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CHARACTERS

Bessie Stringer

Gladys Stringer

Luther Stringer

Bob Carter

Jack Harper

Marjorie Mather (née Stringer)
Carol Stringer

Ann Fairchild

The action of the play passes in the working-class
living-room of the Stringers’ house in a small York-
shire industrial town

ACT I

SCENE 1 Early evening in March

Scene 2 The following Saturday morning
ACT I

Scene 1 Monday;jevening

Scene 2 Early evening, a few days later

Time - the present
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ACT 1
SCENE 1

The Stringers’ living-room. Early evening

The room is comfortable and there is no squalor or clutter. Everything is
clean and neat, but well used

Bessie Stringer, a woman in her late twenties, is finishing laying the table
Jor the evening meal. Gladys, Bessie’s mother, a woman in her middle fifties,
is in the kitchen, cooking. She appears in the doorway

Gladys Have you got the table laid, Bessie?

Bessie I’'m on with it now.

Gladys Well, don’t take all day. Your father’ll be here any minute.

Bessie And he doesn’t like to be kept waiting. I know. (She moves a vase
of plastic daffodils from the table to the sideboard) Mam, do we have to
have these?

Gladys Have what?

Bessie These flowers. They look awful. They don’t convince anybody.

Gladys They look real to me.

Bessie You can get fresh daffs at Marstons for two bob a bunch.

Gladys Aye. And I can get two pounds of onions for two bob an’ all.

Bessie It’s not as if you ever change them. It’s spring all the time in this
house from April through to Christmas.

Gladys I don’t know what you’re going on about. There’s your father
now. Look sharp, I’ll get the stew out.

Gladys goes back into the kitchen as Luther comes into the house by the
back door

Luther (off) Get out from under me feet.

Gladys (off) Now what’s the dog done to you?

Luther (off) He wor in me way. When I come home from a hard day’s
work I don’t want to have to stride over that fat useless lump. Is it
ready ?

Gladys enters with the stewpot which she sets in the middle of the table
Bessie What’s up with him, then?
Gladys You might well ask. For goodness’ sake don’t get his back: up
“tonight, Bessie. I've had a splitting head all day. (Calls) It’s ready when
you are.

FEuther enters. He is not a big man but as he adjusts his shirtsleeves he
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makes it seem a characteristically aggressive gesture. He looks as though
he’s about to square up to the world

Luther Stew, is it?

Gladys And dumplings.

Luther Aye, all right.

Gladys Don’t say you don’t fancy it. You were asking only the other day
when we were going to have it again.

Luther I said “all right”, didn’t I1? What do you want, a song and dance?

Gladys and Bessie exchange looks as Gladys serves on to Luther’s plate

He’ll have to go y’know.
Gladys Who'll have to go?
Luther That dog.
Gladys You’ll have to take him, then, ’cos I shan’t.
Luther It’s no kindness to him, letting him linger on like that.
Bessie Poor old Spot.
Gladys I don’t know ’at he’s in any pain.

They all settle down to eat

Luther He’s half blind and his coat’s coming out.

Gladys As long as he’s warm and comfortable.

Bessie Our Marjorie’s little *uns think the world of him.

Luther Don’t be so soft, Bessie. There’s not one of ’em taken a blind bit
o’ notice of him in ages. All he does nowadays is lie on that mat all day.
An’ he’s beginning to smell.

Gladys He never is!

Luther You don’t notice because you’re in the house all day.

Gladys Have you noticed it, Bessie?

Bessie Well, sometimes I’'ve wondered if he doesn’t, just a bit.

Luther It’s tragic to see him, when you think back to how he used to be.
At one time he’d be off after every bitch on heat inside three or four
mile.

Gladys Stopping out in all weathers and coming back soaked to the skin.

Luther Bleedin’, many a time, when he’d had to scrap for it.

Gladys Aye.

Luther Take owt on, he would. Any size, any breed. Now t’poor old
bugger’s got all on to drag himself out into t’yard.

Gladys He’s warm and comfortable and he gets fed regular. Just hope
you’re as well looked after when you’re in his condition.

Luther I hope I don’t hang on long enough to get in his condition. I wish
I thought somebody’d have t’kindness to put me quietly to sleep.

Gladys You can talk like that now. But life’s sweet.

Luther More than you can say for these dumplings.

Gladys I don’t know why. I've made ’em like I always do.

Luther Then you must have been heavy-handed. Dumplings need a light
hand.

Gladys Is there owt else you can find fault with while you’re at it?

Luther I’'m telling you ’at dumpling’s is sad so’s you’ll know for next time.
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Gladys If they’d been perfect you’d never have said a word, I suppose.
Luther If I expect me grub to be perfect you’ve nobbut yerself to blame.
Bessie I think that’s a compliment, Mother.

Gladys Or t’nearest he’ll ever get to one.

Luther It seems I'm in t’wrong whatever I say.

They all eat through a longish pause

Bessie Did our Marjorie take Neville to the hospital ?

Gladys Yes. The specialist said there was nowt much wrong. He gave
her some drops for his ear and told her to take him back in a fortnight.

Luther If you ask me t’strain’s runnin’ out there.

Gladys She’s your daughter, Luther.

