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After Magritte

SCENE: A room. Early evening. The only light is that
which comes through the large window which is fac-
ing the audience. The street door is on the same
upstage wall to the Right of the window. There is
another door on the stage Left wall, leading to the
rest of the flat. A central ceiling light kangs from a
long flex which disappears up into the ceiling. The
lampshade itself is a heavy metal kemisphere, opaque,
poised about eight feet from the floor. A yard or
more stage Left of the lamp, and similarly hanging
from the ceiling, is a fruit basket attractively over-
flowing with apples, oranges, bananas, pineapple and
grapes. The cord or flex is tied round the handle of the
basket. It will become apparent that the light fixture
is on a counterweight system; it can be raised or
lowered, or kept in any vertical position, by means of
the counterbalance, which in this case is a basket of
fruit. Most of the furniture is stacked up against the
street door in a sort of barricade. An essential item
is a low bench-type table, plus a sofa, and two com-
fortable chairs.

In the upstage Left corner of the room are two cabinets
at Right angles to one another. The cabinet on the
upstage wall has doors, the other is open with
shelves. On the top of the cabinets are a table lamp
with shade, several trophies, a portable television set,
a wind-up gramaphone with an old-fashioned horn,
and a sewing box. On the skelf of the open cabinet
are a shoe horn and mitt and a clothes brusk. The
bottom shelf is filled with books. Directly under the
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6 AFTER MAGRITTE

lamp and basket is a wooden chair. Hanging over
the back of the chair is a black tail-coat, a white
dress shirt, a white vest and a white bow-tie. Towards
stage Right, in profile, is an ironing board with its
iron upended on the Center stage end of the board.
On the floor behind the ironing board is a telephone.
There is no other furniture. There are three people
in the room.

MOTHER is lying on her back on the ironing board, her
head to stage Right, her downstage foot langing over
the side of the board, and her upstage foot up against
the flat of the iron. A black bath towel covers her
from ankle to chin. Her head and part of her face
are concealed in a tight-fitting black bathing cap,
and sleeping mask. A black bowler hat reposes on Ler
stomach. She could be dead, but is not. THELMA
Harris is dressed in a full-length ballgown and her
hair is expensively “up.” She looks as though she is
ready to go out to a dance, which she is. One of her
silver shoes, however, is not on her foot: it has been
discarded somewhere on the floor. THELMA is dis-
covered on her hands and knees, in profile to the
audience, staring at the floor ahead and sniffing oc-
casionally. REcGINALD HARRIS is standing on the
wooden chair. His torso is bare, but underneath his
chest length rubber fishing waders he wears his black
evening dress trousers. His hands are at his sides. His
kead is tilted back directly below the lampshade,
which hangs a foot or two above him and he is blow-
ing slowly and deliberately up into the recess of the
shade.

Gazing at this scene through the window is a uniformed
Police Constable (HoLMES). Only his shoulders, his
face and his helmet are visible above the sill. He
stands absolutely motionless, and might be a cut-out
figure but is not. For several seconds there is no
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movement, and no sound save the occasional blowing
from Hawrris and the occasional snifing from
THELMA. THELMA pads forward a couple of paces,
still scanning the floor akead and around. Harris
blows into the lampshade.

THELMA. It’s electric, dear.

Harris. I didn’t think it was a flaming torch.

TueLMA. There’s no need to use language. That’s what
I always say. (Ske pads on a bit, scanning the floor.
Harr1s removes the light bulb from the lamp. This upsets
the delicate balance of the counterweight. The shade, re-
lieved of the weight of the bulb, slowly begins to ascend,
while the basket of fruit descends accordingly. HARrIs,
however, has anticipated this movement, and he has
turned on his chair and removed an apple from the
basket. This reverses the effect: the basket ascends, the
shade descends. But HARRIS has anticipated this also: he
takes a bite out of the apple and replaces it. The equilib-
rium is thus restored. THELMA has found what she is
searching for; it is in fact a lead slug from a .22 calibre
pistol. She picks it up with satisfaction and tosses it into
a metal wastebasket wherein it makes the appropriate
sound.) A hundred and forty-nine.

Harris. Would you pass my hat? (THELMA crosses to
ironing board, removes the bowler hat from MOTHER’S
stomach, and hands it to HARRIS. He puts it on his head.)

