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IMAGINARY LINES

First produced at the Stephen Joseph Theatre in the
Round, Scarborough on 12th June 1985, with the follow-
ing cast:

Wanda Lesley Meade
Howard Russell Dixon
Mrs Burlap Ursula Jones
Sir Michael Thurston, MP Geoffrey Banks
Carol Heather Stoney

Directed by Alan Ayckbourn
Designed by Adrian Smith

The action of the play takes place in Hampstead, in
Wanda’s flat and Howard’s second-hand bookshop

ACT1 Scenel Wanda’s flat. A night in August
ScenE 2 Howard’s bookshop, late afternoon
in September
SCeENE 3 Wanda’s flat. An evening prior to
August, then an evening in October

ACT II Scene 1 Howard’s bookshop. Mid-afternoon
in November
SCENE 2 Wanda’s flat. An evening in
December
SceNE 3 Howard’s bookshop. Early afternoon
in January. Then Wanda’s flat.

Time—the present






ACT 1

SCENE 1

The setting is Wanda's flat and Howard'’s second-hand bookshop

Wanda’s flat is in pale pastel colours (pinks mostly). There are two main
entrances to her living-room, one from the entrance hall, and one to the
kitchen. There are a great many indoor plants. There is a settee, an armchair,
a coffee table, a drinks table with a lamp on it and a small desk for which there
is a stool. On the desk are three framed photographs, of Michael, Carol and
Mrs Burlap, also a telephone and a pottery jar containing paint brushes. It is
all very neat and pretty. Dividing this set from Howard’s bookshop is a
bookcase. On Wanda'’s side it has one or two new books and an ornament or
two, on Howard’s it is crammed with ancient and jacketless hardbacks

The bookshop contains a battered, flat-topped desk on which are books, papers
and a telephone, a Windsor chair behind the desk, also battered, a large, old-
fashioned waste-paper basket. What shelves we see are crammed with elderly,
Jacketless hardbacks. Some piles of books against the desk and walls

The Lights come up on Wanda's flat. A night in August
Howard, in his thirties, is wandering about aimlessly

Howard So there I was, in her flat, wandering about aimlessly while she
made coffee. We’d met at a party and had got on, after a fashion. Wanda,
that was her name, was a professional illustrator, she told me; I told her
that I sold second-hand books. We found that we lived near each other. I
offered her a lift back from Fulham. So I found myself in her living-room,
wondering whether this could be the prelude to—after all, she was quite
attractive, obviously single and —well, these things do happen. Some-
times. Only having known her for a couple of hours at a noisy drinks
party I wasn’t quite sure how I should tackle the situation. (He crouches
down to look at the books in her shelf’)

Wanda enters carrying a slender little vase in which is one perfect rose. For
a moment she fails to see Howard. On seeing him she smiles. She is in her
late twenties, small, slender and very attractive

Wanda D’you take milk and sugar, Howard?

Howard Please.

Wanda ( putting the vase on the bookshelf) Would you like something to eat?
Howard No thank you. That’s very kind.

Wanda Are you sure? I could easily make a sandwich.

Howard No, honestly.
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Wanda No trouble.
Howard No, I had something before I ...
Wanda All right.

She exits to the kitchen

Howard It was a lie, of course. I hadn’t had anything since lunch. But you
can’t seduce someone after eating their sandwiches. Not if you have any
sense of occasion. (He moves the vase slightly on the bookcase) Seduction,
that was still my aim. It sounds silly. T barely admitted it to myself, but I
began to imagine the way it would go. Something quite charming,
superficial, humorous and, above all, fleeting. Something like . . .

Wanda appears with the coffee tray

May 1? (He takes the tray and puts it down on the coffee table)
Wanda Don’t you want your coffee?
Howard Later. I want to talk to you.
Wanda It’ll get cold.
Howard Cold coffee. Warm heart.
Wanda Rubbish.

Howard leads her by the hands to the sofa. They sit

Howard You’ve got very nice eyes. I noticed them at once.

Wanda They come from my mother’s side of the family.

