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CHARACTERS

First presented by H. M. Tennent Ltd in association with
Eddie Kulukurdis at the Lyric Theatre, London on
December 9th, 1975, with the following cast of
characters:

Victor Keene ' John Moffatt
Alma Joan Plowright
Mrs Holley Gabrielle Daye
Aubrey Frank Grimes
Ella Helen Mirren
Lolly Tucker Patsy Rowlands
Felix Leonard Fenton
Fred Castle Royce Mills |

The Play directed by Lindsay Anderson
Setting by Alan Tagg
The action takes place in Alma’s house in Brompton

Mews

ACT 1
Scene 1 4 o’clock on a late spring afternoon
Scene 2  Four months later; a morning in August
Scene 3  Tea-time the same day

ACT II
Scene 1  Shortly after 10 o’clock that night
Scene 2 About 11.30 the next morning
Scene 3 10 o’clock at night, three weeks later

Time—1930



ACT 1
SCENE 1

Alma’s house in Brompton Mews. Four o’clock on a late spring afternoon
in 1930

The front door to the street opens into a very small recess between it and
the room, with just space for a hat-and-coat-stand with umbrella-stand and
doormat. Beside the front door is an oblong window with permanent lace
curtains and practical side curtains. Other doors lead to the kitchen and the
dining-room. A short staircase leads to a landing on to which open three
Sfurther doors. The furniture, with some period pieces, and decoration of the
room are in keeping with the taste of an owner who is precise and houseproud
as well as being very well-to-do. The whole action of the play is during spring
and summer, and the chintzes, etc., are in keeping with this. The pieces of
Sfurniture essential to the action are a sofa, a writing-table with telephone
either on the writing-table itself or on a smaller table close by, complete
with the fat, one-volume London Directory of the period. There is also a
tea-table in two of the scenes, but this can be folded and placed aside during
the rest of the action. This tea-table is in evidence at the opening, with two
upright chairs placed on either side in readiness. It is set for two with every-
thing ready, including a lidded muffin-dish and a cake-stand, Only the teapot
and hot-water jug are missing. (See set plan at end of book.)

Victor Keene is standing up-stage of the table. He is in his late fifties, a
gentleman fallen on evil days. He has made his well-worn suit and shoes
look as presentable as possible for the occasion. His manner and attitude
are self-conscious and rather intimidated; on his best behaviour and anxious
to please. Alma enters from the kitchen, carrying a little tray on which are
the teapot and hot-water jug. She is forty-five to six. She too has made the
best of herself for the occasion, though she is always well-dressed. She is
by no means a beauty and very conscious of the fact. She has a most difficult
temperament, being liable to fly into uncontrollable fits of anger. At the
opening her nervous efforts to face an important, self-imposed situation
make her appear possessive and petulant, as she herself explains later on

. Alma (as she comes to the table and deposits the teapot and jug) There we
are. Sit down, Mr Keene.
Victor Oh—thank you.

He waits until she sits, then seats himself. A brief pause. Then Alma gives a
little nervous, meaningless laugh

Alma (with this laugh) Her-her . . .
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Victor (responding in like fashion) Her-her . . .

Alma Milk?

Victor Please.

Alma Before or after the tea?

Victor Oh—whichever you—do.

Alma (decisively) After. If you put the milk in first you have to guess
how much tea. (Sharply) Don’t you?

Victor Oh, I see, yes. But surely if you put the tea in first you have to
guess how much milk ?

Alma No, no. Tea first lets you judge the nght blend from the colour you
get from the milk.

Victor (giving way) Ah. Yes. I—see your point.

Alma Sugar?

Victor Please.

Alma One lump or two?

Victor Oh, whichever—one will do, thank you.

Alma I never think one is enough to sweeten the tea.

Victor Oh, very well; if you take two——

Alma I don’t take any. Well? One or two?

Victor Two, please. I mean one. One. Thank you.

She hands him his cup -

Thank you.

Alma (pouring her own cup) It’s very kind of you to come and have tea’
with me.

Victor It’s very kind of you to ask me.

Alma I got your address from your sister.

Victor Yes. She wrote to me too.

Alma (sharply again) About me? What did she say about me?

Victor Oh, just—she thought I’d like to keep up the acquaintance sort of
thing. .

Alma (lifting the muffin-dish lid and offering) Have one of these. Do you
call them scones or scons?

Victor (guardedly) Which do you?

Alma Scons. _

Victor (as he takes one) Yes, I knew it was one or the other. Thank you.

Alma (starting the genuine conversation) Mr Keene . ..?

Victor Yes?