Luther I don’t mean on her side. Our Marjorie’s as strong as an ox.
She has bairns like a chicken lays eggs. I'm talkin’ about Jim. He’s
nobbut size 0’ sixpennorth o> copper. I wonder sometimes where he
gets the strength. No wonder he looks pasty.

Gladys Luther!

Luther And it’s not as if they’ve been wed all that long. There’s time for
another dozen the way he’s shapin’ up. I don’t know why they can’t lie
fallow for a bit. You’d think he’d ha’ found out what causes it be now.

Gladys Luther, I wish you wouldn’t talk like that in front of our Bessie.

Luther She’s a grown woman, isn’t she? If you’d talked a bit more to
our Marjorie she might not be where she is now. Five bairns in as many
years is too much of a good thing.

Gladys Well, the youngest is nearly three now.

Luther Aye, it’s about time she were stubbing her toe again.

Gladys If it comes to that, what about our Carol? There’s eight years
between our Bessie and her, so you weren’t so clever.

Luther Our Carol was a bit of a surprise, but she’s a grand healthy lass.
And clever with it. I reckon she could tell us all a thing or two.

Gladys It’s to be hoped she’s got common sense an’ all. I can’t rest with
her away at university and television showing nothing but drugs and
student riots, and demonstrations about everything under the sun.

Luther That’s protest, lass. They’re trying to change the world. If we’d
changed it long since they wouldn’t have to bother. Bloody good luck
to ’em, I say. Except it’d do a few of ’em good to get a haircut an’ do
a hard day’s work. Anyway, I sometimes think our Bessie’s got most
0’t’ common sense ’at war handed out to this family. She’s biding her
time. Though I do think she might be leaving it a touch late if she’s got
any real intention.

Gladys Our Bessie ’ull get married when she’s ready.

Luther Aye.

Bessie Don’t mind me, just go on talking about me as if I’m not here.

Luther You’re not getting any younger, Bessie.

Bessie I'd be a freak if I did, wouldn’t I? Nobody gets younger.

Luther Aye, but it’s not the same with men. Age doesn’t matter so much.
With a lass it’s different. By the time you reach thirty your chances are
getting slim. If a chap gets to thirty without gettin’ wed they say he’s
lucky.
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Bessie They say he’s not natural. ,

Luther Aye, they say that as well. But a feller can allus get a wife. Look
at these old chaps who marry lasses of twenty It doesn’t often happem
t’other road round. .

Gladys You’ve got some big ideas about yerselves, you men.

Luther That’s where you’re wrong. I feel sorry for women, sometimes..
Give ’em a good education and all the opportunities-in the world and-
they still feel they’ve lost out if they don’t get a husband.

Bessie Well, like me mam says, I shall get married when I’'m ready, and

~ not before. :

Luther As long as you ’re not ready on your own.

Bessie I’'m not short o’ choice.

Luther You’ll get shorter as folk get fed up o’ waitin® for thee

Gladys She is engaged, Luther.

Luther Aye.

Bessie Did Bob say anything about-coming round tomght Dad?

Luther No, he didn’t.

Bessie Didn’t he mentionit at all?

Luther I haven’t spoken to him all day. ) :

Bessie Well, that’s funny, an’ him workin’ nght next to you.:Is there
something up, or what?

Luther You might say that. They ve sent h1m to Coventry

Gladys But that’s miles away. Will e get home week-ends"

Bessie What d’you mean, they’ve sent him to Coventry"

Luther Just what I say. e . .

Bessie But whatever for? L

Luther I didn’t work yesterday, did 1?

Bessie No, you didn’t, but .

Luther I didn’t work because we had a one-day token ‘strike i in support
o’t’'wage claim. I didn’t work an’ none o’ t’other union members worked
—bar Bob. He went in as usual.

Bessie And you mean none of you’s talking to him Just because of that"

Luther (sarcastically) Aye, just because of that.

Bessie Well, it’s downright childish, that’s what it is. Nobody talking to
him because he worked yesterday.

Luther Look here, Bessie: what do you do wi” a lass when you’ve no time
for her? .

Bessie Well, I.

Luther Come on, be honest about it.

Bessie Well, I suppose I don’t have anythmg to do with her. But .

Luther That’s right. An’ when a lot o’ men feel that way about a chap it’s
called sending him to Coventry.

Gladys You don’t mean to say you’ve fallen in with it,. Luther?

Luther I have that. I'm wi’ t’'men.

Bessie But Bob’s my fiancy.

Luther Aye, an’ my future son-in-law; I’m sorry to say. -

Gladys I must say it does seem a shame ’at you should treat your own
daughters fiancy- hke that Luther BT aniina o

Luther Now look. Bob’s a member o’ t* union. When t umon negot-xates

WA
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a rise in wages, Bob gets it. When it gets us an improvement in condi-
tions, Bob gets that an’ all. But when t’union calls for strike action what
does Bob do? He goes to work as usual. Now I don’t like'a chap what
does a thing like that. An’ when I don’t like a chap I have no truck with
him.

Bessie I'll bet nobody gave him:a chance to put his side of it..

Luther He’s got no side. There’s only one side to this for a union member..
He should ha’ struck wi’ t’rest on us.