Howard That’s nice. I've got my father’s hands. Look. (Showing them)

Wanda Oh, yes. Lovely long fingers. Do you play the piano?

Howard Just a little Chopin. ( Flickering his fingers)

Wanda [ adore Chopin.

Howard So did a great many women. That was his tragedy. He had a
terrible time with George Sand.

Wanda George?

Howard Yes. She was a writer. All women writers called themselves George
in those days. George Sand, George Eliot, George Bernard Shaw . ..

Wanda (a peal of laughter) You are silly. (She is in his arms)

Howard Am 1?

They embrace
She withdraws to the kitchen with the coffee tray

Something like that, you see. Whimsical perhaps but light. Above all,
light. And let me make it quite clear that a substantial part of myself was
appalled by the callousness of my fantasy.

Wanda enters with the coffee

That was when she really came in with the coffee. (He crouches by the
bookcase)

Wanda Still looking at my books?

Howard Yes. I'm afraid I take a professional interest.

Wanda That’s all right. T understand.
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Howard Those books should have warned me of course. They were nearly
all hardbacks, all new, and written by Erica Jong and Fay Weldon. And
did I detect a Germaine Greer or two? They should have put me on my
guard. I ought to have gone carefully. May 1? (He takes the tray from her
and puts it down on the coffee table)

Wanda Don’t you want your coffee?

Howard Later. I want to talk to you. (He tries to take her hand)

Wanda It’ll get cold. (She moves the vase back to its original position)

Howard Cold coffee, warm heart.

Wanda I’'m sorry?

Howard 1 just said “Cold coffee, warm heart”. Silly really.

Wanda I don’t understand.

Howard Just a joke.

Wanda Ah ... Did you want your coffee cold?

Howard No, no. (He sits on the sofa)

Wanda I’'m sorry, I thought you said you did.

Howard No, it was just—This sort of thing always happens.

Wanda Milk and sugar?

Howard Milk. One sugar. Thank you.

Wanda (arranging this) He seemed a bit strange. I think it was nerves;
perhaps it went deeper. I know a lot of men who are insecure. They’re
afraid of committing themselves. I wonder why. I liked him at the party.
He was sympathetic and very gentle. Gentle people are often insecure. But
I thought he was nice, certainly the most attractive man there. Actually, I
was rather expecting him to make a pass at me. At that moment I
wouldn’t have minded, as long as it was done properly. Supposing I'd
said—Here’s your coffee—(handing it to him)—and he’d said

Howard Thank you very much. You know, I think we have a lot in
common.

Wanda Really? (She sits with her own coffee on the sofa)

Howard I felt it at the party. A kind of affinity. All those people. I couldn’t
wait to get away.

Wanda Don’t you like Jenny’s parties?

Howard Oh, I'm very fond of Jenny. She’s a genuinely wonderful person.
But I believe you should go to a party to meet one other individual, don’t
you? Otherwise it’s so superficial.

Wanda Yes, I agree.

Howard You’re Pisces, aren’t you?

Wanda Yes. How did you know?

Howard Oh, just a thing I have. (Putting his coffee cup back on the tray) 1
think we can let this coffee get cold, don’t you?

Wanda That sort of thing. I don’t mean exactly, but that’s what I was
looking for. It was no good, though; he wasn’t at all relaxed. (Handing
him his coffee) Here’s your coffee.

Howard (taking if) Thank you very much. (He drinks)

Wanda You must be interested in books.

Howard It’s my business. Yes, I am a little. I still get a kick out of picking
up a rare first edition cheaply.
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Wanda Oh, you collect rare books?

Howard Rare and second-hand.

Wanda So you don’t sell new books at all?

Howard No.—They never listen. People never listen.—Not brand new.
Wanda I see. Do you want any more coffee?

Howard Oh, well. Thank you.

She pours

—Why am I lying? Her coffee’s disgusting.— And you illustrate books, is
that right? (He rises with his replenished cup)

Wanda Yes. Children’s stories mostly.

Howard Who do you work for? (He goes behind her and pours his coffee into
a pot plant)

Wanda A lot of people. I illustrate the Billy Bear books. I don’t suppose
you’ve heard of them.