Alma When you came to that hotel at Southbourne a fortnight ago...?

Victor Yes?

Alma Why did you come?

Victor (obviously) Why ? To visit my sister. Just for a few days. She thought
the change might do me good.

Alma When she invited you, did she say anything about my staymg there?

Victor (surprised) No. Why should she? I mean—I'd never even heard of
you.

Alma Because she went out of her way to tell me about you. Before you
arrived, that is.
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Victor About me? What about me?

Alma About—well—your past history.

Victor Past history ? I haven’t got one. (4 little chuckle and he takes a bite
of his scone) Why, what did she tell you?

Alma That you were a widower and—not doing anything and . . . (She
pauses)

Victor (with a little frown) And what?

Alma Well—living on a very modest income, she said.

Victor (resentfully) That’s true enough. But why should my sister want to
tell you that?

Alma (with nervous irritation) Do please eat your scon over your plate, do
you mind.

Victor Oh. (Taking the plate) Sorry.

Alma Scons make the worst kind of crumbs because they have butter in
them.

Victor (examining his scone innocently) Oh, have they?

Alma I remember when I first saw you in the hotel. You and your sister
were having tea with my step-mother in what they call the sun-lounge.

Victor Yes. You came in from giving your little dog a run on the leash.

Alma My step-mother’s little dog.

Victor (resignedly) Step-mother’s little dog.

Alma Personally I dislike little dogs.

Victor So do I. Oh, your step-mother’s is quite a nice little dog. ..

Alma It’s a horrible little dog.

Victor Ob, is it? I didn’t get to know it at all well. (4miably) But if you
dislike it why take it for a run on the leash?

Alma Because my step-mother was having one of her bad feet days. (With
nervous irritation) Besides, it wasn’t a run on the leash. How can any-
body give a dog a run on the leash?

Victor Oh, a little dog like that, surely? It could run even on the leash.
‘Sort of patter, patter, patter.

Alma You stood up to say how-do-you-do still holding your teacup in
your right hand.

Victor (mnocently) Did I? I'suppose I was taken aback or something.

Alma You got in a terrible muddle putting the teacup down and sloppmg
it and having to wipe your hand before you shook with it.

Victor (fighthing resentment) 1 don’t know why you should remember
that.

Alma It gave me time to take a good look at you.

Victor (jokingly) Did you want to?

Alma Yes, I was interested after what your sister had told me.

Victor Why, what more had she told you?

Alma About your first marriage.

Victor My first? I've only had one.

Alma Then it was your first, wasn’t it ? She said your wife died about ten
years ago.

Victor Yes, in nineteen-twenty. Soon after I got back from the war.

Alma I know. Your sister told me all about her,
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Victor (genuinely annoyed) She had no right to.

Alma You needn’t think I asked her. She just told me.

Victor Told you what?

Alma That your wife ruined you by her extravagance. And that’s why
you’re so badly off now.

Victor I'll have something to say to my sister.

Alma Well, it’s true, isn’t it?

Victor Whether it’s true or not. . . .

Alma Don’t be snappish with me, Mr Keene. I’'m only sympathizing.

Victor (relenting somewhat) Oh. Then it’s very kind of you and all that;
but I really don’t see. ..

Alma That it’s my concern?

Victor No. Yes. ’

Alma Don’t you want it to be? (4 moment’s pause) 1 sympathize because
I had much the same experience myself. In a sort of way.

Victor Really? But nobody ruined you, surely?

Alma Not in that way. (Pause) Aren’t you going to drink your tea?

Victor Oh. Yes. It’s still quite hot. (He drmks Jor the first time) 1 prefer it
cool.

Alma You must find life very depressing. Because you were so well off
at one time, weren’t you?

Victor (with a sudden change to candour) Well, since you know so much
about me, Mrs Millet, yes, I was. I had quite a good private income
but—it all went.

Alma Your wife gambled, didn’t she?

Victor This is my sister again, I suppose? Well, yes, it’s true enough My
wife was a born gambler. It was just part of her nature.

Alma (sincerely and bitterly) Yes, I know what a curse one’s nature can
be. . -

Victor You do?

Alma Never mind about me yet. What happened about your wife?

Victor Well, there she was—at it the whole time. Stock Exchange—horses
—she used to take trips to Monte Carlo. It was her whole life. She was
Australian, you see.

Alma Oh, how sad.

Victor By the time I came back from the war I was pretty well ruined.
I’d never done any sort of a job and I felt too old to start.

Alma (pleased) Yes. How old are you? Never mind, I can guess.

Victor I don’t mind your knowing. I'm getting on for sixty.

Alma Oh, is that all?

