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ACTI

ScENE 1

Before the CURTAIN rises there is a sparkling performance of the opening of
Mozart’s 40th Symphony

The living-room of Merlin Foster’s very tasteful cottage fifty miles from
London. It is mid morning

There is a television, sofa, drinks cabinet, and a desk with a drawer
containing a revolver and a small black cassette player. On the desk is a box
of cigars, telephone, pen, pencil and paper. Good modern paintings are on
the walls and a shelf of books that use two of Merlin’s Oscars as bookends.
The front door is at rear stage c and a door to the kitchen at R. An open
staircase leads to the upstairs

As the CURTAIN rises the music is replaced by the chime of an electric doorbell
that plays the first twenty notes of the same symphony

In response to the chimes Merlin Foster comes thumping downstairs in his
dressing-gown

Merlin (opening the front door and roaring jovially) Ah, Charlie? Charlie
Nicholson? Good! Good to see you! Now come on in!

Merlin brings Charlie into the living-room
Awfully kind of you to come traipsing out all this way.

Charlie lives on the desperate fringe of the literary world and has a haircut,
clothes andtemperament to match. The clothes are aleather jacket, jeans and
trainers, all from Oxfam. He looks about in awe at the exquisite interior.
Merlin is coolly amused and observant. He has the tremendous style and
gravitas of an old matinee idol who has matured into a national monument

Charlie Thank you, SirMerlin, it’s a great—um—it’s a very great privilege
to —um ——

Merlin To meet me? Yes, I know. And it’s an honour to have you here, my
dear boy.
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Charlie Gosh. Well. Here I am. Face to face with Merlin Foster. Oh, do1call
you sir or what?

Merlin Just call me Merlin.

Charlie (with a gesture to the door) And so that’s the doorbell.

Merlin I’'m sorry?

Charlie That’s the doorbell.

Merlin What about it?

Charlie Mozart’s 40th. (Humming it) Tiddy-bum tiddy-bum tiddy-bum-
bum.

Merlin Yes, that’s right.

Charlie I've heard that before.

Merlin You’ve heard Mozart’s 40th?

Charlie I've heard that doorbell.

Merlin You’veheard my doorbell? What, before today? Idon’tquite follow.

Charlie Yes — when you rang me up — remember?

Merlin Ah!

Charlie In the middle of our conversation I suddenly heard Mozart’s 40th
ina very — you know — esoteric arrangement and then you said, “Excuse
me, Charlie, someone’s at the door.”

Merlin Did I really?

Charlie And I said to myself, “Good heavens, that must be his doorbell.”
(Humming it) Tiddy-bum tiddy-bum tiddy-bum-bum.

Merlin Yes. Listen, why do you keep going on about my bloody doorbell?

Charlie I’'m nervous. I used to see you up there on the silver screen when I
was a boy. You’re a legend. I’'m just — nervous.

Merlin Nothing to be nervous about.

Charlie God, what a wonderful cottage. You live here all the time?

Merlin Eh? Oh, no, justat weekends. We’ve alittle pad in London. Sitdown,
Charlie, relax. Something to drink? Tea, coffee, something stronger?

Charlie Eh? Oh no, I'm fine, fine.

Merlin Did you follow all my instructions?

Charlie Yes. Yes, I did.

Merlin Told nobody you were coming here?

Charlie Not a soul, no, nobody.

Merlin Not your agent?

Charlie Nobody at all.

Merlin Splendid. Good man.

Charlie No. (Pause) Look — um — I don’t quite follow what we’re
supposed to be up to.

Merlin Up to? Ah, up to.

Charlie gapes at him open-mouthed
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Well —— (He stops in exasperation) Charlie, I wish you wouldn’t gape
at me like that.

Charlie Sorry. Istill can’t getused to it. Me — here—with Sir Merlin Foster.
Big in films, big on the stage. Married five times to five of the most
wonderful — the classiest — the sexiest — oh, I do beg your pardon.

Merlin Six wives actually. Can you name them all, I wonder?

Charlie Name them? Well, let me see — there was that beautiful Swedish
blonde film star ——

Merlin Danish.

Charlie Danish, yes. Petra Borg, that’s right. Then — let me see —the baked
beans billionairess. Right? Then Rosalind Underhill. Myra Stringer, of
course. God, imagine being married to Rosalind Underhill. Now let me see
— did you ever marry Elizabeth Taylor?