Howard No, I'm not familiar with Billy Bear. Who publishes him?

Wanda Thurston and Slight.

Howard Ah, yes.

Wanda Do you know Michael Thurston?

Howard Is that Sir Michael Thurston, the MP?

Wanda That'’s right.

Howard No ... Is he half of Thurston and Slight as well?

Wanda He is.

Howard And he airs his views on the media a good deal, I seem to
remember.

Wanda He is very active.

Howard Yes. Strange man.

Wanda Why?

Howard Well, always in the public eye, campaigning for this and that.

Wanda I don’t see anything wrong in campaigning for causes you believe
in.

Howard No. Of course not.

Wanda Are you a cynic?

Howard I—er ... —This was just the kind of conversation I detest,
searching questions about one’s personality. And we’d only known each
other for about three hours. The fact of the matter is—1I suppose I'm
unusual in this respect—I hate talking about myself. I don’t dig into my
subconscious and come up with the conclusion that I'm a cynic or a stoic
or a social democrat. The fact is, I am thoroughly uninterested in myself.
I'm the least egotistical person I know. I am naturally modest. On
innumerable occasions I have been astonished by my own modesty. —It
depends what you mean by a cynic.

Wanda I can’t bear cynicism. It’s so negative.

Howard Well, there is cynicism and there is scepticism.

Wanda What’s the difference?

Howard Cynicism is indifference tempered by doubt and scepticism is doubt
tempered by indifference.

Wanda Who said that?
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Howard One of my own. There are other definitions, no doubt equally
valid.

Wanda You don’t commit yourself easily, do you?

Howard Not very. I think I heard Sir Michael Thurston on the radio the
other day. Something about vivisection, wasn’t it?

Wanda Yes. He’s very passionate about vivisection.

Howard One’s got to respect that, I suppose.

Wanda He’s had a very sad life in many ways. He married young. He hasn’t
slept with his wife for nine years.

Howard Really?

Wanda He told me.

Howard 1 see ... I have this terrible urge to giggle . ..

Wanda He says he’s very much in love with me.—What am I doing? I
couldn’t help myself. I have to tell people.

Howard - I’'m quite used to this, of course. People telling me things.
Perhaps it’s because I don’t immediately start telling them about my
problems. I’ve got one of those listening faces, but I'm not sure I want
people to tell me things. I’'m not really very interested in other people’s
problems. I’'m not interested in my own; why should I be interested in
other people’s? ...

Wanda He says he’s in love with me. (She rises)

Howard Ah. (He suppresses a yawn)

Wanda —He’s bored. I know it. I must make him interested.

Howard —I must look interested ... —Mmm.

Wanda He’s sixty-five, but he’s still a very attractive man. (She goes to the
desk and picks up his photograph)

Howard Oh, yes.

Wanda What?

Howard To judge ... by what ... he looks like.

Wanda I find him spiritually very attractive. He has a mature vision. He’s
extremely interested in comparative religion.

Howard Comparative religion. Ah.

Wanda Of course, there’s no question of my marrying him. He’s very fond
of his wife in spite of . .. everything. I wouldn’t want her to know about
us.

Howard Us? Oh, you and him.

Wanda Yes.—What’s the matter with this man?— And there’s never been
any question of anything physical. We just talk. There is an affinity
between us. But it can’t go on like this. There comes a time when one of us
has to say something.

Howard Say what?

Wanda I don’t know. That’s just the point. Do you understand?

Howard Yes.—No, I don’t understand a word of this. My mind is a
complete blank. I'm desperately searching for something sensible and
soothing to say. It would be much easier if I was experienced; if I'd had an
affair with an older woman. I could say ... —Yes, I do understand. I had
a similar experience myself. An older woman.

Wanda Was she married?
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Howard Yes. He was a merchant banker.

Wanda Did he know about it?

Howard No. Well, he was away a lot. In—Hong Kong.

Wanda How did it end?

Howard Well eventually ... No, it’s no good. I'd end up writing a three-
volume novel. I’d always be afraid of being caught out ... No, I'll just
have to look sympathetic and hope for the best.