Bessie (muttering) Well,- that’s a proper mess. An’ now I don’t know
whether I’ve to go an’ meet him or he’s coming here, or what .

Luther I shouldn’t think he’ll have the cheek to show his face in here
tonight.

There is a knock on the back door. It opens and Bob’s voice is heard

Bob (off) Hello! Anybody in? _
Bessie It looks like you can think again!

As Bessie goes through into the kitchen Luther takes the evening paper
and opens it, lifting it so that he is hidden behind it. Bob enters with
. Bessie.. He is a man in his middle twenties, a year or two younger than
- Bessie

Bob ’Evening, Mrs Stringer.

Gladys Hello, Bob. Our Bessie was just wondering whether you’d be
coming or not.

Bob Oh? (To Bessie) Your dad’s told you about it, then.

Bessie Aye, he has. And I told him how childish I think it is. Like a pack
o’ schoolkids, they all are.

Bob (muttering) A flock o’ sheep, more like. All fallin’ in together.

Luther (lowering the newspaper) Aye, all together. How else do you think
a union can work ?

Bessie Oh, you’ll talk to him now, then?

Luther I’'m askin’ him a question. How else does he think a union ean
work ?

Bob I don’t know an’ I don’t care. I'm fed up wi’ t’union an’ everybody
in it.

Luther That’s a lot 0’ men. An’ there’s a fair number of ’em fed up wi’
thee, lad. Anyway, happen tha’ll not be bothered wi’ it for much

. longer.

Bob How d’ye mean?

Luther I mean they’ll likely call for thi card afore long.

Bob Well, good riddance. I never wanted to join in the first place.

Luther Why did you, then?

Bob Because I couldn’t have the job unless I did. I was forced
into it.

Luther Aye, an’ for why ? Because we don’t want a lot o’ scroungers an’
wasters gettin’ t’benefits while we pay t’subscriptions.

Bob Who’s callin’ me a scrounger? Don’t I do as good a day S work as
the next man? An’ better, if it comes to that. . |
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Luther Aye, tha can work, I’ll give thee that. But tha hasn’t t’common
sense tha war born wi’.

Bob Sense! I've enough sense to think for meself an’ make up me own
mind, when there isn’t an independent man among t’rest of you.

Luther That’s what I mean. All this talk about independence an’ making
up your own mind. They like it, y’know. It’s playin’ right into their hands.

Bob Whose hands?

Luther The bosses’ hands. They like chaps ’at’s independent: fellers ’at
don’t agree with anybody. They can get ’em on their own an’ they haven’t
as much bargaining power as a rabbit wi’ a ferret on its tail.

Bob Ah, you're fifty year out o’ date. Look, here we are with the cost of
living up an’ up. We’ve got to stop somewhere. It’s up to somebody to
call a halt. But what does the union do but put in for another wage
increase. Haven’t they heard of restraint?

Luther You mean like there is on profits an’ dividends, I suppose?

Bob What do you know about profits an’ dividends ?

Luther That’s it! What do I know? What do you know ? Nowt. We don’t
see any of it where we are. We have to be guided by somebody *at knows.
Somebody ’at’s paid to study these things. The union leaders, lad. The
union leaders. An’ when they say: “Look here, lads, these fellers are
coalin’ in their profits an’ dividends an’ the cost o’ livin’s going up an’
up and it’s time we had a rise,” then we listen to ’em. And when they
say: “Strike, lads,” we strike. At least, some of us does.

Bob Look, I believe in a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay.

Luther No more na me.

Bob An’ if the boss is satisfied with me work he gives me fair pay.

Luther He does if t’'union’s made him.

Bob He does without that, if he’s a fair man. Look at Mr Crosland.

Luther Aye, let’s look. I've worked for Croslands now for thirty year. I
know Andrew Crosland and I knew his father afore him. Neither of
’em’s ever had cause to grumble about my work and by an’ large I've
had no cause to grumble about them. When t’union’s put in a claim
they’ve chuntered a bit an’ usually paid up. But they wouldn’t if we
hadn’t been in force—all thinkin’ an’ actin’ together. There’s fair bosses
an’ there’s t’other sort—that I’ll grant you. But then again, there’s
bosses an’ there’s men. Men think about their wages an’ the bosses
think about their profits. It’s business, lad. It’s the system. You’ve got
to face it they’re on one side and we’re on the other. An’ when we want
summat we’ve got to show ’em ’at we’re all together an’ we mean to
have it. That’s what’s made us all so mad at thee. We listened to t’union
and tha listened to t’bosses callin’ for wage restraint.

Bob I don’t listen to t* bosses. I watch the telly an’ read the papers an’
make up me own mind.

Luther Well tha reads t’wrong papers, then. Tha’ll be tellin’ me next tha
votes Conservative.

Bob I don’t. I vote Liberal.

Luther (aghast) Liberal! Good sainted aunts protect us! An’ is this t’chap
you’re goin’ to wed, Bessie ?

Bessie (chin up) As far as I know. He’s me fiancy.
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Luther He’ll be a fiancy wi’out a job afore long.

Bessie Why? He worked, didn’t he? It’s you lot they ought to sack, not
Bob.

