD sits down again.


HOWARD. I waited up to tell you something. Some news. It affects all of us. I thought I should wait until we were all together.


MARION is pouring tea and handing it round.


MARION. If we’ve got mice again, I’m leaving.


HOWARD. We’ve got a new landlord.


Pause.


PAUL. Is that it?


SHERRY. We’re always having new landlords.


PAUL. Seven in ten years.




SHERRY. Eight now.


PAUL. Yeah, eight now.


HOWARD. The rumour is, this one’s different.


PAUL. Says who?


HOWARD. Tracey from the top flat. She came down earlier on, asked if I’d heard anything.


PAUL. And?


HOWARD. Well I said no, and Tracey said the guy on the second floor, the bald geezer –


PAUL. – the one with the Renault Five –


HOWARD. Yeah, he’d gone, cleared off cos the landlord had found something dodgy in his lease, and he’d said that the people on the ground floor had been offered three grand each to leave.


SHERRY. Three thousand pounds, just to clear off?


HOWARD. That’s the story.


PAUL. And is that the lot?


HOWARD. So far.


Pause.


PAUL. Tracey says that the bald Renault driver, now departed, says that the ground floor have been offered three grand each to go. It’s not exactly Reuters we’ve got here, Howie.


HOWARD. All right, next time I’ll keep it to myself.


SHERRY. Three thousand pounds. Be handy, wouldn’t it?


They look at her doubtfully.


PAUL. We had the same story, exactly the same, two years ago when that Swedish woman sold out.


HOWARD stands.


HOWARD. Okay. Okay. Sorry I mentioned it. I can go to bed now. Sorry it wasn’t more interesting. Put my tea on the side and I’ll heat it up for breakfast. Goodnight.


He goes.


SHERRY. Goodnight.




PAUL goes to the door, looks, then follows HOWARD.


PAUL (off) Howie!!


SHERRY. Marion?


MARION. Yes?


SHERRY. You couldn’t lend me ten quid could you?


MARION. Ummm… ohhh… I expect so.


SHERRY. It’s just that Brian, the bastard, owes me


MARION. You know we’ve got to pay the phone bill this week.


SHERRY. Is it a lot?


MARION. Well. Your share is.


SHERRY. Oh shit.


MARION. Paul’s worked it out. It’s on the hall table.


SHERRY. Oh. (Pause.) I’d still like ten quid.


MARION. Tomorrow?


SHERRY. That would be… lovely, yes.


MARION. I suppose it must end somehow. Why not like this?


SHERRY. What?


MARION Living together. It’s been ten years. Life’s not meant to happen that way. After a while you go your separate ways, buy squeaky clean places with freezers and get surrounded by cats and children. l’ve met people who’ve done it.


SHERRY. Well, this might be your chance. You could go and do all that with Paul.


MARION. Would he want that?


SHERRY. Probably. I know he likes freezers.


MARION. Would I want that?


SHERRY. Yes I should think so.


MARION. And what would you do?


SHERRY. Kip on floors, I don’t know.


MARION. You’re getting a bit big for that, Sherry. Floors, that was a long time ago.




PAUL is back.


PAUL. He’s all right. He was just pissed off cos he’s got to get up early to pick up some leaflets at the printers for his NATFHE branch.


SHERRY. It was silly staying up. I don’t see why he didn’t get me to tell you.


PAUL. Did you see the breakdown of the phone bill?


SHERRY. No I haven’t. Stop hounding me.


PAUL. It’s the first time I’ve mentioned it.


SHERRY. It’s always money now. You used to be able to get some really good conversation in this flat. Burning issues and moral dilemmas and things. Now all everyone talks about is money.


MARION. I should get time to go to the bank at lunchtime.


SHERRY. Sorry? Oh right. The money.


She gets up and heads for the door.


See you in the morning.


SHERRY goes.


PAUL. What money?


MARION. She’s broke.


PAUL. You shouldn’t lend to her, it makes her worse.


MARION. I said I was going to read those reports for Jeremy tonight, oh well.


PAUL. Picks up forty quid a week if she’s lucky, then splurges out eighty in the Portobello Road on an antique wedding dress that doesn’t fit her.


MARION. She’d be happy. If we got money to go.


PAUL. Don’t talk about it or she’ll spend all the cash on the off-chance.


MARION. I was talking to Jackie today. Marketing Jackie. She hadn’t realised how old I was. She thought I was about twenty-five. She went all quiet.


PAUL. Even if it did happen and the landlord came up with a heap of money I still wouldn’t go. It’s ideal, living here.


MARION. Marketing’s funny. They all sit round and say things like: ‘In five years’ time, every home will have a computer like every home has a toaster.’




PAUL. What happened to our toaster?


MARION. It broke.


PAUL. You don’t look thirty-one. Twenty-six, twenty-seven at the outside.


MARION bends over and kisses him.


Jennifer’s having a baby.


PAUL. Jennifer.


MARION. Roger and Jennifer.


PAUL. Oh.


MARION. We could buy a place. If he came up with enough.


PAUL. The four of us?


MARION. No, silly, you and me. Renting doesn’t make sense.


PAUL. We’ve been renting for years. When did it stop making sense?


MARION. Sometimes it feels a bit cramped. Anyway, everything changes eventually.


PAUL. I don’t like change. I like things that go on and on.


MARION breaks away from him and goes towards the bedroom door.


Marion?


MARION. Bring me a glass of water when you come, will you?


She goes into the bedroom.


PAUL sits for a moment. Then remembers the interview tape. He gets up and puts it in the cassette machine. Goes to the drinks cupboard. Pours a brandy. We hear PAUL’s voice on the tape.


PAUL. I’m backstage at the Albany Empire, Deptford, after a tremendous gig by that great band of the sixties and indeed the eighties, The Searchers, and I’ve got bass guitarist Frank Allen with me. Frank, you’ve got that distinctive Searchers sound, I mean the high harmonies and twelve-string guitars, that’s had quite an impact on rock-and-roll history.


FRANK. It has, I mean the Byrds got a lot of credit for that, but in fact The Byrds used the twelve-string some time after us and I believe they were influenced, certainly Tom Petty has admitted being



influenced by our twelve-string sound and Bruce Springsteen. He was using ‘When you walk in the room’ on his stage show for quite some time. And Marshall Crenshaw came to see us in New York –


Fade to blackout. We hear The Searchers singing ‘When You Walk in the Room’.


Scene Two


December 1984. The room is much tidier. Christmas cards adorn every available surface.


There is a small, genuine Christmas tree with lights.


MARION is hoovering. She’s wearing a suit and gives the impression of being older and richer than she really is.


She switches the hoover off looks around, houseproud.


PAUL comes in. He’s clearly anxious.


PAUL. Are we going to offer him a drink?


MARION. No.


PAUL. Are you sure?


MARION. We want him in and out quickly. We want to make him feel like an intruder. We want tension and hostility.


PAUL. So no drinks, not even coffee.