Wanda He looks sympathetic. I wonder if he really knows what I'm going
through.—Have you ever been in love with an older woman?

Howard Well, not really. No.

Wanda It’s very difficult when a relationship goes deep and you can’t
express it fully.

Howard Mmm. Yes, I know.—Do I?

Wanda Do you?

Howard Yes, I know only too well ...

Wanda I think you do.

Howard —Thank God for that.—

Wanda —He hasn’t a clue what I'm talking about. He’s just humouring
me.—

Howard Yes, it’s ... —What the hell was I going to say?-—It’s ...

Wanda What?

Howard (lamely) 1t is very difficult. ( Pause)

Wanda What are you thinking?

Howard —Oh, damn. The trouble is, I wasn’t. My mind had packed up
under the strain. I can’t just say—nothing. People never believe it.

Wanda What d’you mean? You can’t be thinking of nothing.

Howard They always think that glazed expression betrays something pro-
found. And if you say ‘“Nothing”, they’ll think it’s something worse than
nothing. Now I have to think of something to have been thinking.—I was
thinking ... I was wondering if you’d like to come round and see my
bookshop some time.

Wanda Yes, I'd love to ... —I am disappointed. I thought at last we were
getting somewhere, then he goes off at a tangent. He’s trying to avoid the
issue. Perhaps he’s nervous. Perhaps he’s just insecure.

Howard She must think I'm an idiot. I must say something to restore
confidence ... —You can find out more about me by looking at my
bookshop than by talking to me ... —Does that sound plausible?—

Wanda You're a very shy person, aren’t you?

Howard No, not shy. Not so much shy as unsociable.

Wanda What d’you mean?

Howard —I said the wrong thing, of course. I told the truth for once and it
was the wrong thing. —I mean really, I suppose, I find meeting new people
a bit daunting.

Wanda But you have to the whole time in your shop.

Howard Ah, that’s different. Then it’s on a professional basis. I can cope
with that.

Wanda Is that why you’d like me to come and see you at your shop?
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Howard —Dear God, she does make it difficult.—~No, T ... No. I just
thought you might be interested. I have a very catholic selection of books.

Wanda Is it a religious bookshop?

Howard No, no. I didn’t mean catholic in the sense of ... I meant I had a
very wide selection. Catholic in the sense of broad.

Wanda I see. But do you sell religious books?

Howard Religious books, books on gardening, astronomy, crime, the
keeping of hamsters as pets. All tastes catered for.

Wanda Are you religious yourself?

Howard —That’s what comes of using pedantic words like ““catholic”. She
now has religion on the brain.—Well, I haven’t really thought about it. I
suppose that means I’'m not. But I do believe in a sort of . . . that there’s an
overall ... kind of spiritual ... thing. —Dear God!

Wanda Yes.

Howard I'm not a regular churchgoer.

Wanda Nor am I. I do yoga.

Howard Ah. Yoga. Yes. I've always been meaning to ... We’ve got quite a
few books on yoga as a matter of fact. Perhaps you

Wanda We?

Howard Sorry?

Wanda You said “‘we”. “We” have quite a few books on yoga.

Howard Oh, no. There’s just me really. And the occasional assistant. No,
when I said “we”, I just meant me really. Me and my books in a way I
suppose. — (Suddenly collapsing on to the sofa) I must go!

Wanda Do you have a sort of relationship with your books, then?

Howard Well, I ... —Good God what does she think I am? A biblio-
maniac? A member of some kind of bizarre sexual minority? Bibliophiles
anonymous? What a horrible thought.—I've always been interested in
books, ever since I was——

Wanda It’s good to enjoy your work. It’s very important to be fulfilled in it.

Howard I expect you feel the same about your illustrating.

Wanda No, not exactly. I paint because I have to.

Howard You mean, you need the money?

Wanda No. Not exactly. It’s an inner necessity. Do you know what I'm
talking about?

Howard I think so. You feel irresistibly compelled to depict the doings of
Billy Bear.

Wanda (rising, putting the coffee cups back on the tray; offended) You
obviously don’t know what I mean.