Luther (with heavily simulated patience) But you see, they can’t sack us
because there’s too many of us. We’ve a hundred per cent shop up at
Croslands an’ t’men ’ull not work wi’ a feller what isn’t in t’'union. An’
your Bob won’t be in t’union for much longer, or I'm a Dutchman.

Bessie Well, if that isn’t the limit!

Gladys I do think it’s a crying shame that a young chap should be
victimized because of his principles.

Luther You keep your nose out, Gladys. This has got nowt to do wi’
women.

Gladys It’s summat to do wi’ our Bessie. Your own daughter’s young man,
an’ you’re doin’ this to him.

Luther Nay, don’t blame me. There’s nowt I can do about it if I wanted
to.

Bessie An’ you don’t.

Luther I’ve said all I have to say.

Bessie Well, I’'ve summat to say now. It doesn’t matter what your flamin’
union does to Bob. He’s headin’ for better things than t’shop-floor an’
bein’ bossed about by a pack of tuppence-ha’penny workmen.

Bob (muttering) Shurrup, Bessie. There’s no need to go into all that now.

Bessie I think there is. I think it’s time me father wa’ told a thing or two.
Who does he think he is, anyway ? I don’t suppose you know ‘at Bob’s
been takin’ a correspondence course in accountancy. An’ I don’t suppose
you know ’at Mr Crosland himself has heard about it an’ that he’s as
good as promised Bob a job upstairs in the Costin’ Department if he
does well in his exam. What do you think about that, eh?

Luther (his voice at first quiet with menace, but rising as his feelings get the
better of him) T’ll tell you what I think about it. I think you’d better
take that young feller out o’ my house an’ never bring him back again.
So he works because he doesn’t agree wi’ t’union policy, does he? He
thinks we ought to have wage restraint, does he? He stuffs me up wi’
that tale an’ now you tell me *at he’s anglin’ for a job on t’staff. It wasn’t
his principles ’at made him go in yesterday, it wa’ because he wanted to
keep on t’right side o’ t’management.

Gladys Calm yourself, Luther. You’ll have a stroke if you get so worked

up.

Luther (shouting) T’ll have a stroke if ever I see that—that scabby blackleg
in my house again.

Bessie Well, you might as well know. I shall marry him whether you like
it or not.

Luther Not at my expense, you won’t.

Bob Come on, Bessie. Let’s be off.

Bessie Aye, we’ll go. You’d better see if you can control him, Mother.
He’s yours. This one’s mine.

Bessie and Bob go out through the hall
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Gladys You know, you’ll do yourself no good, getting worked up like
that..(She clears the table)

Luther Wages restraint. Think for herself. Don’t be led off like a flock o’
sheep. Oh, he knows how to think for hisself does that one. Y’know, I
half admired him for sticking to his principles, even if I did think he
was a bit daft in the head. But that one’s not daft. Not him. He’s crafty.
He’s not bothering hisself about wage restraint an’ principles. He’s
wonderin’ what Andrew might ha’ thought if he’d struck wi’ t’rest of
us. He’s wonderin® if Andrew might not have got his own back by
forgettin’ about that job he offered him. That’s what he calls a fair boss.
He knows bosses as well as t’rest of us. An’ as for principle—he’s got
no more principle than a rattlesnake.

Gladys exits to the kitchen with the dishes to wash up

When I think of all t’football matches we’ve been to together . . . Well,

our Bessie can wed him if she likes. She’ll go her own road in the end

and she’s too old to be said by me. But she’s no need to think he’s

welcome here in future. An’ what’s more, I won’t stand for you havin’

’em in the house together when my back’s turned. You hear what I'm

sayin’, Gladys? You’re to have no more to do wi’ that young man.
Gladys (off) Oooh! For heaven’s sake, will you shut up!

The sound of a plate being violently smashed takes Luther to the kitchen
doorway

Luther Have you gone daft?
Gladys enters

Gladys (brushing past him) 1 shall go daft if I listen to you much longer.

Luther That’s one o’ t’dinner service plates you’ve just chucked on t’floor.

Gladys I know it is, an’ I don’t care. You can pay for it out o’ that rise
your union’s getting you. (She picks up another plate from a pile on the
dresser) And you can pay for that one as well. (She smashes it)

Luther Hey, hang on! (He scoops up the rest of the pile before she can do
more damage)

Gladys As for me, I'm going round to our Marjorie’s. I shan’t be making
any supper, nor any breakfast tomorrow. No, nor any dinner and tea
neither. I’'m startin’ my one-day strike now. You can look after yerself,
aye, an’ talk to yerself, for all I care.

Luther You’re not feeling badly, are you? What’s come over you?

Gladys Principle. Thirty-two year of it, saved up.

Gladys goes out through the hall

Luther Well, by bloody hell! (He walks distractedly for a while and is
irritated to find he’s still clutching the pile of plates. He dumps them on the
sideboard) Well, I might as well go where I can find somebody ’at knows
what I’'m talkin’ about.
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Luther takes his jacket off the back of his chair and goes out through the
kitchen, switching out the light behind him

There is a pause to denote a passage of time

The back door opens. Bessie and Bob come in. Bessie comes into the
living-room and switches on the light

Bessie Come on, Bob!

Bob (peering in) Is it all right?