He does not know quite how to take this. There is a brief pause

More tea?
Victor No, thank you.
Alma There’s some cake if you. ..
Victor No, thank you. I don’t as a rule have any tea at all.
Alma Poor Mr Keene. (Rising) Well, let’s sit over here. (She moves to the

sofa)
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Victor (vising) I’'m afraid I mustn’t stay too long.

Alma (with sudden vehemence) You’ve only just finished your tea—not that
you’ve had any. Of course, if you wantto go .. . .

Victor (anxiously) No, no—if you really wish to talk to me. ..

Alma (as before) What do you think I asked you here for? (Checking
herself) No, I'm sorry. I mustn’t be like that. I promised myself I
wouldn’t.

Victor (appeasingly) Like what?

Alma Like I am. Like I’ve been ever since you came. Nervous and edgy
and abrupt. I did so want to be pleasant. It’s sort of over-anxiety. Do
forgive me. :

Victor That’s all right, Mrs Millet. It’s best to be oneself.

Alma Not in my case. (Ske sits on the sofa) Do sit down.

Victor sits in the armchair. Alma goes on evenly but always with impatience
Just below the surface

Yes, I do want to talk to you. About myself. I've led an unusual sort
of life. I had a very peculiar childhood to begin with. I was born a
Bull.

He looks blankly puzzled. She notices this and takes him up, impatiently

One of the Bull family. Bull’s potted meat.

Victor (to himself) Good Lord.

Alma My mother died when I was born. They did that half the time in
those days. My father wanted a son. He detested me for being a girl.
Besides, I was hideously ugly. I always have been.

Victor Oh, come come. ..

Alma Please don’t interrupt me all the time. Oh, there I go again. I'm
sorry. But that was your fault.

Victor makes a reassuring gesture

I never saw much of my father. He married again. That old Southbourne
hotel one. Poor thing, she’s got very old and silly. I try to be nice to
her; not that I’'m'nice to anybody for long. Then my father died too.
I was brought up by an aunt. Very strictly. I was sent to a convent
school. They wanted me to become a nun. (Angrily and scornfully) 1
soon saw to that. Insidious gammon. They were after my money, of
course. (With challenge) You’re not a Roman Catholic, I hope?

Victor Me? No. I'm just a common-or-garden C. of E. sort of thing.

Alma My father left most of his fortune to my step-mother—in trust for
me, that is. At the time I only got a hundred thousand pounds.

Victor (involuntarily) Gosh!

Alma (sharply) What?

Victor Nothing—I wasn’t interrupting.

Alma I was a very innocent young woman. I never thought of getting
married. )

Victor Why not? I'd have thought—(checking himself)—no. Please, go
on. :
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Alma Then, when I was nineteen, a young man came along—an absolute
scoundrel. Oh, of a very good family—heir to a title, and so on. And I
married him. But he was as bad as the nuns—he only wanted my
money. Oh, I had a shocking experience. Thank goodness it didn’t last
long. He very soon got drunk and fell out of an aeroplane.

Victor What a happy release. I hope he didn’t spend too much of your
money before he—fell out.

Alma He didn’t have long enough. (With a shrewd look at Victor) So that’s
still all right, Mr Keene.

Victor So what did you do then?

Alma What could I do? A widow of twenty. My aunt was dead by then,
thank goodness. I wasn’t going to live with my step-mother. A little of
her went a very long way; it still does. So I decided to try again—with
George Millett. He was my official guardian. He was twenty-five years
older than I was.

Victor Twenty-five? No?

Alma (in a minor flare-up) What do you mean “no” ? When I say twenty-
five I mean twenty-five.

Victor (hastily) Yes, yes; I only meant fancy.

Alma (calming down) We lived at Reigate for twenty-odd years. He died
six months ago.

Victor Oh, I'm sorry.

Alma No, you’re not; why should you be? I’m the only person entitled
to be sorry and I’m not either.

Victor (stung into retaliation) Was he? :

Alma (unconscious of any sarcasm) No; I think he was glad to die. He’d got
old and crotchety and he had bad feet.

Victor Oh, these bad feet.

Alma (sharply) Why? Don’t tell me you have bad feet?

Victor No; I meant your step-mother.

Alma Oh, hers are just bunions. George Millett’s feet had got past belief.
1t was all this ridiculous golf. Do you play golf ?

Victor Good heavens, no. I can’t afford anything like that.

Alma So then I sold the Reigate house and came to live here in London, in
this mews.

Victor That’s a bit of a come-down, isn’t it ? Oh, it’s very nice and all that
But you say you’ve still got—well, ample means .