Howard I'm sorry. I was just being silly.

Wanda That’s quite all right. I'm used to it. You’re rather immature, aren’t
you?

Howard —This is the point when I should tell her to go to hell. I'd say . ..
“Go to hell”.

Wanda's face crumples

And then, of course, we’d get tears. No, it’s no good.— Let me take that
tray. (He rises)
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Wanda (picking up the tray) It’s quite all right. I can carry trays, you know.
Howard No. No. I'm sorry.

Wanda There’s no need to apologize.

Howard It’s just that I feel I've offended you in some way.

Wanda No, you haven’t offended me at all.

Howard (shouting)— Liar! — (Mildly) Can I help with the washing up?
Wanda No thank you. I like to wash up by myself.

Howard Yes, so do I actually. It’s sort of therapeutic, isn’t it?

Wanda What?

Howard Washing up. It can be therapeutic at times.

Wanda looks at Howard in a disconcerting way, a mixture of puzzlement and
reproach

Wanda (quietly) Really?
Howard Well, I must--1 must depart. I have to be up betimes in the
morning to go to the book sale in Chertsey. It’s been very nice to
Wanda Thank you for the lift.
Howard Not at all. Not at all. Any ti

Goodbye.

He extends a hand but realizing that she has the coffee tray in both hands, he
puts it down. She puts down the tray and extends her hand. They shake

Wanda Goodbye.

They both bend down to pick up the tray. Howard gets there first. Stuck with
the tray, he does not know what to do with it so he hands it to Wanda

Thank you.
Howard —And that is the end of that.

He goes

Wanda I'm not saying that all men are like that. I'm sure there are plenty
who aren’t. I don’t think I’ve met many, but I'm sure there are. Michael
isn’t for instance. Not all the time anyway. But he’s a lot older. And I'm
sure Mahatma Gandhi wasn’t, if the film is anything to go by. But they
just don’t seem to come my way. Perhaps I'm unlucky. Perhaps—1I feel
sorry for him actually; shy, uncertain, insecure, unable to commit himself.
It’s pathetic really. I expect it’s something to do with his mother, or his
public school. They have a lot to answer for, mothers and public schools.
If only he’d let me help . . . (4 sigh) Well .. . It looks as if I'm alone again.
I ought to be used to it by now. And that is the end of that.

The Lights cross-fade to Howard’s bookshop

SCENE 2

Howard’s bookshop. Late afternoon in September. The sound of rain

Howard hurries in through the front door with a sandwich in his mouth and
carrying a box of books. He puts the box down and takes out of it the remains
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of his sandwich which he puts on the desk and a sign which reads “*Assistant
needed”’. He hangs this up then sits at the desk to finish his sandwich. There is
a ping of the shop door as someone enters. Howard barely looks up

Mrs Burlap has entered. She is a large, vigorous woman in her late sixties,
unconventionally dressed, a lot of handmade jewellery, grey hair in an untidy
bun. She has a bleating, educated voice and carries a huge shopping bag

She approaches Howard who still ignores her

Mrs Burlap Excuse me, may I come between you and your sandwich for a
moment.

Howard (his mouth full but otherwise all charm) Please do. Can I help? (He
finishes the sandwich, throws the sandwich paper into the basket and shakes
the crumbs off his plate into it. Then he gives his full attention to Mrs Burlap
who is talking away)

Mrs Burlap [ wonder if you could. I'm not sure. You see I live quite near
but this is the first time I've been to your shop.

Howard We haven’t been open long.

Mrs Burlap Well, it’s quite a find, I must say. I love a good second-hand
bookshop. I'm afraid I'm a bit of a browser.

Howard Browse away.