MARION. Not even coffee.


PAUL. It’s cold out there, he’ll be cold.


MARION. The psychology is: no coffee.


PAUL. Right.


Pause.


They’re not going to get here in time, I knew we should have made it later.


MARION. It doesn’t matter.


PAUL. It does matter. We don’t want Howard lecturing him on economics and we don’t want Sherry saying anything.




Noise of front door.


MARION. I talked to them last night. They know what to do.


SHERRY comes in at the run. She wears a heavy coat.


SHERRY. Oh God. He’s not here yet.


MARION. No.


SHERRY. Christ it’s so cold.


She goes to the sideboard and pours herself a large brandy. PAUL is stupefied by this.


I had this really amazing thing happen to me on the bus –


MARION. Not now. You know what to do?


SHERRY. Yes I say nothing. Absolutely nothing. I leave it to the smooth-tongued among us. When he speaks to me I say: ‘Signor Landlord, I know nothing, nada, absoluto zilcho – ’


PAUL. Do you often drink my brandy?


SHERRY. What?


PAUL. Elton John’s manager gave me that.


SHERRY. Paul, it’s really so cold outside, you have no idea –


PAUL. If it’s my birthday. Or I have something to celebrate. Or I’m in the depths of terminal depression. Then I have some of my cognac –


MARION. Please.


PAUL. Then and only then –


SHERRY. It’s only a drink –


PAUL. If you just wanna get warm, there’s a bottle of sherry I got off Bananarama –


MARION. Please!


Pause.


He’ll be here any second. Howard will probably be late. The important thing is this: we will give away nothing, no information at all. Our financial standing, our mutual relationships, our careers, these will remain a closed book to him, all right? He’s the landlord, make him feel like one. If there’s any official statement required from our side, Paul will make it and there will be no dissenters, right?




SHERRY. Right.


MARION. And above all: if he mentions a sum of money, whatever it is, as compensation for our giving him vacant possession, we look incredibly depressed.


SHERRY. Depressed, right.


A ring at the doorbell.


SHERRY. Oh shitbags.


MARION. I’ll go.


She makes for the door, then turns for a moment.


Sit down. Look as if you live here.


She goes. PAUL and SHERRY sit.


SHERRY. Suppose he offers us the four grand Tracey and the others got –


PAUL. You look depressed –


SHERRY. I’ll try –


Pause.


PAUL. Think of something to say –


SHERRY. I can’t –


PAUL. Quick before he comes in –


SHERRY. Oh Christ, oh internal megadeath –


MARION comes back leading ANTHONY SCOTT. He’s a go-getter; only just thirty, younger than the inhabitants of the flat though he doesn’t realise this. Public-school manner, clean, clear-cut, confident. Despite themselves, PAUL and SHERRY stand when he comes in. He holds some papers, recently extracted from his briefcase. He’s talking as he comes in into a micro tape recorder.


SCOTT. … substantial areas of wasted space, corridors and so on, then large reception room, French windows, opening to garden, rear, good evening, so you two are –


He looks at SHERRY, checks papers. SHERRY doesn’t know if she should speak.


PAUL. Paul Cameron.


MARION. Excellent. Anthony Scott.




They shake hands.


So therefore, the other one’s called Howard, you must be Sherry Martin.


SHERRY is immensely relieved.


SHERRY. Yes, pleased to meet you.


They shake hands.


Although my Equity name is Sherry St George.


PAUL and MARION are appalled, SCOTT puzzled.


SCOTT. Equity? Do you deal?


SHERRY. It’s just you can’t have the same name as somebody else, and somebody else already had my name, although obviously it was her name, so I had to find another and my aunt’s maiden name was St George so I thought… rather stylish and…


SCOTT looks at her as if she were mad.


… as a stage name


SCOTT. That Equity. Sorry, didn’t cotton. Different worlds.


He sits down.


Are you all in that line of business?


SHERRY. No, Paul’s a freelance broadcaster and Marion’s in computers. Howard’s not here yet, he’s a lecturer at –


She realises she’s said too much.


– the moment. That’s why he’s not here yet.


Pause. PAUL and MARION are looking daggers at SHERRY.


But he’ll be here soon. When he finishes his lecture.


Pause.


It’s about the rebirth of German industry in the 1950s.


Pause.


So he won’t be long. Can I make you a cup of coffee?


SCOTT. I – no I really musn’t stay long. Should we wait for this –


PAUL. Howard. Howard Unwin.


SCOTT. Perhaps we’ll give him a moment or so. You’re an actress then?




SHERRY. Well I’m more of a performer, really. I’m breaking into the alternative-comedy scene.


Sound of front door.


SCOTT. Television? Lot of money in that.


SHERRY. Yes. On a good night, you can take home twenty quid.


SCOTT. Ah.


HOWARD comes in.


HOWARD. Sorry I’m late. Howard Unwin.


SCOTT. Anthony Scott.


They shake hands.


For a man who’s had to explain an economic miracle, I’d say you were a shade early.


HOWARD can’t work out how SCOTT knows.


SCOTT. The Krauts, your lecture. Lot to learn from them.


HOWARD. Well, yes.


HOWARD searches the faces around him for clues. Then gives up.


I’ll sit down.


SCOTT immediately leans forward. He’s well prepared and he gets going in a cards-on-the-table-manner.


SCOTT. Now you’ve been living here as tenants for quite some time, five years, isn’t that right?


PAUL. Ten.


SCOTT. Ten.


He seems momentarily depressed.


Long time. Well. You will not be unaware of the situation. My line of business is property. My interest is primarily, I would say, a creative one. I like to seize opportunities and make the most of them. Six months ago I bought this property as part of a portfolio of similar… units. You’ll be aware I bought it sight unseen, tenants and all because I have a particular interest in the area and… well a good price is a good price.


Pause.




I should, perhaps, apologise for having taken so long to contact you, but I was aware you were tenants of long standing and I decided to… approach the other occupants first. Now, you’re here in the basement. The second floor and the ground floor are both vacant. The top floor will be vacant by the end of January, the first floor by the sixteenth of February. You will be the sole remaining tenants. I want to be quite clear about this: I have no intention of being a landlord. That’s not my… thing at all. I… that is my company Anthony Scott Developments… refurbish properties – substantial buildings in promising locations renovated with a degree of wit and imagination and then sold. To an increasingly clamorous market. Earl’s Court… becoming an interesting part of the world. Conservation area, nice London square, convenient for the city, handy for the airport, lots of brownie points


He looks around.


Needs a bit of work. As with much rented accommodation, the landlord tends to let things slip. Actually, needs an awful lot of work.


Pause.


What I’d like to do is gut the whole house, shove in a central wall, rearrange the accommodation on to different levels, so you have seven or eight different units, one-bedroom, two-bedroom flats, making the whole property more space-efficient.


PAUL. They did that to the one on the corner.


HOWARD. Yes they did, they put in a…


PAUL. … central wall, yes.