Alma You seem very concerned about that, Mr Keene

Victor 1? No. I only meant—is this house big enough for you?

Alma Quite big enough, thank you. It’s got two bedrooms.

Victor So I should hope. You surely must have a spare room for a friend.

Alma I have no friends. (Rising) I'm a friendless woman. Or, rather, un-
friendly. Aren’t I?

Victor rises

Victor (guardedly murmuring) You’re being very friendly to me.
Alma I’ve got this dreadful sort of nature—hostile to people—almost, oh,
I don’t know—rancorous. I’ve had it ever since I grew up, since my first
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marriage anyhow. I’'m embittered. I look for opposition everywhere; I
anticipate it. You needn’t think I want to be like it. I struggle against
it sometimes. But it’s difficult to fight against what’s—(she thumps her
chest)—there, inside you; part of you.

Victor (after a thoughtful pause) But your husband . . .? I mean, while he
was alive—did he—come in for it?

Alma He learnt to turn his back and ignore it.

Victor D’you know what I'd have done. I’d have known you didn’t really
mean it and tried to make you see that too. Sort of laughed it off.

Alma (thoughtfully) No-one has ever done that.

Victor Then it’s time they did.

Alma But I get like it with shopkeepers and servants. People like that can’t
laugh at me. All the same, I think you’ve been very clever.

Victor (with a chuckle) First time I've ever been accused of that.

Alma I’ll try laughing at myself instead of hating myself. Poor Mr Keene,
I’'m sorry to inflict myself on you like this. I know the impression I've
made on you and oh, I wanted so much not to. You think I'm an abso-
lute shrew, don’t you?

Victor Indeed I don’t.

Alma (angrily) Oh, don’t lie to me.

Victor (reprovingly) Now, now ...

He gives a little laugh. Alma doesn’t join in the laugh but pulls herself
together and speaks quietly

Alma You must think I’'m a shrew.

Victor No. Well—perhaps I may have, a tiny bit, to begin with. But
against that, I think you’ve got . . . (He pauses)

Alma (rather challenging) Got what?

Victor (very tentatively) Well, charm . . . (Hastily) In a funny sort of way,
of course.

Alma (greatly softening) You really mean that?

Victor I do. I daresay it’s hard to believe.

Alma (sharply again) Why is it?

Victor No, I shouldn’t have said that.

Alma Shouldn’t have said I had charm?

Victor Noj; shouldn’t have said it’s hard to believe.

Alma Why not, if you really think so. (4 moment’s pause) Well ? Shall I go
on?

Victor Oh, please do.

Alma (gentle again and appealing) Well, what do you suppose I get like,
here alone and like I am ? I'm lonely. Wretchedly lonely.

Even this rather stupid Victor is wise now to what’s up. He decides to play it
cautiously

~ Victor No-one to visit you? No relations?

Alma My only relation is some sort of distant cousin named Lolly Tucker.
She’s divorced and lives at Ealing and takes lodgers. I'm afraid she’s not
quite our class. '
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Victor Oh. Well, what about a companion ?

Alma (suddenly fierce again) Companion? You mean a female one? Some
vicar’s daughter with chronic adenoids?

Victor (meekly) Couldn’t you find one without?

Alma No. They all have them. (Sitting in the armchair) In any case,
another woman ? No, thank you. (Getting down to it forcibly) I want two
things, Mr Keene. I want someone to help me overcome this accursed
disposition and I want company; agreeable company. A man.

Victor (sitting on the sofa) What—sort of man?

Alma Don’t pretend you don’t understand.

Victor Mrs Millett, what is this leading up to?

Alma And don’t pretend either that you didn’t come here today hoping
that this might happen.

Victor (in protest) Oh, Mrs Millett .

Alma Because of my money.

Victor Oh, but I had no idea that you were so prosperous.

Alma Your sister knew.

Victor (more boldly, in self-defence) She didn’t. She gathered that you were
well-off but neither of us had an inkling that you were Bull’s potted meat.

Alma Oh, I know that my money is the only possible attraction. ..

Victor No, but. ..

Alma What do you mean “no”? Of course it is.

Victor (appealingly) Oh, please—you don’t want me to pretend I've fallen
in love with you?

Alma No. Any more than I have with you. It’s simply that you happen
to be the right sort of man. A gentleman. And of the right age.

Victor But, Mrs Millett .

Alma Alma, my name is. Yours is VICtOI‘ isn’t it? Very approprlate too.

Victor No, but hold on .

Alma (incredulously) Hold on?

