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CHARACTERS:

Rupert Johns

Celia Johns, his wife

Karen Johns, their daughter
Robin Nightingale

Inga Peterson

Barry Bingley-Brown
Rodney Billingham

Janet

The action of the play takes place in the drawing-room
of a house in a village which is near to a town in Southern
England

ACT 1

Scene 1  Late afternoon on a day in early May
Scene 2 Several days later
Scene 3 A few weeks later—7 p.m.

ACTII

Scene 1  Some days later—2 p.m.
Scene 2 A few weeks later—7 p.m.

Time—the present






ACT1

SCENE 1

The drawing-room of a house in a village near a town in Southern England.
Late afternoon on a day in May

In the back wall is an opening to a vestibule, in which overcoats and other
items can be left. Beyond can be seen the outer door. A door on one side of
the drawing-room leads to the kitchen, and on the opposite side are stairs
to the bedrooms

When the Curtain rises Celia Johns is discovered alone, sitting on the settee,
facing forwards, scowling, with her elbows on her knees and her chin in
her hands. She is fortyish, very attractive. At the moment she is untidily
dressed, symbolic of her dissatisfaction with life. After a moment Janet calls

off
Janet (off) Celia!
Janet enters through the front door

(As she enters) Celia! (She sees Celia) Why can’t you answer me?

Celia Because I’m not speaking to anybody.

Janet What have I done now?

Celia Nothing. It’s that idiot husband of mine.

Janet What’s he done?

Celia Nothing. He never does anything. I'm bored. Why should I sit here
day after day wasting my talents whilst he goes to the office with no
talents to waste? I'm the one with the brains. And if I hadn’t any I'd
still have more than he has.

Janet I suppose he isn’t Britain’s Number One Businessman.

Celia (laughing bitterly) He inherited a soap factory which started to go
steadily downhill the moment he took over. Only it isn’t going steadily
any longer—it’s rushing headlong.

The room is very untidy and Janet starts to pick up the debris

No, Janet, leave things where they are, thank you. We all know I'm a
slut.

Janet Yes, dear, but today it’s just a trifle below your norm.

Celia Every day he goes to what he laughingly calls work, sits, twiddles
his silly thumbs and starts looking at the clock to see if it’s time for
lunch yet. How anybody who works so little and eats so much gets so
tired and so hungry I'll never know.
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Janet Mine’s the same. You’d think he was a farmer.
Celia However, we have plans. Do you know what we’re going to do?
Swop jobs.

Janet laughs

I’m serious. We met at the office. I was a damn good secretary, and he
isn’t good at anything. At least, not in the office.

Janet Are you saying he’s agreed—to that?

Celia Not yet, but he will. When I tell him.

Janet You’ll never persuade him, love.

Celia I've never persuaded him to do anything. (Pause. With a cunning
expression) But I've kidded him into doing lots of things. Believe me.

There is the sound of a car off

Janet That sounds like Rupert.

Celia The hunter back to his mate. Stay and listen to him when he comes
in. Do you know what he’ll say? (Calling) “Darling, I'm ho—me!”
Who cares?

Janet How do you expect to kid him into it?

" Celia There are ways and means. I could forgive him for being a lousy
businessman if he wasn’t so critical of my house-keeping. He says I'm
untidy.

Janet glances about her

Janet How can he say that?

Celia (shrewdly) Don’t you kid me. I'm untidy because I'm bored, frus-
trated. I"d have gone places if I'd kept on with my career. He ruined
everything when I said I’d marry him.

Janet We’d save ourselves a heap of trouble if once in a while we learned
to say “No”. '

Rupert is heard approaching the front door

Celia Well, I'm saying it now. No to baking and cooking. No to scrubbing
and cleaning. And, if necessary, no to something else that’ll shake his
composure. (As Rupert reaches the door) Wait for it—‘Darling, I'm
home!”