Bessie *Course it is. There’s nobody in. Me mam’s probably round at our
Marjorie’s.

Bob It’s not her I’'m worried about.

Bessie Oh, we shan’t see me dad for a bit. He’ll have gone down to The
Greyhound. They’ll all be talking about what big men they are an’ how
they can make the bosses sit up. Hey, that’s funny!

Bob What?

Bessie Somebody’s broken one of me mam’s best dinner plates. (Ske begins
to pick up the pieces) :

Bob I don’t like the look of it. You don’t think your dad’s gone berserk,
do you?

Bessie Not him. It’s all words with him.

Bob All the same, it’s a bit funny nobody’s picked up the pieces. We
should’ve gone to the pictures like I said, I don’t like coming in here
behind his back. ‘

Bessie I live here, don’t I? I’ve invited you. I can take care of me dad,
don’t worry. An’ I’m too much on edge to enjoy the pictures tonight. I
wanted a nice quiet drink and a chat.

Bob I did warn you.

Bessie But I mean—all them fellers turning their backs on you like

" that.

Bob It’s nowt, Bessie.

Bessie It’s mean and stupid and spiteful.

Bob Nay, Bessie, they’re me mates.

Bessie You could have fooled me.

Bob I mean they were, like, before.

Bessie If we hadn’t come out when we did I’d have given ’em a piece o’
my mind. I couldn’t have held back much longer, I can tell you. Grown
men acting like kids. It makes your blood boil.

Bob You’d only ha’ made it worse. No good getting their backs up any
more. Leave ’em alone an’ they’ll come round in time. '
Bessie Aye, in time! You read in t’papers about some chaps being in

Coventry for years on end.

Bob Well then, I’ll either stick it out or look for another job.

Bessie The trouble is, they’ll very likely take your union card off you,
then you might not find another job in a hurry. An’ here’s us saving up
to get married. Oh, silly daft men! They cause all the trouble in the world.
There wouldn’t be half the bother there is if they let women run
things.
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Bob What makes you think that?

Bessie Because we’ve got more common sense, that’s what.

Bob You’ll have to put up for t’council, if you think that way.

Bessie I'd have to join some damn’ silly political party before they’d
entertain me.

Bob Anyway, let’s forget it for a while.

Bessie In’t it 2 mess, though?

Bob It’ll all come outin t’wash. (Sitting on the sofa) Come on, sit down here.

Bessie Oh, it’s all right you talking like that. What are we gunna do if
you lose your job?

Bob I dunno. P’raps Mr Crosland’ll give me that staff job if there’s any
trouble.

Bessie Aye, an’ p’raps he’ll let you go to save trouble.

Bob Oh, I think he’s a decent sort. An’ I don’t think he’ll let a crowd o’
workmen intimidate him.

Bessie I can see me letting ’em if I were boss.

Bob You’d better not let your dad hear you talking like that. He’ll go off
the deep end. Say you’re a traitor to your class, or summat like that.
Bessie Oh, I know how to stand up for me rights, don’t worry. But there’s

a difference between that and this sort o’ silly carry-on.

Bob Well, let’s not let it spoil our evening, eh? (He pats the place beside
him on the sofa)

Bessie I wonder what’s on telly. (She switches on the set and lets it warm
up) So long as it’s not a play. I can’t make head or tail of half of *em.
They leave you all up in the air, like that one last Wednesday, when that
girl went to a funeral and that feller wanted her to be in some play but
she didn’t want to. Did you understand it?

Bob No, I didn’t see it.

The television set warms up

Bessie Oh, look who it is. I like him. He’s great. He’s ageing a lot, though,
lately. You’d think they’d hide it with the make-up.

Bob Nobody gets any younger, Bessie.

Bessie That’s what me dad said earlier.

Bob Nobody gets any younger, and we’ve both aged about five minutes
since I asked you to come and sit down.

Bessie puts on the standard lamp behind the TV and goes and switches off the
overhead light before sitting down beside Bob. He puts his arm round her and
she wriggles about a bit till she gets comfortable. They watch the TV screen

Bessie Just look at that neckline. They’ll be coming on stripped to the
waist before long.

Bob Roll on!

Bessie Oh, aye, I suppose you’ll be all for it. It’s practically every play
you put on nowadays, there’s some couple in bed together. I saw one the
other night and this lass rolled over and showed everything she’d got.
Just for a split second. If you’d been looking away you’d have missed it.
But there she was, showing it all. Me mam and me were glad me dad
wasn’t in.
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Bob They tell me there’s lasses wearing see-through blouses on the streets
in London.

Bessie Oh, they’ll do owt down there. Our Carol’s got one, though. She
had it in her case last time she was home. I asked her if she’d ever worn
it with nothing underneath and she said just once at a party. She didn’t
like it because she was cold. I told her she’d better not let me mam
hear about it, nor me dad either.

Bob Is he old-fashioned about things like that?

Bessie Who, me dad? Oh, yes. He might be a bit rough in his talk now
and then, but he won’t have any hanky-panky. Why, what makes you
ask ? You’ve been about to places with him, haven’t you?

Bob Oh, yes.

Bessie Well, you should know, then.