Victor No, but please listen. (He: rises) Here I am, living on a piffling
little annuity—two hundred and thirty a year—in a miserable basement
flat off the Earl’s Court Road. No decent clothes, no decent food.
Hardly enough for tobacco. None of the old pleasures of life—no clubs,
except my membership of the M.C.C.; I’'ve always stuck to that. Then
suddenly this incredible thing happens. You come along. I’'m given my
choice between carrying on the way I am—and you.

Alma You needn’t make it sound like a choice of evils.

Victor No—I expressed myself badly. I only mean—ought one to get
married just for money and nothing else; well, nearly nothing. Would
it be ethical?

Alma What does that matter?

Victor Oh, so long as you don’t think it does. (He sits on the sofa)

Alma I want your company; you want a share of my money. What has
being ethical got to do with it?

Victor Well, if you put it like that how can I refuse?

Alma (rising) Then don’t refuse. (Softening greatly) Oh, please—please,
Victor. (She sits by him on the sofa)
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Victor After all, I don’t suppose it would be so—I mean it might turn
our wonderfully. I did mean that about your having charm.

Alma (eagerly, and growing quite emotional) I can stop myself being like
I am; morose and lonely and—blank. I can be happy; we both can. I .
can get rid of my flying-up and be pleasant and gentle. I’ll try so hard
to be.

Victor Perhaps I may be able to help about that.

Alma Oh, you will; I know you will. The money won’t be the first thing
with you for long.

Victor No, it’s beginning not to be already. I’'m sorry I said I wanted you
only for the money.

Alma At least it showed you’re honest.

Victor But the way I put it—I made it sound as if you were revolting.

Alma (almost coyly) And I'm not?

Victor Good heavens, no; of course not. Not really.

Alma You make me feel happy already. Kiss me, Victor.

Victor What? Oh, yes. I forgot that.

He kisses her formally and briefly on the cheek. She becomes gay and
enthusiastic

Alma (rising) We can get married at once. In a registry office. I'm not
going to be garped at coming out of a church. We won’t need a honey-
moon. We can come straight back here and settle down. Oh, Victor—
how soon can you be ready?

Victor I can give up my flat anytime. (Rising) Oh. (The “oh’ is because he
suddenly realizes that there is a snag which he has entirely overlooked)
Oh, Lord. There’s something else. Oh, confound it—I got so carried
away.

Alma (shocked, challengingly) Why, what do you mean?

Victor There’s someone I'd forgotten about.

Alma Another woman?

Vietor No, no. Aubrey. Oh, gosh.

Alma Aubrey? Who is Aubrey ?

Victor My son.

Alma Oh, you have a son.

Victor Yes, I'm afraid so. He’s dependent on me.

Alma Why ? He can’t still be an infant.

Victor No, he’s quite grown-up—twenty-two, in fact. But he’s never—
how can I put it ?—He’s never quite developed.

Alma A midget.

Victor No, I mean developed mentally.

Alma (less aggressively) Oh, dear—an imbecile.

Victor Yes. (Hastily correcting himself) No, no. No. You couldn’t put
him away or anything like that. He’s just—silly.

Alma You mean he can’t feed himself or—

Victor (cutting in) —Oh, yes; he’s quite active. In fact he s often a great
nusiance.

Alma Does he work?
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Victor He has worked. In little odd jobs. But never for long.

Alma Well, he can find somewhere to live and look after himself, I take
it?

Victor He’ll have to, won’t he? (Tentatively) I mean, he can’t very well
come along here too.

Alma (threatening to flare up) What?

Victor No, I’'m saying he can’t. But you see, I'm his father. I feel respon-
sible for him. Besides, I'm very fond of him in a way. Don’t worry;
T’ll do something about him. We can’t let anything interfere with our—
future.

Alma (very decisively) Nothing’s going to interfere with mine so it needn’t
think so.

Victor Quite, quite.

Alma pulls herself together with an effort and becomes amiable and prac-
tical

Alma Very well then—do you want to be shown your new home?

Victor Oh, please, yes.

Alma (pointing) Through there is the kitchen and back door.

Victor Oh, yes?

Alma (going up and opening the dining-room door) And this—this is my
dining-room.

Victor (glancing into the room) Oh, that’s very nice and compact.

Alma points upwards at the door nearest up-stage

Alma That front room up there—that will be your bedroom.

Victor Oh, that’s very nice, I’m sure. You mean—all to myself?

Alma (ignoring this; indicating the middle door) In the middle there, that’s
the bathroom. (Pointing to the third door) And that’s my bedroom.
There’s no point in my showing you that.

Victor (with one of his little chuckles) Her-her. Not yet, anyhow.