SCOTT. Yes.


Pause.


This work will be much easier to accomplish if you are no longer living here.


Pause.


So. There are a number of routes available. A number of routes. All of which we are at liberty to explore. One of which we will choose to travel on.


Pause.


Route one, and this is the route I absolutely prefer and which I cannot recommend to you too highly… I will pay you a sum of



money for vacant possession. Which you would dispose amongst yourselves as you thought fit. And we would name a date for your vacation of the premises.


He looks around. They look back at him.


Should we… for any reason… not be able to avail ourselves of this route, then we may have to get into rehousing. This could be rather a messy route. Under the terms of your tenancy, I would need to find you accommodation of an equivalent nature to that which you are now enjoying. Now obviously it can’t be exactly the same and we might find ourselves quibbling over a French window here and a lavatory pedestal there… if you catch my… it’s a big wrangly, a bit nit-picky as processes go, which is why I’m not madly keen to set foot down this particular… boulevard. But of course if we can’t agree on option one, then rehousing it may have to be. I may not be into being a landlord, but I have a colleague who is and he has a whole sea of flats not a biscuit’s toss from this very spot and, should it come to the push, I have little doubt that the courts will rule one of these to be as damn near equivalent as equivalent can be…


He waits for comment, but there are still no takers.


Failing that… I could in the very near future turn this place into a building site. A lot of work could be done around you, scaffolding, brickdust, rough labouring chaps working funny hours with their jovial badinage floating in through the windows… and in the meantime I can hardly fail to note that the rent you’re paying is way below the going whack for this area. If were to make a concerted push at the Rent Tribunal to bring you into line, you could well find yourself paying twice or thrice the current sum… but… this is not a pleasant option, not by any means a scenic route. It’s possible that we’ll have no problems whatever reaching an agreement, in which event, it may be possible for me to offer you one of the newly created units on this very spot in the not too distant future, possibly at a highly competitive price… so… that’s it.


Pause.


That’s where we stand.


Pause.


PAUL. You mentioned a sum of money.


SCOTT. Yes.


PAUL. For vacant possession.




SCOTT. Yes.


PAUL. What sort of sum are we talking about?


SCOTT. Well, this would be a figure on which we would have to agree.


They wait.


But I would have to say, at this juncture, that the absolute ceiling on such a sum, working as I am within tight budgets, the absolute ceiling would be around twenty thousand, twenty-five thousand, say around six thousand each.


MARION, PAUL and HOWARD instantly look incredibly depressed.


SHERRY (a yelp of joy). Yahhh!!


Suddenly she realises she has to suppress her feelings.


Well, that’s not very… I mean that’s… well… as a sum that’s…


Pause.


SCOTT. And I think I ought to say, right from the start, that we are not in a negotiating situation here. You are not about to make a killing out of me. We are not talking telephone numbers. We will be looking to settle amicably, speedily and sensibly.


Pause.


PAUL. Well we obviously can’t make any decision here and now. We’ll need to consult among ourselves –


SCOTT. Surely, surely.


PAUL. But there is one point I would very much like to make. This is our home. It has been our home for some considerable time. We would none of us be at all happy to have to leave it.


SCOTT. Well, this is a point of view, yes. But the world moves on, times change and so forth –


PAUL. It’s a pleasant area, convenient for all our working arrangements, we get on extraordinarily well together, almost like a family –


SCOTT is becoming embarrassed and makes up his mind to get out.


SCOTT. Well. (Looks at his watch.) I have to be going, I have another…


He leans forward.


I think you should talk through this very clearly amongst yourselves.




He searches for a possible ally and fixes on SHERRY.


I would greatly appreciate an early response.


He stands.


Look, what are we now, the fifteenth of December. If you can give me vacant possession by the… fifteenth of February, I shall pay you thirty thousand pounds. Thirty thousand. All right. And I think you can consider yourselves damn lucky.


He hands SHERRY a business card.


Telephone me. In a few days. When you’ve talked.


He goes out, MARION following him. SHERRY is about to let out a whoop of joy, but PAUL claps his hand over her mouth at the last moment. HOWARD monitors SCOTT’s progress along the corridor.


HOWARD. They’re passing the phone now, just edging into the kitchen, up to the fridge, past the fridge, he’s lingering there in the doorway, a quick word, another quick word and he’s GONE!


PAUL removes his hand from SHERRY’s mouth.


SHERRY. Thirty thousand! Thirty thousand pounds, yeah! (Pause.) How much is that each?


PAUL. You’re getting nothing.


SHERRY. No really


HOWARD. Seven thousand five hundred –


SHERRY. Seven thousand five hundred! Pounds!


PAUL. Sherry –


SHERRY. Yes, I know, I know –


PAUL. I mean, you all but screwed up the whole thing –


MARION is back.


MARION. Could you I ask myself have managed to divulge more information?


SHERRY. I’m sorry –


MARION. I seriously doubt it –


HOWARD. All that about Germany, how did he know that –


PAUL. Sherry broke down under questioning –




SHERRY. I know, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I just got unnerved by the quiet but we got the result, eh? Seven and a half thousand each!


They look at her.


PAUL. Well. It’s not a bad starting point.


HOWARD. He was definitely worried by the end –


SHERRY. Starting point? But he said… didn’t he… that to get the money we had to be out by… when was it?


HOWARD. The fifteenth of February.


SHERRY. Right, otherwise the offer would be off, that’s what I thought.


PAUL. Well he would say that, wouldn’t he?


Pause.


SHERRY. You mean… we’re not going to take it?


She looks at all of them, then sits, despondent.


We’re not going to take it, are we?


PAUL (explaining). We are holding all the cards. He is setting up an artificial deadline in order to panic us into a decision. We are not going to be panicked.


MARION. Just look how much it went up just by sitting here staring at him. He started at twenty. We made ten grand in five minutes just by keeping our mouths shut.


HOWRD. Paul was magnificent. All that sob-story stuff –


MARION. ‘Our lovely home.’


HOWARD. ‘Couldn’t bear to leave it –


MARION. ‘One big happy family.’


MARION and HOWARD are in a great state of mirth, PAUL is a little puzzled.


PAUL. Well. It is a nice flat, isn’t it? We do like living here.


Slight pause.


HOWARD. Sure, yes, it was just, I mean, the way you said it, sort of laid on with a trowel –


SHERRY. But look, he pointed out, you know, all the things he could do… turn it into a building site –




PAUL. Oh balls –


SHERRY. Put the rent up –


HOWARD. In point of fact, the rent, because it’s a controlled rent, can only go up by small increments. Even if he argues to the Tribunal that the facilities here have been vastly improved, which quite patently they haven’t –


No one is listening to him.


PAUL. He can’t turn it into a building site, because if we’re still here, he can’t develop it. The guy actually said, he wanted to put in a central wall –


SHERRY. So what are we doing? We’re not taking the money, what are we doing?