Bob says nothing. They watch the screen in silence for a time until Bob turns
to Bessie and kisses her. She lets him, with every appearance of enjoyment,
but the moment they break her eyes go back to the screen. Bob tries again
and this time he moves to the edge of the sofa, letting Bessie down until she
is half-lying there. He bends over close and kisses her again. It’s when his
hands start to roam that she breaks free and sits up

Here, just a minute! (She goes and switches on the overhead light and
smooths down her clothes)

Bob What’s up, Bessie?

Bessie A cuddle’s a cuddle, but we’ll have a bit less o’ that.

Bob Nay, Bessie; we are engaged, aren’t we?

Bessie Happen so. But I’'m not one of your permissive society women. I
want a wedding ring on my finger before I let a feller take liberties with
me.

Bob I wasn’t thinking of it as taking a liberty. I thought you were enjoying
it as well.

Bessie You know what thought did.

Bob Nay, be reasonable, Bessie. You’re an attractive lass and I love you.
T don’t know how long we’ll have to wait till we can get married. Don’t
you ever feel ... ?

Bessie No, I don’t!

Bob I mean, don’t you ever feel you’d like to?

Bessie That’s for marriage. In the meantime, you’ll just have to control
yourself. They don’t call me Alice Green.

Bob Eh? What’s Alice Green got to do with it?

Bessie You used to knock about with her, didn’t you? And she was
always free and easy enough.

Bob How do you know she’s free and easy ?

Bessie I'm only telling you what’s common knowledge. What about her
going off on holiday with Walter Stephens?

Bob What about it?

Bessie They went to Paris. It’s lucky she didn’t get into trouble.

Bob What’s Paris got to do with it? If you want to get into trouble you
don’t need to go all that way. There’s plenty of people get put up the
stick in—in flipping Wakefield.
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Bessie You’d best not let me mam hear you sayingthings like that, or
she won’t want you in the house either.

Bob .All I’'m saying is that I always found Alice a nice enough lass. 1

-.don’t know why you want to start calling her names.

Bessie I'm not calling her anything she hasn’t been called before. And
why did you pack up with her if you thought all that much about her ?

Bob I'm not saying I think owt about her. All I’'m saying is you’re calling
her names and I’ve allus found her to be a nice enough lass.

Bessie But you did finish with her, didn’t you?

Bob (hesitating) Well, no. She finished with me, iif you must know. She
threw me over for a chap she met at a dance in Bradford.

Bessie So I've got to be content with Alice Green’s leavings, have 1?

Bob Oh, Lord! You know very well it’s not like that, Bessie. I think a lot
more about you than I ever did of Alice.

Bessie But all the same, she gave.you more fun than you get with me, eh?

Bob I didn’t bring her into this, you did. What the heck’s come over you,

~ Bessie? You’re in a right mood tonight.

Bessie Aye, I am. I’'m sick to death o’ men, if you want to know. I’d like
to bundle you all in a big cart an’ tip you into the sea an’ be rid of the
lot of you. What with men acting like bairns and men what can’t keep
their hands off you, it’s a wonder women have any patience left. There’s
our Marjorie’s husband, at her till she’s going to have more kids than
the old woman what lived in a shoe. And me mother, putting up with
me dad’s domineering ways for thirty-two years. Well, I shan’t have it.
It’ll be fifty-fifty, give an’ take, when I get wed. And I shan’t get wed
till that’s understood.

Bob It’s as well we’re getting to know all this. Now we can see who wants
to wear the trousers.

Bessie It’s not a question o’ wearing trousers. But I intend to know where
I stand. It’s a woman’s right to know what she’s letting herself in for.

Bob (meaningfully) And a man’s!

Bessie What d’you mean by that?

Bob I mean it looks as though we’d better set it all out on paper. Draw
up a marriage charter, like, with all the rules an’ stipulations an’ agree-
ments.

Bessie It wouldn’t be a bad idea.

Bob Aye, an’ what kind o’ marriage would that be, with one or other of
us claiming breach o’ contract every other day?

Bessie It’d be a fair arrangement.

Bob Aye, I can just see it. I must be taken out twice a week, and I can claim
time and a half for washing up after half-past six. And you can’t come
into the bedroom without clocking in. You want to get your dad to

-help you draw it up. It’s just his cup o’ tea.

Bessie You’ve no need to be sarcastic. It’s watchin’ me dad carry on ’at’s
made me think like this.

Bob Oh, no, it isn’t. It’s being his daughter, that’s what it is. You think

:+ you’re like your mother, but you’re not. You’re the spittin’ image of

--your-dad. You’ve no sense of humour, for a start, an’ he’s famous for it.
You know what the lads call him at the Works, don’t you? “Smiley
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Stringer” they call him, because he’s never been known to see a joke.
You talk about him an’ his pigheadedness an’ domineering ways; well
you want to have a good look at yourself.

Bessie If that’s what you think I’m sure I don’t want to hold you to any-
thing.

Bob An’ I'm sure I don’t want to wed a female Luther Stringer.

Bessie Well, that settles it, then. You can go an’ see if Alice Green’ll
have you back. I don’t care. And don’t think I shall have any bother
finding somebody else. You’re not the only pebble on my beach.

Bob I never thought I was. I mean there’s—(ke pretends to think)—and
then there’s . ., .