A pause. Alma turns and looks at him, deliberating. He notices this and his
Jjocular manner leaves him immediately. After taking thought Alma speaks as
if to herself

Alma I’d better tell you now and get it over and done with.

Victor Oh, please don’t say anything you don’t want to.

Alma (half flaring) 1 never say what I don’t want to.

Victor (appeasingly) No, no. I think I can guess what you have in mind.
Alma (still angrily) What, then?

Victor Well, the—shall I say—the bedroom side of it?

Alma Well?

Victor hesitates

Alma What do I have in mind ?

Victor All I mean is—a woman like yourself—a widow and still fairly
young—that is, compared with women who are a bit older and past
it...
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Alma (impatiently) What are you trying to say?

Victor Simply that no doubt one of your reasons for wanting to get mar-
ried again is that you may still be feeling—how can I put it nicely 2—
feeling the need of a husband not only in the day time.

Alma reacts with a little shudder. He compromises quickly

Occasionally, anyhow.
Alma And is that what is in your mind, too? As well as the money ?
Victor No, no. With me it’s entirely the money. I mean it was to begin
with.
Alma (softening again) Come and sit here.

She sits on the sofa and pats the seat beside her. Victor obeys

I told you about my first marriage, when I was nineteen. I went into
it without the slightest knowledge of what happened to a girl on her
wedding night.

Victor Oh, I say. You mean nobody had told you?

Alma They didn’t tell brides in those days. They observed the Victorian
tradition that it wasn’t a respectable thing to talk about. Girls had to
find out for themselves. (Bitterly) I found out. My husband had no
consideration or compassion or restraint.

Victor The rotter.

Alma I was forced down and outraged and terribly hurt. Oh I resisted,
of course. I had a will of my own already. I scratched his face so badly
that he couldn’t show it in public for the rest of the honeymoon. But
that wasn’t for long. He went away almost at once.

Victor (guardedly) Well, don’t be afraid that I’d try to do anything—
unpopular—no, what’s the word ?—discourteous.

Alma (greatly relieved) I'm so glad you feel like that, Victor. That was
my one and only experience of it; but that was enough.

Victor (also relieved, perking up) Oh, well; if that’s how you feel, that suits
me. But how about your husband—I mean the other, golfing one—
Millett ? )

Alma He was quite willing not to from the first. With me, anyhow. I
know he consoled himself here and there. I didn’t mind.

Victor There’ll be nothing like that with me. I don’t want to have any-
thing more to do with a woman even if she isn’t you.

Alma You only say that to please me.

Victor No, I don’t.

Alma Because, judging by George, quite elderly men still hanker for it.

Victor Not in my case.

Alma (hardening suddenly and rising) Because I'm so undesirable ?

Victor rises

Victor No, no. That isn’t the reason at all. It’s simply I've—shot my
bolt. '

Alma You needn’t be sordid. I can’t think how any man could ever want
to go through that disgusting rigmarole but apparently they do.
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Victor (meekly) It’s his nature. Besides, the world has got to be popu-
lated.

Alma (defiantly) Why?

Victor ‘Oh, please; there’s nothing to argue about. We’re in perfect agree-
ment. You don’t want to sleep with me; I don’t want to sleep with
you.

Alma Only because I'm like I am.

Victor You said that before. It isn’t true.

Alma (flying up) If you’re going to contradict me the whole time we’d
better not start at all.

Victor (boldly) Oh, yes we had. I’'m not going to give you up in a hurry.

Alma That’s for me to say, not you.

Victor (holding up a warning forefinger) Now, Olga . . .

Alma (in a horrified tone) Olga?

Victor I mean. ..

Alma Al-ma.

Victor Alma, yes, of course. Now, Alma . .

He wags the forefinger at her and laughs a false laugh. After a moment she
relapses completely and laughs too. She takes him by the shoulders

Alma Oh, Victor—I knew you were the one I was looking for. (Ske releases
him and turns towards the staircase) Come along I’ll take you and show
you your own little bedroom.

Victor Oh, rather; yes—thank you.

Alma leads the way upstairs. Victor follows her, his hands decorously clasped
behind his back, as—

the CURTAIN falls

SCENE 2

The same. Four months later; a morning in August

The room is just as it was before. When the Curtain rises, Mrs Holley, a
daily woman of about fifty, is using a carpet-sweeper and singing as she
works. After a moment the doorbell rings, she goes and opens it

Aubrey is at the door. He wears an old suit and no hat. His manner is
Sfurtive. Aubrey’s silliness takes the form of being offensive with the pleasantest
of natures and accepting reproach with a fatuous grin. He enjoys using
expressions and words which were in those days considered obscene. Beneath
his slovenly appearance he is well-bred and not altogether an unsympathetic
character

Aubrey (secretively) Is she out?