Merlin Elizabeth Taylor? I can’t recall.

Charlie Can’trecall? Oh, that’s a good one! Married to Elizabeth Taylor and
can’t recall!

Merlin Ihave arather poor memory. And do you remember any more of my
wives?

Charlie Well if you can’t how do you expect me ... wait a minute. Then you
married — oh, her name’s on the tip of my tongue. Dorothea Southgate,
the Catholic novelist. And she’s your wife now. I saw a picture of the pair
of you — oh — quite recently. Dorothea Southgate, the female Graham
Greene.

Merlin Oh no. You’re wrong there. Dorothea Southgate divorced me a
couple of years ago.

Charlie She divorced you?

Merlin Yes.

Charlie That’s strange.

Merlin What’s strange about it?

Charlie Well, that picture, in the paper. And then she’s a Catholic.

Merlin Right.

Charlie I thought they couldn’t divorce.

Merlin (with great bitterness) She got a papal dispensation.

Charlie Ah. Oh,Isee. (Pause) There’s something that’s always puzzled me.

Merlin About me?

Charlie Yes, I could never quite work out whether you were British or
American. You have that sort of international ——

Merlin (with sad gravity and utter conviction) Where do Icome from?Thave
trouble remembering. It was all so long ago and I’ ve been so many people
in my time. My father was a cannibal king up the Amazon. He ate an entire
British Council touring company of Dear Octopus — with the exception
of the property mistress, who fascinated him with her thunder machine and
lightning flashes and coloured smokes. In due course she gave birth to me
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and when I was seven years old we managed to escape at the height of the
monsoon season. I rather miss the old boy. No, that’s not true. I miss him
dreadfully. He was the only civilized man I ever encountered.

Charlie Er, yes — so what did you want with me, Sir Merlin?

Merlin I want you to write me a play.

Charlie Me? You want me to write a play for you? ButI’m — nobody. I'm
so obscure. Anyway, I couldn’t write a play for you.

Merlin Why not?

Charlie I've got a block — a creative block.

Merlin Oh?

Charlie I stopped writing in nineteen-ninety-six. I just fizzled out. It was my
annus horribilis — you know? — like the Queen.

Merlin What happened?

Charlie Well, my wife divorced me, then my novel was rejected and then
to cap it all my first play closed after a week. Oh, and apart from that I lost
nine thousand pounds gambling.

Merlin Lost nine thousand pounds?

Charlie Yes.

Merlin You managed to repay it?

Charlie No, that’s the trouble. There’s a bookie in Manchester — he’s hired
a thug to come and get it off me. What they call an enforcer.

Merlin Good heavens.

Charlie Ihave to keep changing my address.

Merlin Good Lord. What can he do — this thug?

Charlie Depends on the bookie — whether he wants me pine-boxed or just
badly hurt.

Merlin Good God. Pine-boxed? I'd no idea you were a fugitive. Can’t you
write something and pay the bugger off?

Charlie I’ve tried. ButI’m like a rabbit — paralysed in the headlights. Can’t
write any more. There’s a great big hollow where my brain used to be. No
ideas any more. No nothing.

Merlin 7 have an idea.

Charlie You have an idea?

Merlin Yes. I have an idea.

Charlie For aplay?

Merlin For a play, yes, a play.

Charlie Ah — so you want me to write it?

Merlin Yes, I do.

Charlie It’s still no good. I’ ve been sort of — castrated — for writing. I've
got a block as big as Beachy Head.

Merlin Listen, Charlie, act as if you had faith and it will be given to you.

Charlie Oh, if only.

Merlin These problems can be overcome. I know. I was in therapy myself
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for fifteen years. I always recall the moment I said goodbye to my shrink.
Iremember our parting words. I said to him, “Will Talways be nuts, Tony?”’
And he replied, “Merlin, I hope so.”

Charlie (regarding him suspiciously) Yes.