PAUL. We’re going to sit it out, we’re going to stay here until he pays us a decent price.


SHERRY. You mean, even more than thirty thousand…


PAUL. Sherry, think it through. You’re given seven and a half grand. You’re out on the street, what do you do?


SHERRY. Take a taxi to The Ritz.


PAUL. If we play our cards right, we could get enough out of him to buy a place.


SHERRY. What, the four of us?


PAUL. Well. Not necessarily the four of us. But… some of us… at the end of this process… should be in a position to buy…


Pause.


SHERRY. All right then. We’re not taking thirty thousand. We’re going to sit here, getting in Scott’s way. So when does it stop? What do we take?


HOWARD. I don’t see that we have to put a figure on it. I mean, we’re in the basement, so we’re in possession of the drains, now the drains, it seems to me are a key feature if you’re wanting to make dinky flatlets out of the whole –


MARION. Sixty thousand.


Pause.


That’s what we want. Fifteen thousand each. The golden rule when dealing with these people is to take the first sum they offer you and



double it. So. He offers us seven and a half each. I personally, will not move from this place until I have a cheque for fifteen thousand pounds in my hot little hand.


Pause.


SHERRY (disbelieving). Fifteen thousand? Each?


PAUL. She’s right. Aim high. It’s there for the taking.


MARION. Howard?


HOWARD. Well, I think the principle is… right, I’d put it, in practical terms just a shade lower, you know, maybe forty, forty-five…


SHERRY. Supposing he tries to rehouse us.


PAUL. We keep objecting. It has to be equivalent accommodation. We just keep saying…


MARION. The kitchen’s smaller –


PAUL. It’s further from the Tube –


MARION. The rent’s higher –


PAUL. He won’t want to take us to court. He wouldn’t want the hassle.


Pause.


SHERRY. So we just. Sit. Until he offers us… sixty thousand.


MARION. That’s it.


HOWARD. And if he doesn’t?


MARION. Then we just… sit. Until he does.


They contemplate this. Slow fade to blackout. In the darkness we hear Bob Geldof singing ‘I Don’t Like Mondays’.


Scene Three


July 1985. Some books, ornaments and pictures are now missing. They have been packed into the cardboard boxes which stand prominently in a corner.


PAUL is at the table, seated. He’s speaking clearly into a good-quality microphone.




PAUL. … but now standing here in the vast emptiness of Wembley Stadium, it seems impossible to believe that in a few days’ time, Bob Geldof’s dream will be transformed into reality.


SHERRY comes in, then, seeing PAUL recording, stops in her tracks, trying to look unobtrusive.


Before my eyes, teams of blue-overalled workmen are just starting to assemble ton upon ton of scaffolding –


SHERRY is perplexed.


– into the enormous stage which will be graced on Saturday by some of the most prestigious names in rock music today. And the giant video screen, at present just a skeletal framework, will be carrying images, not only of the super-celebrities who are to perform here, but also of the silent millions on whose behalf they will play. This is Paul Cameron from Wembley Stadium for the ABC.


Pause.


This is Paul Cameron from Wembley Stadium for Radio Free Europe.


Pause.


This is Paul Cameron from Wembley Stadium for RTÉ.


Pause.


This is Paul Cameron from Wembley Stadium for Radio Zagreb.


He switches the tape off.


SHERRY. You certainly get around.


PAUL. The tapes get around. I’m always stuck here.


SHERRY. Is Howard in?


PAUL. No.


SHERRY. You said you were going to record my act and put it in a piece on the alternative-comedy scene.


PAUL. Sherry, this stuff goes out to Tasmania and Warsaw and places. It won’t increase the audience for your three minutes of random obscenity at The Queen’s Head on a Sunday night.


SHERRY. Be nice to have a reputation, even if it’s only an international one.




She makes to go.


PAUL. Sherry. What do you want to do?


SHERRY I don’t know.


PAUL. Somehow we’ve got to find a way out of the deadlock.


SHERRY. I would love to find a way out of the deadlock. Only I don’t seem to have much clout around here. Marion makes up her mind what she wants, you go along with her because you’re a couple, and Howard goes along with you so he can be in a majority. It doesn’t seem to matter much what I think.


PAUL. Okay, I see that. Now tell me what you want to do?


SHERRY. In an ideal world?


PAUL. In an ideal world.


SHERRY. Okay I would like all this to end. Just stop. I would like Anthony Scott’s scaffolding and rubble and workmen to disappear. I would like to be able to answer the phone without the fear of him shouting at me and calling us a lot of bastard ingrates. I would like it very much if other people stopped packing my belongings into cardboard boxes just to give Scott the impression that we’re about to move. And… yes, I would like Marion to stop screaming ‘Fifteen thousand each or die’ every time I try to discuss the situation. (She’s made herself quite upset.) Paul, I just want to take the ten thousand Scott’s offered and go. And I honestly don’t care what happens afterwards.


Pause.


PAUL. Right. Okay. I understand that.


SHERRY. Now. You tell me what you want. Not Marion, you.


PAUL. I want to stay here –


SHERRY. Paul, we can’t stay here, that’s the whole –


PAUL. And Marion would like to have some children.


SHERRY. I know that, I didn’t ask about that –


PAUL. But it’s relevant. Marion would like us to buy a place together and have children –


SHERRY. Well, I don’t see why you don’t do just that. You’ll have ten grand each, that’s plenty, she just got promoted, what’s the fuss about the extra five grand? Take the money and breed.




PAUL. Ah, well. There’s one problem we have here. And it’s rather a large one.


Pause.


Marion and I are no longer a couple. Any more. Which I… regret. We may look like a couple. On account of sleeping in the same bed. But that’s a matter of convenience. We have to do that until we get Scott’s money. And when we do, we’re going our separate ways.


Pause.


SHERRY. Everybody knows this, don’t they.


Pause.


Everybody knows this except me.


PAUL. Who’s everybody? I know obviously. Marion knows.


SHERRY. Howard?


PAUL. Well, Howard knows, but Marion doesn’t know that Howard knows.


SHERRY. You told Howard.


PAUL. Yes.


SHERRY. On account of Howard being a boy and boys talk to boys.


PAUL. I suppose.


SHERRY. Then how come girls haven’t talked to girls. Girls always talk to girls.


PAUL. Well I suppose… Marion at the moment is…


SHERRY. I get it. She wants the two of you to look like a united front. If I’m kept in ignorance then there’s less chance of me thinking I can scream the place down for taking the ten thousand and going.


PAUL. Well now you know.


SHERRY. This is awful. When you started going out together, she cycled four miles to tell me. What’s happened, Paul, I don’t understand.


PAUL. It’s a perfectly rational decision. She wants to have children. And I don’t. That’s the way it’s always been. But I thought I’d wear her down and she thought she’d wear me down. After ten years the contest has been declared a draw. It’s obvious. She hasn’t that much more time. Like I said, it’s perfectly rational.