Mrs Burlap Oh, thank you so much. How simply splendid. What I actually
was going to ask you—you see, I'm doing a bit of research for a paper I'm
reading—it’s just a little society we have locally—a sort of literary,
artistic, you know. We have little concerts and talks. You might be
interested in coming along. A few weeks ago we had someone talking
about James Joyce. It was quite fascinating—he was Irish, you see, the
man who gave the talk, although James Joyce was Irish too, as you know.
It was very useful to get the Irish angle on Joyce, you see, but the lecturer
did rather get carried away at the end - something about Ulster and the
IRA. I'm hopeless at politics so I couldn’t follow it at all. Anyway. (She
pauses for breath) I'm giving this paper on women novelists at the turn of
the century. I'm not really an expert but I know a bit about it because
when 1 was a girl we had a large house in Cheshire—my father was a
clergyman—and it was simply full of books, mostly by these women
writers. I can’t think why. I believe they were left by the last encumbant
whose wife had been on the stage. And—anyway—I was wondering
whether by any chance-it’s a bit of a long shot really—you had any
novels by a Mrs Arnold Frogmore.

Howard (rising) Mrs Arnold——?

Mrs Burlap Frogmore. Frogmore. It’s a curious name, isn’t it?

Howard Yes. I must admit I’ve never heard of your Mrs Frogmore.

Mrs Burlap Oh well, she was quite well known in her day. Yes, she was
really rather highly thought of. I believe she even attracted the attention
of Henry James which was quite difficult to do, especially if you were a
woman. Now her famous book - you might have heard of it—was called
Snowed-up with a Duchess.
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Howard Sounds tantalizing. I can’t say it rings a bell. (He searches the
shelves)

Mrs Burlap Well, it was thought rather shocking in its day. Oh, yes.

Howard I can well imagine. Now, I'm afraid - - I’'m sorry, I don’t know your
name.

Mrs Burlap Burlap. Olga Burlap. Mrs.

Howard Mrs Burlap. I'm pretty sure we don’t have Snowed-up with a
Duchess, or indeed any of Mrs Frogmore’s works. (Indicating) The novel
section is over there. They’re more or less in alphabetical order.

Mrs Burlap Oh, thank you. Yes, I know. I've looked. (Looking again)

Howard But I'll keep an eye out for Frogmores.

Mrs Burlap How kind. I see you have quite a few Woolfs.

Howard What?

Mrs Burlap I see you have quite a few Virginia Woolfs. On your shelf.

Howard Yes. Rather a favourite of mine.

Mrs Burlap Do you know, I once met Virginia Woolf.

Howard (alert) Really? How interesting. Do tell me. What was she like?
What did she say?

Mrs Burlap It was at somebody’s studio in Chelsea, I think--or was it
Bloomsbury?—anyway, it was a party of some kind--you know what
parties were like in the thirties—and there she was.

Howard Did you talk to her?

Mrs Burlap Now, I don’t remember whether I talked to her or not, but I do
remember very distinctly that she had unusually large feet.

Howard Large feet?

Mrs Burlap Oh, huge! In fact the largest feet I have ever seen on a great
novelist!

She laughs brightly; Howard joins in, less enthusiastically
Wanda enters

Howard Very good! Yes ...

Mrs Burlap (glancing at her watch) Well, goodness me, look at the time. I
mustn’t keep you from your—whatever it is. (She sees Wanda) Oh, hello,
Wanda, dear.

Wanda (not pleased) Hello, Olga.

Mrs Burlap Inspecting our new second-hand bookshop, are you? It’s quite
a treasure trove. Wanda, dear, you must come over and have tea and we’ll
discuss things. Oh, I haven’t introduced you two. This is Wanda. Wanda,
this is—the nice man who runs the shop.

Howard We’ve met before.

Mrs Burlap Before? Well, of course, I should have realized. Now, I must
away. Don’t worry, I shall be back to browse. So I'll leave you to carry on
as it were. I'm sure you’ve got lots to discuss, so I won’t intrude.
(Producing a book she has picked out) Oh, I nearly forgot. I'll have this
please. Nearly walked out with it.

She hands over the book. Howard looks inside the cover
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I do love Herrick, don’t you? “A sweet disorder in the dress ...” How
much is it? T haven’t got my glasses on.

Howard One pound fifty.

Mrs Burlap One f- ! Oh, well. (Getting out money) Here you are. Now [
shall be returning to haunt you once more. So don’t forget about—um .. . .

Howard No, I won’t. Mrs Frogmore.