Bessie (infuriated) Oh! Here, you can have your ring back now. I won’t
wear it another minute.

Bessie gets the ring off her finger, but is interrupted by a knock at the back
door

An’ who the heck’s that?

Bessie goes through into the kitchen

Jack (off) Hello, Bessie.

Bessie Oh, it’s you, Jack. This is a surprise. Won’t you come in?
Jack (off) I was wondering if I could have a word with your dad?
Bessie (off) Well, come in, come in.

Bessie comes into the living-room with Jack Harper, a man of about thirty,
JSollowing

Me dad’s out just now. He’ll be down at The Greyhound. Have you tried
there?

Jack No, I thought I’d call here first seeing as how it’s on me way. (He
sees Bob) 1, er—I didn’t know you’d be in on your own, like.

Bessie (staggered) On me own? Oh, that nonsense! Well, you men! What
do you think that is sitting over there? A waxwork? I suppose if Bob
got up and punched you on the nose you’d reckon it hadn’t happened.

Jack There’s nowt personal about this, Bessie.

Bessie You can’t kid me wi’ that nowt personal business. O’ course it’s
personal. An’ you’re all enjoying it at bottom of you. Taking your spite
out on somebody you know.

Bob I don’t need you to stand up for me.

Bessie I see.

Jack Nabh, look here, Bessie, it’s got nowt to do wi’ you an’ I don’t want
to discuss it if you don’t mind. If your dad’s down at t’Greyhound T’11
have a walk down there an’ see him.

Bessie Well, seeing as I’'m on me own, I’ll come with you.

Jack (somewhat foxed) T’ll take you down an’ buy you a drink with
pleasure, Bessie. But I shan’t be able to stop with you. I’ve some
business to discuss with your dad, y’see.

Bessie Oh, never bother about me. I’ll find somebody to talk to. An’ you
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an’ me can have a little chat on the way down. It'll be rather llke old
times, won’t it?

Bob I hope you know what you’re doing, Bessie.

Bessie Did you say something, Jack ?

Jack No, I said nowt.

Bessie Funny, I thought you said something. It’s stopping in on your
own that does it. You start heariig things after a bit.

Bob (to himself) Oh, my flippin’ maiden aunt! Women!

Bessie (getting her coat) Right, I'm ready when you are, Jack.

Jack (putting a fag in his mouth) Have you got a light?

Bessie I'm sorry, I don’t smoke any more.

Bob takes a match from his pocket and strikes it. Jack goes towards him
to take it without thinking, but before he can take advantage of the light,
Bob blows it out and pockets the box

Jack Why—you!

Bob Are you talking to me?

Jack (exasperated) Oh, come on, Bessie.

Bessie All right. I’ll leave the light on and the door open for me mother.
She’ll be round at our Marjorie’s.

Jack and Bessie go out through the kitchen, leaving Bob alone

Bob Well, that’s a right how d’ye do! What am I supposed to do now?
(He stands gazing gloomily at the television screen for a moment, then
addresses it) It’s all right for you, mate, standing there singin’ an’ every-
body lappin’ it up. Have you ever had the feeling you weren’t wanted ?
(He switches off the set and looks round for his coat, sees it where he left
it, over a chair, and puts it on. He goes to the light switch beside the kitchen
door, looking through and speaking to the dog) What do you think I
should do, Spot? Should I switch the light off and slip the latch, or
what? It’d be a laugh if they all found they were locked out, wouldn’t
it? All right, don’t say owt if you don’t want to. You might as well
ignore me an’ all. That makes just about everybody.

He turns back indecisively into the room. Just then the back door opens and
women’s voices are heard

Marjorie (off) Stop argum , Bessie, will you, and come in.
Bob, startled, looks wildly round, then jumps behind the kitchen door

Immediately Marjorie, Bessie and Gladys come in. Marjorie carries
Luther’s best suit, fresh from the cleaners, on a hanger. Bessie is rather
surprised to see the room empty and Bob gone so quickly, since he has not
passed her outside

Gladys Where were you off to with Jack Harper‘?

Bessie He called to see me dad, I told him he’d be down at the pub and
then I said I’d have a walk down with him.

Gladys You sect off out once with Bob. Where’s he got to?

Bessie Oh, he had to go early—to do his studyin’, y’know.
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Gladys I see. All the same, I don’t see why you have to . . .

Marjorie (impatiently) Look, dre we going to spend t’'next half hour
drivellin’ on about our Bessie or are we going to get down to brass
tacks?

Gladys Why couldn’t you have let her go about her business? I don’t see
’at there’s any need to bring everybody into it, Marjorie.

Marjorie Our Bessie isn’t “everybody”’, Mam. We can’t talk round at our
house wi’ Jim flappin’ his big ears an’ the kids crawling all over every-
thing. Besides, our Bessie "ull have summat to say about it.

Gladys I don’t know what our Bessie’s supposed to know about such
things.

Marjorie Our Bessie’s a grown woman, Mam.

Bessie That’s the second time I’'ve heard that tonight. Will somebody
please tell me what I've been dragged into the house for?

Gladys (impulsively) 1 don’t think . ..

Marjorie What?

Gladys Oh—nothing.