Merlin Rum world. Mustbe a God, you know. How else explain fellows like
me and Michelangelo? On the day God made me everything must have
been absolutely on song in the heavenly workshops. He turns out great
batches of ordinary types, but just now and then the machines are at perfect
pitch and along comes a Mozart or a Merlin Foster. When I come face to
face with the great playwright in the sky I shall say, “My Dear Fellow,
thank You for the starring role, there were so many bit parts. What a jolly
interesting piece, but what was it all about? Was there a message?”’ I'm
sorry. Must be bloody horrible to be you. Hard luck, old son.

Charlie Thanks. Very much. (Pause) So what is this idea of yours? Not that
I can promise anything — what with my head like this.

Merlin I want you to work out a foolproof plan for me to murder my wife.

Charlie Murder your wife? (Pause) You mean a play? A murder play?

Merlin Yes.

Charlie A thriller? For you? Merlin Foster?

Merlin Just so. A thriller.

Charlie For you to play in?

Merlin Yes.

Charlie But — but look here — but you’re a man of the classics. Good
heavens, your Hamlet, your Cyrano, your Willie Loman, we were brought
up on you.

Merlin Have you ever heard of alimony? Of the tax man?

Charlie Alimony?

Merlin Six marriages, Charlie. Those women have pauperized me. But still
Idream, Charlie. As you were sokind to say, I’'m about to hit my perihelion.
My very perihelion. And I want to go out in style, Charlie, I want to play
Lear, Prospero, Falstaff and the Jew of Malta in one coruscating, scintillating
season. It’ll be the cherry on top of my knickerbocker glory. And then —
puff — the comet called Merlin Foster can fall from the heavens. But that
takes money. So to pay for it I need one tacky thriller.

Charlie And I supply the tacky thriller.

Merlin Come slumming, Charlie. I'll make it worth your while. Twenty
thousand up front.

Charlie Pounds?

Merlin Twenty thousand. Tax free. And twenty thousand more on acceptance
of the final script.

Charlie For a plot — hang on — for a plot — to murder your wife?

Merlin Yes.

Charlie We are talking about a play?
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Merlin What else? Oh, I see! No, no, I adore my wife. You’ll soon find out.
You’ll be meeting her very shortly. She’s just out for a gallop at present.

Charlie Gallop?

Merlin Yes, on a horse.

Charlie Oh, a horse, yes. (Pause) Forty thousand pounds? Do you mind if
I call my agent?

Merlin Yes, I do mind.

Charlie I can’t speak to my agent?

Merlin I’ve spoken to him.

Charlie Oh? What did he say?

Merlin Said you were no good.

Charlie No good? Henry Savage said I was no good?

Merlin Said you were a born loser and you’d never trouble the scoreboard.

Charlie Henry?

Merlin First of all, when I said I wanted you to write me a thriller, Savage
offered me another writer.

Charlie Another writer?

Merlin Who happens to be his son-in-law. Then when I said it had to be
Charlie Nicholson or nobody he offered me a deal.

Charlie What kind of deal?

Merlin The author of a stage play normally takes seven per cent of the box
office. Savage said I could have you for five.

Charlie Five per cent? What are you talking about?

Merlin Plus one per cent for Savage under the counter. And one per cent for
me. In other words he planned to rob you of two per cent. And with the
production I have in mind that would mean you’d be losing about forty
thousand pounds a year.

Charlie Forty thousand a year?

Merlin Just scribble this little piece of fluff and I promise you your take will
be a hundred and fifty thousand, at least.

Charlie And you put this to Henry? And he said I'd never trouble the
scoreboard? I didn’t know he was a cricket fan. So what did you do?

Merlin I accepted the son-in-law.

Charlie Accepted the ——

Merlin I commissioned a play from the son-in-law. It cost me five thousand
pounds. It will be a travesty. We signed the contract yesterday.

Charlie Why did you do that — five thousand pounds for a travesty?

Merlin To throw Savage off the scent.

Charlie Scent? What scent?

Merlin The scent of the great fortune we’re about to make. It’s obvious
Savage is not a man to be trusted. I don’t want him to get wind of my idea.

Charlie The idea that you murder your wife? Look — you’re sure this is just
aplay?
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Merlin Dearest child, I'm Merlin Zacharias Foster, the greatest living actor.
I've achieved all a man can aspire to and I'm on course for a slab in
Westminster Ab. Do you think I’d risk all that for the sake of a tawdry
murder?