SHERRY. That’s why she needs fifteen grand instead of ten. Cos she’s going it alone.


PAUL. That’s right. She’s seen exactly the sort of place she wants. She’s done the sums. It’s very tight. She’s made up her mind.


SHERRY. I haven’t even thought. I’d pack and leave in an hour if I could and I haven’t given a thought to where I’d go.


PAUL. Well. Perhaps it’s time you did. How would you like to buy a flat with me and Howard?


SHERRY. Would I have to have childrent?


PAUL. Children do not figure in this particular deal.


SHERRY. That’s something. A flat? You’re crazy, with you and Howard? I haven’t got any money, Paul, that’s the whole point.


PAUL. Not any old flat. This flat.


And you have got money. You’re about to get X thousand pounds from Anthony Scott where X is a number between ten and fifteen.


SHERRY. But… if we buy this flat, then we can’t be leaving it. And if we’re not leaving it, then we won’t be getting the money.


PAUL. Exactly. In this scenario, the money you would get from Scott would be theoretical money.


Pause. SHERRY looks confused.


PAUL. Scott phoned at seven a.m. yesterday. While he was out jogging. We had a lunchtime meeting. He’s had to alter all his plans. Because of us. There’ll be no central wall, no clusters of dinky flatlets. He just wants shot of the place. He’s lined up buyers for the other four flats. As they are. He should worry. With the price boom, he’ll still make two hundred grand. Just over a year, not bad. So. This flat is now valued at ninety-five, his figure. We can either take the forty grand between us to go. Or we can buy the flat at the knock-down price of fifty grand. See, he either gives us forty thousand in real money or forty-five thousand in theoretical money.


SHERRY. So you, me and Howard buy. What happens to Marion? Some of the theoretical money should be hers.


PAUL. Precisely. My plan is this: the three of us buy the flat for fifty. Seventeen-ish each. Then we pay Marion fifteen to go. And everyone’s happy.




SHERRY. Marion gets fifteen grand?


PAUL. From you, me and Howard. Five each. It’s a bit unfair, but it gets a result.


SHERRY. So what you’re saying is instead of someone giving me a cheque for ten thousand pounds, you want me to give two other people cheques to the value of… twenty-one thousand pounds.


PAUL. Call it twenty-three with extras.


SHERRY. And you actually think this is an idea that should be seriously considered.


PAUL. Take the long-term view. What would you do with ten grand? By the time you’ve bought some clothes, got pissed, had a holiday –


SHERRY. Twenty-three thousand? I haven’t got twenty-three pence.


PAUL. The gap between the haves and the have-nots is increasing all the time. This may be the only chance you ever have to stop being a have-not. I’ll get my accountant to beef up your earnings so you look good on paper. Then, all you’d have to do to pay the mortgage would be… to get more successful or…


SHERRY. Or what?


PAUL. Nothing.


SHERRY. Or get a proper job.


PAUL. Or get a proper job. Nobody here is a chicken any more. That’s for certain.


SHERRY storms out.


(Shouting.) Will you give the idea some thought?


Pause. PAUL sits, muttering, pours a drink. SHERRY comes back.


SHERRY. You know what this means don’t you?


PAUL. What?


SHERRY. I would have to stay in my damp room.


PAUL. All.


SHERRY. All my clothes are getting damp.


PAUL. Well. That’s because the flat belongs to the landlord. Once it belongs to us, we’ll have a motive for improving it. Priority number one: the dampness in your room.




SHERRY. Or we could swap rooms.


PAUL. We could swap rooms.


SHERRY goes to the door of PAUL and MARION’s room. looks in.


SHERRY. I’ve always liked this room.


PAUL. Okay. If you buy a third, we’ll swap rooms.


SHERRY. You want to stay here an awful lot, don’t you?


Pause.


PAUL. You’ve got to have something constant in your life. At least I have. Those awful moments when everything changes. Leaving school. Moving house. Putting things in suitcases, I hate that. You have to fight for some kind of continuity. If you don’t have the continuity you just… drift, you lose your grip.


A moment. MARION comes on carrying four empty cardboard boxes.


MARION. I got these from Sainsbury’s. I think we should make a start on the pictures tonight. What are you doing, Sherry?


SHERRY. I was just looking at your room. It’s really nice, isn’t it?


Pause.


You’ll be sorry to leave it.


MARION. Yes. (To PAUL.) The pictures in this big one, yes? And the others will do for books.


PAUL. You’re early aren’t you?


MARION. Jeremy and I are going to a conference in Reading tomorrow. We’ve got an early start.


The phone rings in the hall.


You could pack your old records, Sherry, you never play them any more.


MARION goes off to answer the phone.


PAUL. She doesn’t mean it.


SHERRY. You don’t have to make excuses for her.


PAUL. She just thinks it’s the best way –


SHERRY. It freaks me out, you know. You’ve been going out with her for a whole decade.




PAUL. It freaks you out.


SHERRY. It can’t just be babies. Can it?


PAUL. Well. I suppose it’s never one thing.


SHERRY. No. I suppose not. I’m really sorry. Is it all right for me to say that?


PAUL. Yes. It’s all right.


MARION is back.


MARION (to PAUL). It’s Anthony, he wants to speak to you.


PAUL. You mean Scott?


MARION. Yes.


PAUL. Why does it always have to be me?


PAUL goes off to the phone in bad humour. MARION is looking at the pictures.


MARION. I can’t remember who these belong to.


She takes one off the wall and examines it.


SHERRY. Are you and Paul getting on okay?


MARION. Famously. I suppose this is bound to be his.


SHERRY. All this uncertainty. The flat and the money and so on. I just feel there’s an awful lot of stress around.


MARION. I think everyone’s coping very well.


Pause.


SHERRY. Well. I actually don’t think that. I tend to think more the opposite. I think we’re all going crazy. And we’re going crazy for a basic biological reason. We’re animals. Animals need a place to live. Take that away or put it under threat, and they – that is we – begin to behave in all sorts of crazy ways. Have you tried talking to Howard lately? Unless you’ve got any small talk on the shift from a labour-intensive to a capital-intensive economy he doesn’t want to know. Me? I’m not well, I’m really not. I couldn’t even face doing my spot at The Queen’s Head last Sunday. They had to pull me out at the last minute. I don’t know if I can face it this week either. And you… used to be my best friend, and now you don’t even tell me you’re splitting up with Paul.


Pause. SHERRY sits down, almost in tears.




MARION. It’s a mistake I suppose, really. You should either get married or split up. This going out together for years and years. I think we rather missed one another at some point. He was always so concerned that marriage and commitment meant losing your personal liberty, I got used to the idea. But I don’t think I ever took it that seriously. I mean I assumed secretly that one day he’d stop mucking around and say ‘Okay, this is it for life.’ But he didn’t and I’m now short of time. So it had to end. But… there are financial considerations. There’s this wonderful development, Battersea, just what I want. But I need that extra five thousand, see? And I shall get it.