Rupert enters, sees Janet. He merely grunts
Janet Hello, Rupert.
Rupert (coldly) How do you do?
Janet (o Celia) Don’t they let you down? ’Bye.
Janet exits by the front door
Rupert And what, may I ask, did that mean? (He surveys the room, he is

appalled) Good heavens, woman, look at this room. (Picking up papers
from the floor) 1t looks exactly like the Corporation Dump. I've had a
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hard day at the office—now this. (Having picked the papers up, he now
throws them down again) God, I’'m so tired.

Celia Of course you are, sweetie. You’ve had a hard day at the office.
(Easing him onto the settee) It’s all too much for you. Let me massage
your sinuses. My poor darling.

Rupert (suspiciously) Celia, this is me, Rupert, your husband. Remember ?

Celia You look so tired.

Rupert (rising) All right, what is it?

Celia (changing her attitude) I'm bored. In fact, I’'m more than that. I'm
bored, bored, bored.

Rupert And so am I. (Moving away) With you for ever being bored, bored,
bored. (As he passes the ironing-board he burns his hand on the iron which
she has not disconnected) That is typical. What a home to come home
to. (He disconnects the plug)

Celia Such a charming way to enter a house. Ugh! After being alone all
day it’s some consolation if I get a cheery greeting.

Rupert (cunningly) “Darling, I’'m home . ..?”

Celia At least it’s friendly.

Rupert I said it yesterday and I distinctly heard you in there—(he indicates
the kitchen)—say “‘So what?” If you want to know, I’'m as fed up as
you are.

Celia Then you’re in a very low state.

Rupert I had lunch with my auditors.

Celia Gnawing delicately at a Porterhouse steak.

Rupert Gnawing indelicately at my fingernails. I’'m on the point of bank-
ruptcy. Nobody, but nobody, is buying Rupert Johns’ soap.

Celia Because nobody’s selling them. Rupert Johns One and Two knew
how to sell soap.

Rupert Whereas Number Three is a dud. Go on and say it.

Celia It’s already been said. Who’s contradicting you?

Rupert All the way here I said to myself, ‘“Rupert, don’t be disconsolate—
the little woman’s waiting at home, warm and sympathetic.”” And what
do I get?

He is about to tell her, but she intercedes

Celia What became of the big order you said you’d get last week ?

Rupert I didn’t get it. (He picks up a newspaper)

Celia Why didn’t you get it?

Rupert Because he didn’t give it to me.

Celia Who didn’t?

Rupert Harry Brewster. You’ve met him. Big flashy fellow. Smells of
carbolic.

Celia Why didn’t he give you the order?

Rupert Because he prefers carbolic. Please stop asking questions. All I
want is peace and quiet.

Celia And food.

He turns to her
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Rupert I shouldn’t say no to a little something to eat.

Celia It’s mince.

Rupert Not again?

Celia Again.

Rupert It is, of course, my favourite dish. But even a gastronomic delight
loses a little of its magic on Wednesday when one’s already had it on
Sunday, Monday and Tuesday.

Celia We didn’t have it on Monday.

Rupert Sorry. Silly of me. We had fish fingers.

Celia (rising) Are you criticizing my catering?

Rupert Quite frankly I don’t think it’s any better than my soap. And tastes
very similar.

She picks up a vase from an occasional table

Celia You pig!
Rupert (alarmed) Celia, your mother gave us that vase.

She replaces it. He sighs
That’s better.
She picks up another vase beside the former
Celia, my mother gave us that. Put it down.
She drops the vase on the floor and it breaks

Celia Just as you say, Rupert. (She moves to the window)

Rupert You’ve broken it.

Celia I've hated it for years. I hate you. (She beats her fists on the curtains)
I’m so bored I could break everything in the house. (She picks up a clock
from the table by the window)

Rupert Celia, put it down. On the table. Gently.

She puts the clock on the table
That’s a good girl.
She now pushes the table—and the clock—over

Have you gone mad ? (He places the clock, which is in pieces, to his ear)

Celia I hope so. They’d put me away. A room of my own. Someone else
to do the cooking.

Rupert That, I admit, would be pleasant.

Celia I hope they do put me away.

Rupert They’ve got to. Grandfather’s clock. (Reading an inscription on the
clock) “Twenty-five years’ President of the Soap Boilers’ Guild.”

