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You Never Can Tell


by [George] Bernard Shaw


Act I


In a dentist's operating room on a fine August morning in 1896.  Not
the usual tiny London den, but the best sitting room of a furnished
lodging in a terrace on the sea front at a fashionable watering place.
The operating chair, with a gas pump and cylinder beside it, is half way
between the centre of the room and one of the corners.  If you look into
the room through the window which lights it, you will see the fireplace
in the middle of the wall opposite you, with the door beside it to your
left; an M.R.C.S. diploma in a frame hung on the chimneypiece; an easy
chair covered in black leather on the hearth; a neat stool and bench,
with vice, tools, and a mortar and pestle in the corner to the right.
Near this bench stands a slender machine like a whip provided with a
stand, a pedal, and an exaggerated winch. Recognising this as a dental
drill, you shudder and look away to your left, where you can see another
window, underneath which stands a writing table, with a blotter and a
diary on it, and a chair. Next the writing table, towards the door, is a
leather covered sofa. The opposite wall, close on your right, is
occupied mostly by a bookcase. The operating chair is under your nose,
facing you, with the cabinet of instruments handy to it on your left.
You observe that the professional furniture and apparatus are new, and
that the wall paper, designed, with the taste of an undertaker, in
festoons and urns, the carpet with its symmetrical plans of rich,
cabbagy nosegays, the glass gasalier with lustres; the ornamental gilt
rimmed blue candlesticks on the ends of the mantelshelf, also glass-
draped with lustres, and the ormolu clock under a glass-cover in the
middle between them, its uselessness emphasized by a cheap American
clock disrespectfully placed beside it and now indicating 12 o'clock
noon, all combine with the black marble which gives the fireplace the
air of a miniature family vault, to suggest early Victorian commercial
respectability, belief in money, Bible fetichism, fear of hell always at
war with fear of poverty, instinctive horror of the passionate character
of art, love and Roman Catholic religion, and all the first fruits of
plutocracy in the early generations of the industrial revolution.


There is no shadow of this on the two persons who are occupying the
room just now.  One of them, a very pretty woman in miniature, her tiny
figure dressed with the daintiest gaiety, is of a later generation,
being hardly eighteen yet.  This darling little creature clearly does
not belong to the room, or even to the country; for her complexion,
though very delicate, has been burnt biscuit color by some warmer sun
than England's; and yet there is, for a very subtle observer, a link
between them.  For she has a glass of water in her hand, and a rapidly
clearing cloud of Spartan obstinacy on her tiny firm set mouth and
quaintly squared eyebrows. If the least line of conscience could be
traced between those eyebrows, an Evangelical might cherish some faint
hope of finding her a sheep in wolf's clothing - for her frock is
recklessly pretty - but as the cloud vanishes it leaves her frontal
sinus as smoothly free from conviction of sin as a kitten's.


The dentist, contemplating her with the self-satisfaction of a
successful operator, is a young man of thirty or thereabouts. He does
not give the impression of being much of a workman: his professional
manner evidently strikes him as being a joke, and is underlain by a
thoughtless pleasantry which betrays the young gentleman still unsettled
and in search of amusing adventures, behind the newly set-up dentist in
search of patients. He is not without gravity of demeanor; but the
strained nostrils stamp it as the gravity of the humorist. His eyes are
clear, alert, of sceptically moderate size, and yet a little rash; his
forehead is an excellent one, with plenty of room behind it; his nose
and chin cavalierly handsome. On the whole, an attractive, noticeable
beginner, of whose prospects a man of business might form a tolerably
favorable estimate.


THE YOUNG LADY (handing him the glass). Thank you. (In spite of the
biscuit complexion she has not the slightest foreign accent.)


THE DENTIST (putting it down on the ledge of his cabinet of
instruments). That was my first tooth.


THE YOUNG LADY (aghast). Your first! Do you mean to say that you
began practising on me?


THE DENTIST.  Every dentist has to begin on somebody.


THE YOUNG LADY.  Yes: somebody in a hospital, not people who pay.


THE DENTIST (laughing).  Oh, the hospital doesn't count. I only meant
my first tooth in private practice.  Why didn't you let me give you gas?


THE YOUNG LADY.  Because you said it would be five shillings extra.


THE DENTIST (shocked).  Oh, don't say that.  It makes me feel as if I
had hurt you for the sake of five shillings.


THE YOUNG LADY (with cool insolence).  Well, so you have! (She gets
up.) Why shouldn't you? it's your business to hurt people. (It amuses
him to be treated in this fashion: he chuckles secretly as he proceeds
to clean and replace his instruments.  She shakes her dress into order;
looks inquisitively about her; and goes to the window.) You have a good
view of the sea from these rooms!  Are they expensive?


THE DENTIST.  Yes.