Mrs Holley (who dislikes Aubrey) Do you mean Mrs Keene?
Aubrey Yes, of course. Is she?

Mrs Holley She’s gone shopping.
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Aubrey (advancing confidently) Oh, good egg. What about the old man?

Mrs Holley I beg your pardon?

Aubrey My father. I suppose he’s had to go, too. To carry the parcels,
poor old sod.

Mrs Holley You’ll kindly not use words of that sort to me. If you wish
to see Mr Keene he’s in his bedroom.

Aubrey What, isn’t he up yet?

Mrs Holley Of course he’s up. (Dustmg the desk) Long ago. It's Jest he
likes to sit up there of a morning and smoke his pipe.

Aubrey (laughing) 1 get it. Not allowed to smoke it down here. (He sits
in the armchair)

Mrs Holley (aloof) That don’t concern me and it’s not for me to say even
if it do.

Victor comes from his room upstairs on to the landing. He is wearing a
much better tweed suit. He speaks as he opens his door

Victor Who’s that down there? My God, Aubrey! (He comes downstairs,
speaking as he does so) That’s all right, Mrs Holley; thank you. o

Mrs Holley I was jest about to go, sir, unless there’s anything else.

Victor Nothing I know of. Only don’t say I said so.

Mrs Holley (with an amiable smile for Victor) Not me, sir. I know better
than that.

Mrs Holley goes off to the kitchen with the cleaner

Aubrey (as Mrs Holley goes) Bye-bye, Pussy.
Victor Will you stop behaving like that?

Aubrey Like what? (He rises)

Victor And I told you not to come here, didn’t I?
Aubrey Not when she’s in, you said.

Victor How were you to know?

Aubrey Know what?

Victor That she wasn’t in, of course.

Aubrey Well, is she?

Victor No, thank goodness.

Aubrey Then what are you bellyaching about ?
Victor I told you always to find out first.

Aubrey (pitiably) But I.have found out, haven’t I?

Aubrey’s tone softens Victor, whose affection for Aubrey is never far from the
surface

Victor All right, all right, my dear boy. But you know what it is.

Aubrey What what is?

Victor I'm being careful not to put her out. She’s been considerate and
cheerful; in fact quite gay at times, especially since her step-mother
died. So long as she doesn’t see you everything’s fine. I’'m absolutely in
clover.
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Aubrey Well, I'm bloody well not. (He sits)

Victor Now steady with that language And don’t be ungrateful either.
I've spent a lot of my own money in helping you along. I got you a
decent room to live in. I found you a good job.

Aubrey I've chucked that.

Victor What? Aubrey, you haven’t got the sack again?

Aubrey No, I tell you; I chucked it. It was a lousy job, Dad—buggering
about trying to sell cars.

Victor- (losing patience) My God, Aubrey, I don’t know how I stick you.
You .are the biggest chump I ever...So what are you doing now?
Nothing, as usual.

Aubrey I am doing something.

Victor You are? What?

Aubrey I’'m an extra.

Victor An extra what?

Aubrey At that film studios. It’s a damn good job. I get a quid for every
day I’m there.

Victor And how often is that? .

Aubrey (gloomily) Not frightfully often.

Aubrey’s depressed tone softens Victor again

Victor Oh, my dear boy, I'm sorry I spoke like that. (He pats his shoulder)
I know you do your best. I think about you a great deal, you know.
Anyhow, you’ve got your room. I’ve paid your rent on that a month
ahead.

Aubrey I know. I wish you hadn’t, Daddy

Victor (heartily) No, that’s all right. I’'m glad to.

Aubrey No, but I've quit.

Victor (reacting again) You’ve what?

Aubrey (rising) I've got another room pretty nearly as cheap.

Victor Where? } ,

. Aubrey The room you got was a lousy one anyhow, and the bloke who
kept it is a frightful shit.

Victor But he was paid in adv ... (He gives up) Oh, well, where are you
now?

Aubrey Just along there. In Eaton Place. (He jerks his thumb)

Victor (incredulously) Eaton Place?

Aubrey It’s a top room, a sort of attic. I think it’s really meant fora skivvy
but it’s quite all right. It’s got a basin and all that.-

Victor But Eaton Place? How did you come to go there?

Aubrey That’s really what I came to see you about. A girl found it for
me.

Victor (alerted) A girl?

Aubrey She’s got a flat on the floor below me. ,

Victor What girl? What’s all this? Haven’t I told you to be careful about
women ?