SHERRY. Paul just suggested I should buy this flat with him and Howard.


MARION. It would be sensible. You really ought to think of buying somewhere.


SHERRY. I wouldn’t mind doing a bit of travelling actually. I think I’d rather do that.


PAUL comes back in a state of anxiety.


PAUL. I was called names on that phone.


MARION. What did he say?


PAUL. I was referred to in very unflattering terms.


MARION. Is he upset?


PAUL. Upset? No he’s not upset. Upset is what you get when you cut yourself shaving. This man is murderous.


MARION. Poor darling.


PAUL. I was called an obstructive fucker on that phone. ‘You,’ he said ‘are an obstructive fucker.’ ‘Not only are you screwing me about. You are actively and deliberately getting in my way. And on the basis of this evidence, I do not hesitate to call you an obstructive fucker.’


MARION. Paul, what did he actually say?


PAUL. That is what he actually –


MARION. Did he come up with a new offer?


PAUL. Yes.


Pause.




He said it was his absolutely final offer. He said if we didn’t accept it, he would personally guarantee that we wouldn’t make, and I quote, a brass centime out of the deal. And he means it.


MARION. So what’s the offer.


Pause.


PAUL. There are actually two offers on the table. If we do not accept one of these in the next forty-eight hours, then we can consider ourselves at war with Anthony Scott and his attendant powers of darkness. Offer one: forty-five grand for vacant possession. This works out at eleven thousand two hundred and fifty each.


MARION. Shit.


She sits dozen suddenly.


PAUL. Offer two: he will sell us, all four of us or any combination permed from the four of us, this flat, market value estimated at ninety-five grand, for forty-eight thousand pounds, i.e. he’s giving us forty-seven grand. So… That’s it. Any takers?


Pause.


MARION. Sherry?


SHERRY. Okay. I just want to say this.


Pause.


You asked me to think about buying a share. Well I’ve thought about it for a full five minutes. And it was misery. I’m a thousand overdrawn in the bank. I’m over the limit on my Access card, my Barclaycard. And I owe people money. I owe all of you money. And on top of that you want me to buy a flat. And yes, I do know the phone bill’s due again and most of it’s mine. and if we could just take the money, I could pay it all, everything, easily, right?


She rushes out. Pause.


PAUL. I didn’t know she had any credit cards, they must be out of their minds.


MARION. Yes.


MARION is thinking rapidly.


PAUL. So. She wants to go. You want to go. So we have to take the money. Unless Howard and I buy the flat. Which would be forty-eight thousand, plus we’d have to buy the two of you off at…



twenty-two and a half… which means – (Shocked.) seventy thousand plus. We’d have to find thirty-five thousand each, it just can’t be… it just can’t be done.


Pause. MARION gets up, goes to the picture she’s just taken down.


MARION. We’ll do it.


PAUL. What?


MARION. You’ve discussed the buying option with Howard, yes?


PAUL. Yes.


MARION. Behind my back.


PAUL. Well tentatively, you know.


MARION. I don’t mind, it’s a good idea.


PAUL. But Sherry won’t –


MARION. Howard will though, yes?


PAUL. What?


MARION. Howard is theoretically in?


PAUL. Well he can raise a reasonable mortgage on his –


MARION. So we’ll buy it then.


Pause.


PAUL. We?


MARION. You, me, Howard. We buy the flat for forty-eight, pay Sherry off for eleven two-fifty, call it sixty grand between the three of us. Easy peasy.


PAUL. Does this mean?


MARION. No, it doesn’t mean. It’s going to be an investment. You can move into Sherry’s room. We’ll renovate it first.


PAUL. Renovate.


MARION. The whole place. Starting with Sherry’s room… your room. It’ll be nice.


PAUL. But –


MARION. I’ll put some money separately into a building fund. I’ve got a big cash bonus coming from Jeremy. We’ll keep accounts and reckon up when we sell the place. All right?




PAUL. When did you work this out?


MARION. Just now.


MARION puts the picture back on the wall.


There. We’re staying. It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?


She goes off.


(Off.) Sherry!


Blackout. In the darkness we hear Dire Straits singing ‘Money for Nothing’.


Scene Four


October 1985. A Saturday morning, around eleven o’clock.


The room is a little emptier – all the cardboard boxes have gone. HOWARD is working at the table, attacking the typewriter with vigour.


SHERRY comes in. She’s wearing a long white nightdress and drinking a mug of coffee. She stands watching HOWARD. Some moments.


SHERRY. I’ve got such a lot to do.


HOWARD continues to type, muttering to himself.


I can’t believe I’m really going.


HOWARD as before.


Have they gone out?


HOWARD. Down the building society.


SHERRY. Oh already?


HOWARD. It shuts at twelve.


SHERRY. For my money?


HOWARD writes some more.


Great.


She sips at her coffee.


I’ll never get it all done.




HOWARD types some more, then takes the page out of the typewriter and scans it.


HOWARD. I don’t think anybody else has noticed this.


SHERRY. What?


HOWARD. Well… historically, for hundreds of years, the British were self-sufficient in food. I mean, we ate what we grew. What happened with the industrial revolution changed all that. We swapped our preeminent position as an agricultural nation for dominance as a manufacturing nation, i.e. other nations grew our food for us and we paid for them with ready-made goods. But now it’s changing again. For the first time in history, we are running a deficit on our manufacturing industries. So. Where is our wealth coming from?


SHERRY. From the building society.


HOWARD. Exactly! That is exactly the right answer!


SHERRY. Oh.


HOWARD. You are a paradigm of the British economy. You consume more than you produce. You are heavily in debt. But you have managed to keep yourself afloat by selling off your personal share of the national infrastructure – in your case, the right to dwell in a small damp room. Clever isn’t it? You stop making new things, instead you tell the world that the things you’ve already made, the things your grandparents and great-grandparents made, are worth immeasurably more than they were originally. You tell the world over and over again until they start – literally – buying it.


SHERRY. I’ve always wanted to be a paradigm.


HOWARD. But there’s one problem.


SHERRY. I thought there might be.


HOWARD. How long will it last? Once the world’s evaluation of our infrastructure falls… so do we.


SHERRY. Christ.


HOWARD. And so do you.


A ring at the doorbell.


SHERRY. My money!


She rushes off to answer it. HOWARD watches her doubtfully. He looks at what he’s written. Screws the paper up and throws it on the



floor. Inserts a fresh sheet. Pauses a moment, then begins writing again. SHERRY comes in showing signals of distress. Behind her is SCOTT.


HOWARD. Oh.


SCOTT. Ah.


SHERRY. It’s… Mr Scott.


HOWARD. Yes.


SCOTT. ls the other chap not in, Paul?


HOWARD. Paul. No he’s not, he’s… out.


SHERRY. That’s right, and so’s Marion.


HOWARD. But they’ll be back.


SHERRY. Yes they’ve just gone


SCOTT. Small problem. Nothing earth-shattering. Got a prospective buyer. Ground-floor flat. She’s upstairs at the moment, having a bit of a prowl.