THE YOUNG LADY.  You don't own the whole house, do you?


THE DENTIST.  No.


THE YOUNG LADY (taking the chair which stands at the writing-table
and looking critically at it as she spins it round on one leg.)  Your
furniture isn't quite the latest thing, is it?


THE DENTIST.  It's my landlord's.


THE YOUNG LADY.  Does he own that nice comfortable Bath chair?
(pointing to the operating chair.)


THE DENTIST.  No: I have that on the hire-purchase system.


THE YOUNG LADY (disparagingly).  I thought so. (Looking about her
again in search of further conclusions.) I suppose you haven't been here
long?


THE DENTIST.  Six weeks.  Is there anything else you would like to
know?


THE YOUNG LADY (the hint quite lost on her).  Any family?


THE DENTIST.  I am not married.


THE YOUNG LADY.  Of course not: anybody can see that.  I meant
sisters and mother and that sort of thing.


THE DENTIST.  Not on the premises.


THE YOUNG LADY.  Hm!  If you've been here six weeks, and mine was
your first tooth, the practice can't be very large, can it?


THE DENTIST.  Not as yet. (He shuts the cabinet, having tidied up
everything.)


THE YOUNG LADY.  Well, good luck! (She takes our her purse.) Five
shillings, you said it would be?


THE DENTIST.  Five shillings.


THE YOUNG LADY (producing a crown piece).  Do you charge five
shillings for everything?


THE DENTIST.  Yes.


THE YOUNG LADY.  Why?


THE DENTIST.  It's my system. I'm what's called a five shilling
dentist.


THE YOUNG LADY.  How nice! Well, here! (holding up the crown piece) a
nice new five shilling piece! your first fee!  Make a hole in it with
the thing you drill people's teeth with and wear it on your watch-chain.


THE DENTIST.  Thank you.


THE PARLOR MAID (appearing at the door).  The young lady's brother,
sir.


A handsome man in miniature, obviously the young lady's twin, comes
in eagerly. He wears a suit of terra-cotta cashmere, the elegantly cut
frock coat lined in brown silk, and carries in his hand a brown tall hat
and tan gloves to match. He has his sister's delicate biscuit
complexion, and is built on the same small scale; but he is elastic and
strong in muscle, decisive in movement, unexpectedly deeptoned and
trenchant in speech, and with perfect manners and a finished personal
style which might be envied by a man twice his age. Suavity and self-
possession are points of honor with him; and though this, rightly
considered, is only the modern mode of boyish self-consciousness, its
effect is none the less staggering to his elders, and would be
insufferable in a less prepossessing youth. He is promptitude itself,
and has a question ready the moment he enters.


THE YOUNG GENTLEMAN.  Am I on time?


THE YOUNG LADY.  No: it's all over.


THE YOUNG GENTLEMAN.  Did you howl?


THE YOUNG LADY.  Oh, something awful.  Mr. Valentine: this is my
brother Phil.  Phil: this is Mr. Valentine, our new dentist.  (Valentine
and Phil bow to one another.  She proceeds, all in one breath.)  He's
only been here six weeks; and he's a bachelor.  The house isn't his; and
the furniture is the landlord's; but the professional plant is hired.
He got my tooth out beautifully at the first go; and he and I are great
friends.


PHILIP.  Been asking a lot of questions?


THE YOUNG LADY (as if incapable of doing such a thing).  Oh, no.


PHILIP.  Glad to hear it.  (To Valentine.)  So good of you not to
mind us, Mr. Valentine.  The fact is, we've never been in England
before; and our mother tells us that the people here simply won't stand
us.  Come and lunch with us.  (Valentine, bewildered by the leaps and
bounds with which their acquaintanceship is proceeding, gasps; but he
has no opportunity of speaking, as the conversation of the twins is
swift and continuous.)


THE YOUNG LADY.  Oh, do, Mr. Valentine.


PHILIP.  At the Marine Hotel - half past one.


THE YOUNG LADY.  We shall be able to tell mamma that a respectable


Englishman has promised to lunch with us.




PHILIP.  Say no more, Mr. Valentine: you'll come.


VALENTINE.  Say no more!  I haven't said anything.  May I ask whom I
have the pleasure of entertaining?  It's really quite impossible for me
to lunch at the Marine Hotel with two perfect strangers.


THE YOUNG LADY (flippantly).  Ooooh! what bosh!  One patient in six
weeks!  What difference does it make to you?


PHILIP (maturely).  No, Dolly: my knowledge of human nature confirms
Mr. Valentine's judgment.  He is right.  Let me introduce Miss Dorothy
Clandon, commonly called Dolly.  (Valentine bows to Dolly.  She nods to
him.)  I'm Philip Clandon.  We're from Madeira, but perfectly
respectable, so far.