Aubrey You speak for yourself old feller me lad.

Victor That’ll do. Now—what have you been up to?
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Aubrey Nothing. You can see for yourself. She said she wanted to meet
you so I brought her along. '

Victor What? Where is she? .

Aubrey Outside. She was waiting while I had a look-see. I’ll call her in.
‘(He opens the front door)

Victor is anxious but curious

Victor Well, we mustn’t be too long. ..
Aubrey (calling) Hi—come in—it’s okay.
Victor Still I'd better find out about this.

Ella comes to the front door .

- Aubrey (as Ella appears and passes him) Shec isn’t in. Only the old man.

Ella comes down to Victor. Aubrey closes the front door. Ella is an attractive
and sexy girl of twenty-one. She is of provincial middle-class but bright and
confident. She wears a neat and becoming but inexpensive summer dress and
hat. Aubrey announces her from the doorway as she enters

Here she is, Papa.

Victor (surprised by Ella’s appearance) Oh. How-do-you-do ? (He shakes
hands with Ella)

Ella How do you do, Mr Keene. My name’s Ella—Ella Reed.

Victor Well, well. You mean to tell me you’re a friend of Aubrey’s?

Ella (with a little laugh) Yes. Why not?

Victor I'm very glad to hear it. Fancy poor old Aubrey getting off with
a girl like you. 3

Ella (seriously defensive) It depends what you mean by getting off.

Victor Oh, no, no, no. I expressed myself badly.

Ella We're just friends, that’s all. And I’'m very glad we are. Aubrey’s
different from the others.

Victor I can well believe that. But where did you meet each other?

Ella At a Lyons tea-shop, actually. It was full-up and we shared a table
and got talking.

Victor H’'m. That was a bit forward, wasn’t it? On somebody’s part?

Ella Mine. I suppose I’'m rather a forward girl. (She smiles briefly)

Victor begins to smile back but checks himself

Aubrey Well, come on, Pop.

. Victor What d’you mean, come on?

Aubrey What you’re always telling me—manners. Ask her to sit down.

Victor Yes, but you’d better not be here for too long. Very well; just for
a minute . . . (He indicates a chair)

Ella Thank you. (She seats herself)

Yictor (sitting) So you met and talked at Lyons. (To Aubrey) You must
have got to know her very quickly.

Aubrey (patting Victor on the shoulder) T'll bet you would have too. (He
laughs, then sits)
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Victor What did you talk about?
Ella Oh, jobs and things. I'm by way of being an actress; or wanting to
be

Victor Are you, though? Have you been in anything lately ?

Ella I’ve never been in anything at all. I get an odd day’s crowd-work at
Elstree or somewhere.

Victor Ah—on the films—an extra. So that’s how Aubrey got on to that.

Ella Yes, I gave his name to my agent. But he’s only done it about once.
Poor Aubrey simply can’t manage to get there early enough.

Victor (beginning to get definitely hostile) If you’ll tell me something that
poor Aubrey can manage . . .

Aubrey It isn’t me we’re talking about. (He rises)

Victor Yes, it is. (To Ella) He was in a perfectly good job...

Aubrey It was a lousy job...

Victor (still to Ella) You’ve taken him to a new room too, I hear. In
Eaton Place. As if he could afford to live in this part of the world.

Ella Well, I couldn’t, either. But I know the man who owns the house.

Victor Oh, so that’s it?

Ella No, it’s not. There’s nothing like that about it. (With a quick smile)
Not with him, anyhow.

This brings a sharp glance from Victor. Ella goes on resignedly

And I'm being turned out of the flat, in any case.

Victor Oh, and why’s that?

Ella It’s just the old story, Mr Keene.

Victor What old story?

Aubrey Wake up, Dad. She’s broke.

Ella (reprovingly) Aubrey. ..

Aubrey Well, he’s got to be told sometime. And he’s not very quick off the
mark.

Victor Ah, now we have it. (To Aubrey) So that’s why you brought her
here?

Aubrey Yes.

Victor Have you been taking money off Aubrey?

Ella No—well—we sort of help each other out when we can.

Victor (rounding on Aubrey) That twenty pounds I gave you the other day
for a new suit and shoes and things ? Where’s the new suit ? Where is it ?
That isn’t it. )

The front door opens. Victor turns with an alarmed exclamation
Oh, good Lord. (He rises)

Alma enters, carrying a shopping bag of the period. She wears a dress of
good quality but of quiet taste and a hat. She shuts the door

Alma There. I'm back in good time.
Victor Yes, dear; better than1...
Alma (seeing Aubrey) What’s he doing here?
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