Charlie Then why all this — this

Merlin Secrecy? Because we’re talking about a multi-million pound
business. It’s called the theatre and it feeds off ideas. Ideas are golden.
That’s why they have to be guarded like atomic secrets. I have one, Charlie.
I'have an idea and I don’t want it stolen by the likes of Henry Savage. A
good new thriller will run for ever, Charlie. One set, small cast, low costs,
astronomical profits. I produce, cast and star in it myself. They’ll come in
droves to see me. They always have. It will take a couple of years out of
my life and make me comfortable for ever. It will make you comfortable
for ever. Just think of it, Charlie — irrevocable wealth.

Charlie Irrevocable wealth? (Pause) Tell me more. What is this idea?

Merlin Theideais this. A terribly celebrated old actor manager like me hires
a starving young writer like you to invent a plot to murder his wife. Now
tell me — what is the most vital ingredient of a successful play?

Charlie Well — a story.

Merlin Go on.

Charlie A good strong story.

Merlin Go on.

Charlie With the ring of truth. With authenticity.

Merlin We’re getting there. Anything else?

Charlie With convincing characters. Real people.

Merlin Real people! He’s got it. Real places. Real situations. Write me a
murder, Charlie. One that could work in real life because it’s based on real
people, onmy old lady and me. Study me. Study my wife. Study our habits.
Study this cottage and our little house in Knightsbridge. Winkle out where
inall this web of relationships the perfect crime could be committed. I want
a complete blueprint with calculations accurate to one billionth of one
degree and then we’ll put it on the test bench.

Charlie Test bench? How do you mean?

Merlin I mean I’ll carry out your plan to the letter. I'1l get hold of the cut
throat razor or the meat cleaver or whichever blunt instrument you choose,
Or look here — hold on to your hat — I’'ll show you something. (He takes
a revolver from a drawer) Perhaps this would come in handy.

Charlie Is that real?

Merlin Yes, it’s a point thirty-two calibre revolver, six bullets in the
chamber.

Charlie Live ones?

Merlin Of course live ones. This is a lonely spot. I don’t intend having my
career cut short by the first young dopehead who comes out here wanting
money to buy wacky baccy.
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Charlie Um — would you mind? — I should put it away now.

Merlin If it alarms you.(He puts the gun back in the drawer) But bear it in
mind.

Charlie Yes — um — sorry to bring this up, but I'll need an advance. I do
have to eat.

Merlin Of course you do. A writer should eat like a king. (He gets his
chequebook from the desk) Would five thousand be enough to be going on
with?

Charlie Well — should keep me in pencils and paper.

Merlin There you are. Don’t putit on a horse. Actually I don’t care what you
do with it. It’s really nothing to do with me. As long as you don’t spend it
all at the Barracuda Club.

Charlie Barracuda Club?

Merlin The local gambling palace, just by the station.

Charlie What, a casino?

Merlin Never you mind. Forget I ever mentioned it. And put that cheque
away before my wife comes in.

Charlie Why? Doesn’t she know about this?

Merlin Good God, no. That would spoil everything. No, no, dear boy, my
wife must be the complete innocent— wickedly plotted against and totally
inthe dark, so that we can witness her horrified reactions as the truth slowly
—ah! —listen — that’s her at the door now, I do believe. Now remember,
mum’s the word.

The front door opens and Eden hurries in, deeply upset. She’s a lovely girl
wearing riding clothes and carrying a riding crop and hard hat

Eden Oh, Merlin, something terrible’s happened.
She rushes up to him and weeps on his shoulder

Merlin What is it? What is it?

Eden It’s poor old Jimmy Thimble. He’s gone and broken his knees. It will
mark him for life.

Merlin Oh, dear dear dear.

Eden I had to wait for the vet and he took absolutely ages and then —
(spotting Charlie) — oh — sorry — how do you do?

Charlie Oh — good, good.

Merlin Eden Dundee, aspiring actress. Funny name, isn’t it, but she comes
from there. Dundee, I mean, not Eden. Oh, I don’tknow, though. (Pinching
her cheek) Little temptress.

Eden Give over, Merlin. Jimmy’s hurt himself quite badly. He trod on a
stone on Bonfire Hill. It was hidden under all that horrible bracken. I could
tell straight away something was wrong.
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Merlin Darling, can’t this wait for a moment? We have a guest.