HOWARD. Oh.


SCOTT. I think she’s serious. I should say she’s a very serious buyer indeed. This is her second visit, she’s got a bloody great laundry list of questions. One of them is about the garden.


SCOTT goes over to the window and stares out.


Such as it is.


Pause.


You have access, she has access. The point is this. Where does your bit stop and her bit start. Any views?


He turns towards SHERRY and HOWARD. Both are anxious not to commit themselves to a point of view which may later be interpreted as a tactical error by PAUL or MARION. So both look blank.


Difficult to get a view round here, I tend to find. Everyone has to go into a huddle for a fortnight before coming to a decision. How was it divided up before?


HOWARD. We have use of it. So do the upstairs flat.


SCOTT. But it’s on two levels. A smallish bit down on your level. And a biggish bit up on her level.




HOWARD. Yes, but the precedent is both flats use the whole garden.


SCOTT. Well we can’t have that. It’s not a bloody safari park. lt’s a piece of property. It needs dividing up. Can I bring her down. Talk about it?


HOWARD. Yes, I don’t see why not –


SHERRY. I must get dressed.


But she makes no move. SCOTT looks at his watch.


SCOTT. Look, I’ll nip upstairs. Few points to go through with her. Then I’ll bring her down. Paul will be back, you say?


HOWARD. Very soon.


SHERRY. Very, very soon.


SCOTT. Okay then. A few mins. You have been forewarned.


He goes. SHERRY flaps around, wondering whether to see him out or not. Eventually decides to. Pause. She comes back. HOWARD is staring out at the garden looking annoyed.


HOWARD. Just when you think you’ve… suddenly something else –


SHERRY. What are you saying, Howard?


HOWARD. I want to be left in peace!


Pause. SHERRY is impressed by this sudden outburst.


I’m sorry. I don’t mean you. I just mean there are so many hassles. All the legal stuff, getting the mortgage organised. Haggling with Scott. Fine, okay I can live with it for a few months. But it doesn’t seem to stop. I mean, I’m trying to write a book about the British economy. It’s a brilliant book, I know it is. But every time I try to get it out of my brains and on to the paper, someone comes barging in telling me to… draw a line down the middle of the garden or something –


SHERRY goes to him and cuddles him.


What I used to like about this flat… was the people. I could have gone and bought a little broom cupboard in Neasden years ago. But I didn’t because I liked it here. And now you’re going. And Marion and Paul are splitting up. And all that’s left is the flat. It’s hard to work here any more. It’s hard to find people to chat to. It’s just a building, that’s all. An investment.


SHERRY. You ought to find yourself a nice girl.




Suddenly PAUL and MARION burst in, excited. MARION holds a large brown envelope. PAUL carries a tray on which are four glasses and a bottle of champagne.


MARION. Oh look, a moving human scene.


PAUL. For Christ’s sake, you two. You’ve been living in adjacent rooms for a decade, don’t start getting it together now she’s leaving.


SHERRY. We were just having an innocent, sentimental –


PAUL. Champagne time. We thought this event should not go uncelebrated.


He starts peeling the wrapping off the top of the bottle.


MARION (brandishing envelope). It’s all here. Exactly as you wanted it.


SHERRY catches their excitement.


SHERRY. Quick, quick, let me see it.


MARION. No, you have to wait a moment.


PAUL. For the champagne, these things have to be done properly.


MARION. Where’s your key?


SHERRY. My key?


MARION. Door key.


SHERRY. Oh.


She goes off to her room.


PAUL (to HOWARD). Hold a glass so I don’t spill any.


HOWARD. I think we’re going to have a problem with the garden –


PAUL. Not now –


MARION. We want to give Sherry a nice send-off –


PAUL. Not that she’s going to get off the premises by midnight at the current rate of progress –


MARION. If she’s not out by midnight, we could start charging her rent.


PAUL laughs. SHERRY comes back holding a Yale.


PAUL. Right, here we go.


PAUL opens the champagne and pours it into glasses held out and then distributed by HOWARD.




SHERRY. Who’s paying for this?


MARION. What?


SHERRY. The champagne? Is it coming out of my money?


MARION. The syndicate is paying. Paul, Howard and me. We have just bought ourselves a slice of London.


SHERRY. Let me look at it, let me see the –


PAUL. Not yet!


He looks around.


Everyone has a glass? Yes. Now then.


Mock formal address.


Dearly beloved bretheren. We are gathered here today to mark the demise, from these rented premises, of our dear sister Sherry St George, née Martin. History will ask but one question: Did she fall or was she pushed? I think the answer will come ringing back loud and clear: ‘A bit of both.’ God bless her and all who sail in her!


All drink, offering various toasts.


Now if you’d like to step forward.


SHERRY does so.


MARION. In exchange for your front-door key, I hereby present you with a cheque for ten thousand pounds.


SHERRY examines the cheque carefully.


And an envelope full of twenty-pound notes to the sum of one thousand, two hundred and fifty pounds.


HOWARD. They can’t all be twenties –


PAUL. Sixty-two twenties and one ten.


SHERRY takes the cheque and the envelope, MARION the key.


MARION. It felt terrible walking down the street with it all –


SHERRY. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much money before and it’s all mine.


HOWARD. Paul, there’s something important –


PAUL. Wait a minute –




SHERRY opens the envelope. She lets the money fall out all over the floor, kneels down and runs her hands through it.


SHERRY. It’s so lovely. It really is so beautiful.


A moment, they watch her with the money. Then SHERRY lets out a whoop. Goes off to hug MARION, then PAUL.


Thank you. Thank you.


She’s quite tearful. She swigs some champagne down and gives HOWARD a half-hug.


I’m sorry I was a bit of a pain. I was so afraid we’d end up with nothing. You were great, all of you being so strong.


A thought strikes her.


Oh. I owe you all some of this. Paul.


She hands him a twenty-pound note.


PAUL. Oh. Are you sure this is –


SHERRY. Marion.


She hands MARION a twenty-pound note.


SHERRY. Howard.


She hands HOWARD three twenty-pound notes. He is embarrassed, not wanting the others to know how much he’s lent her.


MARION. This is too much, you only owe me –


SHERRY. No, it’s not too much. It’s too little, I know there’s lots of things I haven’t paid for over the years.


MARION. Sherry –


SHERRY. No, I won’t hear a word of it. It’s not too much, it isn’t manly enough. This champagne is heaven.


She gulps some more down, PAUL tops up her glass. SHERRY delves deeper into the pile of money.


PAUL. You’re welcome.


SHERRY. No. I’ve decided, you’re all to have some more. There’s all sorts of things I’ve used over the years.


PAUL. Sherry, just steady, all right –


SHERRY. Washing-up liquid, soap, all sorts of things.




She picks up three more twenty-pound notes.


MARION. Please. Sherry, put it all back in the envelope.