TruELMA. You know, for some reason my mind keeps
returning to that one-legged footballer we passed in the
car . . . what position do you suppose he plays? I keep
thinking about him. What guts he must have. (THELMA
takes the cord from the iron and hands it to Harris. He
hands her the bulb from the lamp, and proceeds to screw
the cord into the lamp. THELMA returns to the ironing
board and turns om the iron.) I mean, what fantastic
pluck. What real never-say-die spirit, you know what I
mean? Bloody unfair on the rest of the team, mind
you—you’d think the decent thing would have been to
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hang up his boot. (HaRrrIs finiskes screwing in the cord.
The added weight on the lamp upsets the balance and the
lamp begins to descend. HARRIS has anticipated this and
removes his hat, kanging it on a banana in tke ascending
basket. The balance is again restored. THELMA crosses to
the door at Left and switches on the light swilch.)

Hagrris. It wasn’t a football, it was a turtle.

THELMA. A turtle?

Harris. Or a large tortoise. (Harris gets down from
the chair and crosses up to the lamp next to the window.)

TuELMA. What?

Harris. The man we passed in the car, He was carrying
a tortoise.

THELMA. You must be blind,

Harris. No, it was he who was blind. (He tries to turn
on the table lamp but it has no bulb.) What happened
to the bulb?

TueELMA, Here. (THELMA crosses Center and sits on
the chair HARRIS has just vacated.)

Harris. What did you take the bulb out for?

TueLma. I didn’t. That’s the bulb you put in the bath-
room. (She points towards the table lamp.) This is the
bulb you just took out. (HARRIs takes the bulb from her
and burns his hand, throwing the bulb up and catching it.)

Harris. Not by the metal end!

THELMA. (HARRIS returns to the lamp. THELMA puts
on her shoe.) And how do you explain the Tranmere
Rovers Football shirt?

Harris. Pyjamas—he was wearing pyjamas. (HARRIs
blows on the lampshade.)

TrELMA. What are you doing now, Reginald?

Hagrris. Filthy. Place hasn’t been dusted for weeks. I
can write my name on it. (He does so.) This place is run
like a madhouse. (He switches on the lamp.) What is
that policeman staring at?

TrELMA. Damned nerve. (Ske runs to the window and
closes the curtains. There is a piercing scream from
MOTHER as she jerks her foot away from the heated up
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iron. Her first audible word seems to be a vulgarity; but
is not. THELMA and HARRIS run to her.)

MoTHER. Butter!

TuerLma, Now there’s no need to use language.

MotHER. My foot’s burning. Get the butter.

TuELMA. Oh—butter! (To REGINALD.) Get the butter!

Harris. What for?

TuELMA. Just get it, Reginald. (7o MoTtHER.) Now,
don’t move. Whatever you do, don’t move.

Harris. (Goes out and comes back with a golf putter.)
Here it is, Mother.

MoTHER. Butter.

Harris. Oh, butter. (He goes out again.)

TuELMA. (Frantically dialing the phone and hkolding
the iron in the other hand.) Hello, Hello, I want an am-
bulance. (There is a loud knocking at the door.) Who
is it?

HorwMmes. It’s the police.

THELMA. I asked for an ambulance.

Harris. (Returning with a butter dish with a quarter
pound of butter on it.) Where do you want it, Mother.

MotHER. On my foot. (Harris slams the butter up
against the sole of MOTHER’S undamaged foot. The con-
fusion ceases at once.) You married a fool, Thelma.
(MoTHER gets down from the board on her good, though
buttered, foot.) I’'m going for my bath, Has the bathroom
light been repaired?

Harris. I put in a new bulb, Mother,

MoTHER. So I see. Did you have to stand in the tub?
(She grabs the butter dish and hops to the door where
she turns to face them.) I shall be back for my practice.

(Certain things are integrated with the following three
pages of dialogue. THELMA irons the white dress shirt
while HARRIS, sitting on the wooden chair, takes off
his waders, which kave been concealing his trousers.
HAaRrRrIs crams the waders into the cupboard up Left
and then proceeds to polish his shoes, put them on,
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and brusk his jacket. When the shirt has been ironed,
HARRIS puts it on, and then puts on the bow-tie and
vest, and finally the coat. Then HARRIS climbs on the
chair and extracts the iron plug from the lamp, and,
of course, the bowler hat, which, for want of any-
where else, he puts on kis head. THELMA wraps the
cord around the iron and puts it in the far cupboard
up Left, then drags the wooden chair to the Right
wall next to the phone. HARRIS carries the iroming
board off Left and returns.)