Eden Sorry, only I’'m so upset. I’'m going to have to stay down here for a few
days and look after him, Merlin. The girls at the stable are very kind and
well-intentioned but they can’t give him the love and attention. I'm sorry,
Mr erm —

Merlin Charlie Nicholson.

Eden Sorry, Mr Nicholson, you must think I'm terribly ——

Charlie No no, no, I understand.

Eden Yes — well — I'll go up and get out of these jodhpurs. Excuse me.
(Starting to go, then coming back) Did you say Charlie Nicholson? You
aren’t by any chance the Charlie Nicholson?

Charlie (decidedly) No.

Eden No?

Charlie I don’t think so.

Eden Did you write The Black Telephone Box?

Charlie (tickled pink) Yes.

Eden The Mysterious Refrigerator?

Charlie Yes.

Eden They’re fabulous, utterly fabulous.

Charlie Oh, get away. They’re a complete waste of trees.

Eden But they’re wonderful. A bit on the gruesome side, but what the hell,
what’s a bit of gore these days, no?

Merlin (suddenly suspicious) Now wait a moment. Just wait a moment.

Eden Yes?

Merlin Where did you come across Charlie’s books?

Eden Charlie’s books? In your study — at Kinnerton Street. Why ——

Merlin Kinnerton — ? Oh. Oh, I see.

Eden Are you going to commission a play from him? A lovely juicy murder
story with a poor lovely lady cut in pieces and posted to all points of the
compass? Oh, do, Merlin, I think you’d make a divine murderer.

Merlin (scandalized) A murderer? Me?

Eden Oh go on. You’d be a wonderful murderer.

Merlin My dear, I'm an artist, a man of the classics. Putting Merlin Foster
in a murder mystery would be like trying to cram a bird of paradise into a
canary cage. Besides, Charlie’s given up murder. He’s into the theatre of
significance.

Eden Oh, no, how terrible. I think you should stick to murder, Charlie,
because after all so many people have done that other kind of thing, haven’t
they? No? Righto, I'll pop up and change. You think about what I said, the
pair of you.

She goes off upstairs

Merlin Well? You like?
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Charlie Not half. She’s very nice. Um — as a matter of interest, how old ....

Merlin She’s just twenty-three. I got her fresh out of drama school. Still wet
from her first Shakespeare. Does she give you any ideas?

Charlie Ideas? No!

Merlin For the play.

Charlie Oh. What, already? I’m not a slot machine. Plays don’t pop out like
chewing gum, you know.

Merlin That’s a good one! “Plays don’t pop out like chewing gum.” Make
a note of that. We want plenty of that. Concrete images. And the murder
must arise quite naturally out of Eden’s daily routine, so study her closely.
You could stay here for the next week or two. That fall in with your plans?

Charlie Very nicely, thank you.

Merlin Eden’s stopping down here to nurse the horse. Good, good. Couldn’t
have worked out better. You could get to know her intimately.

Charlie Yes, I could.

Merlin Look, I’'ve got to be back in town in an hour to see Dickie
Attenborough. Would you care for a lift?

Charlie Back to town?

Merlin Yes, to collect your things.

Charlie Yes, please.

Merlin I'll tell you what — I could show you round our house in Kinnerton
Street at the same time. You could drown her in the jacuzzi. (He chuckles
at his own joke) Listen, you could meet our neighbours — the old Duchess
of Lonsdale and the Police Commissioner.

Charlie Police Commissioner?

Merlin We live next door to the Commissioner of Police at Scotland Yard,
Sir Norman Macnamara. He’s a great friend of ours. You could put him
into the plot. Well think about it. Now let me consult my diary and see the
best time for you to move in here. (He consults a diary on the desk) 1 fly
to Venice next Wednesday for the Bertolucci film. Away for ten days. You
should have a good chunk of the script ready by the time I get home.

Charlie Me? Some hopes.

Merlin Well I’ve given you plenty to chew on. Oh, talking of ideas, you
haven’t seen the well at the bottom of the garden.

Charlie Well?

Merlin Old artesian well. Tailor made for dead bodies. Go and take a look
atit. And while you’re out there you’ d better make notes of this conversation.

Charlie Notes? What for?

Merlin What for? Why, touse in the play. Make notes of all our conversations.
Make notes of everything.