SHERRY. TOILET ROLLS!!! Do you know the last time I bought a toilet roll? Have another one of these.


She proffers three more twenty-pound notes.


PAUL. It’s all okay. It’s all absolutely


SHERRY. 1979, that’s when!! In Dieppe. It was Bastille Day and I had chronic diarrhoea –


MARION. You don’t owe any of us anything –


SHERRY. Streaming! And I went into this whatsit… Monoprix and bought a roll and I thought, Christ, I had no idea it was so expensive –


A ring at the bell.


HOWARD. Christ!


She’s on her feet, trying to force money on everyone.


It’s Scott. He’s got this woman upstairs.


PAUL. Really?


HOWARD. A buyer. It’s about the garden, we’ve got to divide it up.


MARION. I don’t get this.


HOWARD. Marion, just sort her out.


HOWARD drags PAUL with him to the front door, explaining all the way.


She’s buying the ground-floor flat. But she wants to know how much of the garden is hers and how much is…


SHERRY is getting more tearful. She swigs some champagne.


MARION. What’s all this about Scott?


SHERRY drinks some more.


SHERRY. I’m going to miss you all so much. It’s been such a long time. I only wish there’d been some way. If only we could have found a way. For me to stay, it would have been…


MARION, peering down the corridor, has realised that SCOTT is the impending visitor.




MARION. Listen, we must clear up all this money –


SHERRY. No, it’s mine, leave it alone.


MARION. Sherry, it’s Scott, he’s coming up the corridor now –


SHERRY. I like it. I like feeling it.


She pushes MARION away.


Leave it.


MARION freezes, unable to make up her mind what to do.


I wish I didn’t have to go.


She reaches for the champagne bottle.


I really wish that.


PAUL comes in followed by SCOTT. HOWARD brings up the rear. They all pause in the doorway, transfixed by the sight of SHERRY, kneeling in a pile of twenty-pound notes in her nightie, tears streaming down her face, clutching the champagne bottle.


They’re throwing me out!!!


SCOTT. Well they’re having more success than I ever did.


MARION. It’s all right, she’s just a little –


SCOTT. Now, I mentioned when I was down earlier –


HOWARD. Yes, well they’ve only just come in, so I’ve not had time to –


SHERRY. There’s a woman in the garden staring at me. (To garden.) Fuck off!!!


SCOTT. Ah yes, that’s the prospective buyer. Claire Kinross, the Honourable Claire Kinross.


HOWARD. Oh Christ.


SHERRY starts to struggle up on to a chair so she can abuse the woman through the top of the window.


SHERRY. That’s our garden you know, you can’t just wander round it like it was Brent Cross Shopping Centre


SCOTT (to PAUL). Yes well, the thing is, the garden.


SHERRY. They hate me! They’ve always hated me. And now they’re buying me off. That’s how you really show you hate someone. By giving them piles of money. It’s the biggest fucking insult in the world.




Pause. All stare at SHERRY.


PAUL. The best way, actually, into the garden is through this door here.


He makes for his and MARION’s bedroom door. He’s through the door. SCOTT fillows him. HOWARD flaps.


HOWARD. Do something with her.


He follows the others out into the garden. MARION stares at SHERRY.


MARION. Sherry, will you please sit on that chair, please.


SHERRY immediately goes to sit at the table, among HOWARD’s papers.


Give me the bottle.


She gives MARION the bottle. MARION puts it on the mantelpiece, then starts clearing up the money into the brown envelope. SHERRY watches her.


SHERRY. There’s something so… admirable about you. There always has been. You are so contained. People look at you, they admire you. You should have done better for yourself, you’ve got so much… class, so much cool. I’ve sat and admired your cool for hours at a stretch. At university there were all these dozens of men. Following you around. They used to plan their day around the possibility of catching a glimpse of your cool. Money would change hands for library seats affording a good view of you. It wasn’t lust, it was a fascination with the outer limits of cool. I loved being your best friend. But I always wanted you to say it. I wanted you to say: ‘Sherry, you’re my best friend.’ But I knew you wouldn’t. If you’d said that, it wouldn’t have been cool.


MARION has the money in the envelope. She looks at SHERRY.


MARION. Sherry –


Pause.


I think it would be a good idea if you took this money into your room and got dressed.


SHERRY. Yes. I’ve got such a lot to do. I’ve got to pack all the rest of my things and clear out of my room. And write all those cheques. Phone calls, must phone my mum. Load all my stuff on to the van by three o’clock for Paul to drive to my auntie’s. Pick up my



travellers’ cheques and currency from American Express, get to the airport by… when do I have to be at the –


MARION. Nine o’clock –


SHERRY. Nine o’clock, right. And I shall get on the plane and drink lots and fall asleep watching the film. Then wake up in San Francisco.


MARION. Yes. You’re glad you’re going, aren’t you?


SHERRY. I’m going to love it, I’m going to absolutely adore it. I used to say, when I was a little girl: ‘I’m going to go round the world.’ And now I really am.


MARION. Yes. Please get dressed, or you’ll be behind schedule.


SHERRY stands.


SHERRY. I’m sorry about just now. It was handing in my key that did it. It suddenly hit me that I was leaving.


MARION is looking out of the window.


MARION. I think they’re going to come back in.


SHERRY. I must… I don’t want them to see me.


MARION. Just put some old jeans on, for the packing. I’ll come and help you in a minute.


SHERRY. Yes.


She heads for the door. MARION brandishes the envelope.


MARION. Sherry. Take your money.


SHERRY (taking it). Oh yes.


MARION. Put it under your pillow for now, right?


SHERRY. Pillow. Right. Yes.


She goes. MARION looks out at the garden. Does some hasty tidying up. Quickly adjusts her own appearance.


HOWARD comes in, then PAUL, talking to SCOTT.


MARION. Is it all right?


SCOTT. I’ve suggested a dividing line. When you’ve talked it over, you can telephone my lawyers.


He smiles.




(To PAUL.) So. Quick decision on this one, please. If need be, make a drawing and bike it round to me. Then we’ll be ready to exchange on Wednesday, all right?


PAUL. Yes, fine.


SCOTT looks around.


SCOTT. Big flat. You got it bloody cheap. One of these, identical, just round the corner, went the other day for a hundred. So you’re well in.


PAUL. Well, we’re quite pleased.


SCOTT. I should say.


He makes to go, then turns for a moment.


Oh just one last thing. (Pleasantly.) You’re bastards. You’re a bunch of grasping, capitalist bastards. Congratulations. Wasn’t too difficult, was it?


He goes. HOWARD sits, looks at his notes.


HOWARD. It’s not real wealth, that’s the point. There’s no substance to it.


SHERRY comes in. She’s still in her nightie.


SHERRY. Marion. Did I take that money or did I leave it here?


MARION. You put it under your pillow.


SHERRY. Pillow, of course.


She goes to the champagne bottle, drinks.


I’ve got such a lot to do.


Blackout.
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