Mrs Burlap That's it. Strange name. (7o Wanda) And we two must have a
serious natter over a dish of Earl Grey. He’s awfully nice your friend, isn’t
he?

Mrs Burlap goes
A pause

Wanda Hello.

Howard Hello.

Wanda 1 got your note.

Howard Ah.—I'd sent her a note. As a matter of fact, she’d sent me a note
and then I'd sent her one. A very tactfully written apology. I'm good on
paper. Why? Well, to be honest I can’t bear to be disliked. At the same
time, I knew it was a mistake.—

Wanda | was very touched.

Howard So you know Mrs Burlap?

Wanda Yes.

Howard A local inhabitant, I gather.

Wanda Sort of.

Howard You don’t belong to her literary and artistic society, do you?

Wanda What?

Howard It sounds mouthwatering. People come to lecture on James Joyce.
(He sits behind the desk)

Wanda Oh. No.

Howard You just know her as a casual acquaintance?

Wanda Yes. In a way. As a matter of fact she writes the Billy Bear books.

Howard Ah. The only begetter of Billy Bear.

A pause. Wanda laughs

—Don’t say she has a sense of humour after all.——What are you laughing
at?

Wanda You. Sitting behind that table. You looked so serious.

Howard (rising) There’s nothing funny about looking serious.—So, as you
can see, this is my shop.

Wanda Is it all second-hand? You don’t sell new books?

Howard No.

Wanda Ah.

Howard —How many people have come in here and asked for the latest
Jeffrey Archer? Why do they do it?—Please feel free to look around.
(Indicating) Novels over there; biography; history; crime; sex (rather a
small selection); religious and miscellaneous.

Wanda Do you have any books on astrology?
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Howard Astrology? I don’t think so.

Wanda You don’t approve of it?

Howard Can’t say I've thought about it much. I've never been greatly
impressed by those people who look at you and say: “You're Pisces,
aren’t you?”

Wanda What sign are you?

Howard Oh, one of those —rather nice to eat-—er. Lobster. The lobster.

Wanda That isn’t a zodiacal sign. Don’t you mean Scorpio?

Howard No. That’s a crayfish, isn’t it?

Wanda When'’s your birthday?

Howard No. It’s also a disease. Crabs. Cancer.

Wanda That’s what I would have thought. You’re a typical Cancer.

Howard But of course. One is always typical. And you, I suppose, are a
Virgo.

A slight pause

Wanda You have a very strange sense of humour.

Howard — Better than none at all.—I do apologize. You know me.

Wanda Yes.

Howard You’ll have to make allowances.

Wanda Why don’t you stand up for yourself?

Howard I hate scenes.

Wanda [ see.

Howard Deplorable, I know, but it makes for a quiet life.— I think I'm
getting through to her, but I'm not sure that I want to.—

Wanda At least that’s honest.

Howard Yes, I am very frank really. Did you want any particular book on
astrology? I can always get it for you.

Wanda No. That’s all right. I've got plenty of books to read at the moment.
No. I just wanted to see where you were really. I like your shop. It’s got a
good atmosphere.

Howard Yes. The electric fan helps.

Wanda —Is he trying to make me look stupid again?—No, I meant the
atmosphere in the sense of——

Howard Oh, I see. Yes, I like it.—This is possibly the moment to make a
move. What does one do? Ask her up to see one’s Kelmscott Chaucer?—
Why don’t you come up and see my Kelmscott Chaucer?

Wanda What'’s that?

Howard Well, it’s an edition of Chaucer published by the Kelmscott Press
which was owned by William Morris, an early socialist.

Wanda Was Chaucer a socialist?

Howard No, just a poet. I don’t think they had socialists in his day.

Wanda What’s so special about it then?

Howard It’s very beautifully printed and illustrated by people like Burne-
Jones.

Wanda Burne-Jones was a dreamer. We ought to have the courage to
dream.

Howard Or not to, of course.



Hungry for More?

Buy the full script and explore other titles

www.samuelfrench.com

www.samuelfrench-london.co.uk

[Breaking Character]

An Online Resource for Theatre Makers

Find us on

Facebook