Charlie I don’t normally make notes for a play.

Merlin This is not a normal play. So make notes. Real people, real places,
real dialogue. Now off you go.
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Charlie Which way?

Merlin Through the kitchen door, there, see, down the path, through the
kissing gate. Can’t miss it. Well off you go, dear boy! What am I paying
you for?

Charlie goes off through the kitchen door, humming Mozart’s 40th
Merlin takes a cigar from the box on the desk and lights it
Eden comes downstairs in a nice frock

Eden Where’s Charlie?

Merlin In Brazil where the nuts come from.

Eden (too young for this ancient joke) Brazil?

Merlin He’s in the garden. I say, is that a new frock?

Eden Yes.

Merlin How much?

Eden It’s Zandra Rhodes.

Merlin I didn’t ask whose it was. I asked the price.

Eden Since when did you bother about the cost of a thousand pound frock?

Merlin A thousand pounds?

Eden Merlin, I’ ve seen you tip a waiter fifty for a good table, so don’t lecture
me. What’s the matter, darling? Has something gone wrong?

Merlin We’ve just folded on Broadway.

Eden Oh no.

Merlin I've told Herman to put up the closing notices.

Eden Oh, no, Merlin, I'm so sorry.

Merlin So is my accountant. It appears the tax man has caught up with me.
We’re going to have to make some sacrifices.

Eden (with a laugh) Well — as long as you don’t sacrifice me.

Merlin Actually I was thinking of Kinnerton Street.

Eden The house? You mean sell it? But how will we entertain?

Merlin We’ll twiddle our thumbs.

Eden And I'll be buried down here in the country?

Merlin With any luck.

Eden With any luck? What do you mean by that?

Merlin I might have to get rid of — well — this place, too.

Eden But where shall we live?

Merlin Well, I can live out of a suitcase.

Eden And what about me? Merlin, are you trying to tell me something? Are
you thinking of leaving me?

Merlin My funny little darling, I married you until death us do part and I
meant every word of it. I'm just saying you must pull your horns in. Imean,
take that bloody horse
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Eden Jimmy Thimble? Are you accusing me of extravagance? Who runs a
Rolls and a Porsche?

Merlin For the image, my dear! You want the leading actor of the age
running about in a Reliant Robin?

Eden Who has half a share in a yacht he never uses?

Merlin I get seasick.

Eden Who always flies Concorde? Merlin, your monthly cigar bill alone
would keep my horse for a whole damn year.

Merlin The public expects it from me! You know quite well I'd rather stop
at home with my stamp collection and trot around in bedroom slippers.
Eden Yes and who pays five thousand pounds for one tiny little postage

stamp?

Charlie comes back but the others don’t notice him

Merlin (roaring) Tiny? The size has nothing to do with it, you stupid little
tart! My God, you have absolutely nothing between the ears. Astronomers
would be enthralled by you. The first black hole on earth.

Eden Merlin, what’s got into you? You’re going right over the top.

Merlin Over the top! I’ ve never been over the top in my life! How dare you
say I'm going over the top — a cheap little actress. You’re not fit to walk
on the same planet as me — never mind the same stage!

Eden Merlin, please

Merlin I’ve never gone over the top in my life! That little bounder Kenneth
Tynan once said I had, but what did he know? He was always over the top!

Eden Merlin, please, you know how much you need me.

Merlin Need you? Need you? I need you like stage fright. I need you like
laryngitis. And if you’re not careful I'll have you pine-boxed, do you hear?
Pine-boxed!

Charlie (after a tactful cough) Excuse me.

Merlin Yes!

Charlie Excuse me — sorry — am [ interrupting?

Merlin Charlie, dear boy. How long have you been standing there?

Charlie Me? Oh, I — oh — well ——

Eden It’s OK, Charlie, come in. Merlin’s just throwing one of his little
tantrums. You’ll get used to them. They don’t mean a thing, do they,
darling?

Merlin No. Sorry, my precious. Give me a kiss. There. My lovely poppet.
(He looks at his watch) My word, is that really the time? I'd better go and
dress if we’re driving up to town. (He starts up the stairs, then stops) Oh,
Eden, will you see that the spare room is in order? Charlie will be using it
for the time being. And I'd be glad if you could keep him company for a
few days.
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