Harris. Don’t start blaming me. She could have lain
on the floor.

THELMA. Oh, yes. Very nice. With my back in the state
it’s in, you'd rather I bent double.

Harris. You could have crouched over her. It’s not my
fault that we had to practise so that the furniture could
not be put to its proper use in its proper place.

THELMA. If you are referring to the Cricklewood
Lyceum . ..

Harris. I am referring to the Cricklewood Lyceum—
it was a fiasco.

TuELMA. You know perfectly well that my foot got
caught in my hem .

" Harris. With your legs—your feet don’t reach your
em.

TrierMa. My legs are insured for £5000.

Hagrris. Only against theft. The fact of the matter is it
was a botch from first to last, and that is why we always
find ourselves having to go through it all over again at
the eleventh hour, (Looking at his watch.) half of which
is now gone— We are never going to get away on time.

THELMA. (Ironing the shirt.) I’'m being as quick as I
can. All T can say is I'll be glad when it’s all over and
things are back to normal. It’s making you short tempered
and argumentative. You contradict everything I say—

Harris. That I deny—

THaELMA. I've only got to mention that a football player
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had a football under his arm and you start insisting it
was a tortoise. Why a footballer should play with a tor-
toise is a question you don’t seem prepared to face.

Harris. (Calmingly, reasonably.) Look—he was not a
footballer. He was just a chap in striped pyjamas. °t
was a perfectly natural, not to say uninteresting mistake,
and it led you to the further and even more boring mis-
apprehension that what he was carrying was a football—
whereas I—

TrELMA. Whereas you, accepting as a matter of course
a pyjama clad figure in the street, leap to the natural con-
clusion that he must be carrying a tortoise.

Harrrs. The man obviously had his reasons.

TueLMA. You've got to admit that a football is more
likely.

Harris. More likely?

TureLMA. In the sense that there would be more foot-
balls than tortoises in a built-up area.

Harris. Leaving aside the fact that your premise is
far from self-evident, it is more likely, by that criterion,
that what the fellow had under his arm was a package of
fish and chips or a miniature poodle, but I happened to
see him with my own eyes—

TrELMA. We all saw him—

Harris. —and he was an old man with one leg and a
white beard, dressed in pyjamas, hopping along in the
rain with a tortoise under his arm and brandishing a white
stick to clear a path through those gifted with sight—

TuELMA. There was no one else on the pavement.

Hagrris. Since he was blind he could hardly be expected
to know that.

THELMA. Who said he was blind? You say so—

Harris. (Heatedly.) He had a white stick, woman.

THELMA. In my opinion it was an ivory cane.

Harr1is. (Shouting.) An ivory cane is a white stick.
(This seems to exhaust them both.)

TrELMA. Pyjamas . . . I suppose he was hopping in
his sleep. Yes, I can see it now—a bad dream—he leaps
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to his foot, seizes his tortoise and feels his way into the
street—

Harris. I am only telling you what I saw. And I sug-
gest to you that a blind one-legged white-bearded foot-
baller would have a hard time keeping his place on the
Tranmere Rovers football team.

TreLMA, He was a young chap.

Harrrs. He had a white beard.

TaEeLMA. Shaving foam.

Hagrris. Have you taken leave of your senses?

TuriMa. (Strongly.) It was shaving foam. In pyjamas,
if you insist, striped in the colours of Tranmere Rovers,
if you allow, carrying under his arm, if not a football then
something very similar like a wineskin or a pair of bag-
pipes, and swinging a white stick in the form of an ivory
cane—

Harris. Bagpipes?

TuELMA. —but what he had on his face was definitely
shaving foam. (Pause.) Or possibly some kind of Arabian
veil. (Harris is almost speechless.)

Hagrris. The most—the very most—I am prepared to
concede is that he may have been a sort of street arab
making off with his lute—but young he was not and white-
bearded he was.

TuaeLMa. His loot?

Harris. Or his mandolin— Who’s to say?

TuELMA. You admit he could have been musical?

Harris. I admit nothing of the sort. As a matter of
fact, if he had heen an arah musician, the likelihood is that
he would have been carrying a gourd—which is very
much the shape and size of a tortoise, which strongly sug-
gests that I was right in my initial conjecture: white
beard, white stick, pyjamas, tortoise. I refuse to discuss
it any further.

TueLMA, You'll never admit you're wrong, will you
Reginald?

Hagris. On the contrary, if I were ever wrong I would
be the first to admit it. But these outlandish embellish-
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