Celia What about me? Ten years’ membership of the Women’s Guild.
Eighteen years in the Mothers’ Union and the only clock I’ve got’s an
alarm clock. (From the bookcase she takes a glass object -containing a
silver medal)

Rupert Not that.

She threatens to throw it at him



Act I, Scene 1 5

That’s the half-mile at school (He takes it from her) Four minutes of
sheer hell. (He replaces it)

Celia I'm a flop. A failure.

Rupert Nonsense. You’re nothing of the kind. (Sriffing) Isn’t there a smell
of burning? (He hurries to the kitchen)

Rupert exits

Celia Who cares? (She sits, uncaring)
Rupert (calling) Celia! Celia!
Celia What is it?

Rupert comes back
Rupert Your cooking’s on fire.
Celia exits to the kitchen

Rupert looks despondent. We hear crash of pots and pans. He claps his
hands together in ironic applause

*Core. *Core. (Meaning ‘Encore”)
Celia returns

Celia Will scrambled eggs do instead ?

Rupert Don’t be silly. You never got around to mastering such a delicacy.
And you were going to become a Cordon Bleu chef. (Laughing bitterly)
Cordon bleu!

Celia Cordon Bleu cooks don’t have to make do with scrag end of beef
and stewing steak every day. They don’t have to fight for their house-
keeping money. You don’t get wild duck on the income of a tame
rabbit.

Rupert Are you calling me a rabbit?

She shrugs

You cow.

Celia I will not be called a cow.

Rupert I resent being called a rabbit.

Celia “We’ll start small, darling, but in a few years we’ll be right up there.”
The only part of the forecast that came true was the starting small bit.
I didn’t think it was possible to start at the bottom and go down.

Rupert When you criticize me it’s a supreme example of the pot calling
the kettle. Since Karen left home, Mrs Beeton, I’ve had absolutely no
home comforts. For one blessed year she attended the Domestic Col-
lege—my one brief acquaintance with cultured domesticity since I left
my mother. Celia, we’re almost quarrelling.

She knocks over a vase of flowers
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Celia, you have gone stark raving bonkers!
Rupert hurries to the kitchen

Celia Karen did what I should have done. Got a soft, well-paid job in
Canada. Lucky her. She gets more money for forty hours’ typing than
I do for a hundred hours of slavery.

Rupert enters with a floor-cloth. He picks up the vase and mops up the
water

Rupert Just look at Grandma’s table. (He kneels)

Celia I suppose she’ll get married, too.

Rupert She was married—for forty years.

Celia Karen.

Rupert Oh, her. Of course she will.

Celia I wonder what she’s doing.

Rupert Having a damn good time, I expect. Kids do these days. (He takes
her hand and smiles) Celia, you’re absolutely right. I've let you down.
(He rises) With a dull thud.

Celia (dabbing at tears on her cheek) And I've let you down. I’'m the rot-
tenest housekeeper in the world.

He shrugs
Oh yes, I am.
He makes no comment

That’s the first statement I’'ve made this week that you haven’t con-
tradicted. Do you realize we could become grandparents any time now ?
Karen could get married and—we haven’t got anywhere yet. The only
consolation when you’re old is to look back with pride on past achieve-
ments.

Rupert Damn it, we’re not old. Are we?

Celia I look a hundred.

Rupert Yes, but you’re not. (He kisses her repentantly) 1 don’t mean you
look old. I mean—damn it, you look younger than Janet.

Celia She’s fifty.

Rupert Is she really? Well—surely we can look back on a few happy
memories? The early years. Karen’s childhood. Measles, chicken-pox,
her favourite pony that kicked me in the. ..

Celia Just imagine, she’s eighteen. As soon as she’d stopped looking like
a suet dumpling—she cleared off to Canada.

Rupert And you’re right, we haven’t done a damn thing. I’'m terribly sorry,
Celia.

Celia The first year was fun.

Rupert One out of twenty ?

Celia Working together in the office. That’s where it all started.

Rupert Mm, funny how things begin. The boss’s son and the little typist.
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