Marjorie Look, Mother, I know you must be upset but we shan’t get
anywhere be sweepin’ it under t’carpet. We’ve got to talk about it an’
decide what to do.

Bessie Marjorie, if you aren’t the most maddening woman I know.

Marjorie Well, I can’t get a word in edgeways, can 1?

Bessie Do about what?

Marjorie About me dad.

Bessie What about me dad?

Marjorie pauses for full effect, glancing first at Gladys, who is looking at
neither of them, then speaking in mixed tones of outrage and satisfaction
at imparting a really juicy item of scandal

Marjorie He’s got a woman.

Bessie (incredulous) You what?

Marjorie I'm telling you; he’s got a woman. Or happen more than one.

Gladys Marjorie, there’s no call to let your imagination run away with
you. You’ll have him running a harem next.

Marjorie How do we know there isn’t more than one?

Gladys (with an exasperated sigh) Ey, Marjorie, I wish to God I'd never
given you the damn suit. You’re rushin’ on like a bull at a gate and not
givin’ anybody a second to think.

Marjorie I know what I think already.

Gladys Aye, I expect you do.

Bessie What’s me dad’s suit got to do with—with what you just said? -

Marjorie That’s how I found out. Me mam asked me this morning if I'd
pop me dad’s suit in at that express cleaners in town while I was taking
our Neville up to the hospital. She knew I’d have a while to wait so I
could call for it on my way back. You know how much messing about
there is. You make an appointment with a specialist for a certain time
but unless you’re going private there’s any number of folk waitin’ an’
all. Then there’s the tests they have to do, and then you’ve to take your
turn in t’line again . . .
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Bessie Will you get to the point. _

Marjorie I'm coming to it. Well, I thought when I was in the shop ’at
I’d just feel an’ make sure there was nowt left in the pockets. You know
how you do. I mean, me mam can’t have done it, or . . .

Gladys I thought I had.

Marjorie Aye, well, you couldn’t have. Anyway, I did. And it’s a good
job I had me back turned. If that lass behind t’counter had seen I'd
not ha’ known where to put me face.

Bessie But what on earth did you find ?

Marjorie looks at Gladys

Gladys Nay, you wanted her in on it, you may as well tell her now.
Marjorie This. (She takes a packet of contraceptives out of her pocket)

The three of them stare at it

Bessie (zaking it) “Electronically tested”. What is it?
Marjorie Come on, Bessie, you can’t be so green.
Gladys I don’t see why not.

Bessie turns the packet over

Bessie Oh! Oh, I say! They’re . .

Marjorie Aye.

Gladys No wonder you had a funny look on your face when you called
in with our Neyville. I remember thinking so at the time.

Marjorie Well, I mean to say, I had to have a chance to think. Like I told
you, it did cross me mind that you an’ me dad might . . .

Gladys Nay, Marjorie, I'm past age where I need owt like that. An’ in
any case, me an’ your father . . . Well, he’s always been considerate since
our Carol wa’ born. We've managed very well without the upstairs
work.

Marjorie You might have.

Bessie (looking in the packet) They do em up neat, don’t they?

Marjorie Ugh! Mucky things. I wouldn’t have one in my house.

Bessie Ey, there’s only two here and there should be three.

Marjorie (nodding) That’s right.

Bessie The old devil!

Gladys Steady on, Bessie. I’d like a bit more proof before you start calling
him names.

Marjorie I don’t know what more proof you want. (She takes the packet
from Bessie and waves it at Gladys)

Gladys Well, we don’t actually know, do we? Perhaps there’s a simple
-explanation.

Marjorie Such as?

Gladys Maybe he was looking after them for a friend.

Marjorie Mother, I know it can’t be a pleasant fact to face but face it you
must.

Bessie What I can’t understand is-who’d—I mean, at his age.’

Marjorie There’s many a good tune played on an old fiddle.

Bessie An’ when does he . . . ? It must be on t’nights he goes to t’dogs.
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Marjorie Happen he doesn’t go to t’dogs at all, but sees her. -
Gladys Happen he takes her to t’dogs.
Bessie The old devil!
Marjorie The thing is—what are we going to do?
Bessie He wants facing with it, that’s what I think.
Gladys I'd just like to know a bit more about it, that’s all.
‘Marjorie If:I. didn’t have Jim and t’bairns to see to I'd follow him and
see just where he does go and who he goes with.
Bessie I’/ follow him. I’ll get to the bottom of it. Me own father. My God!
- When I think of all the years he’s laid the law down an’ browbeaten all
of us!
Marjorie The best years of me mam’s life, them were.
Bessie Aye, an’ now they’re all thrown back in her face.
Marjorie I think it’s disgustin’.
Bessie I think men are disgustin’.
Gladys Nay, Bessie.
Marjorie No, Bessie, you can’t lump ’em all together.
Bessie I can if I want to.
Gladys Nay, Bessie, your dad’s allus brought his money home an’ seen
*at everything wa’ right here.
-Marjorie An’ you’d never find Jim doing a thing like this.
Bessie Your Jim’s got enough on his plate at home, if you ask me.
Marjorie What d’you mean be that?
Bessie I mean if anybody thinks I’m gettin’ wed to a man ’at either bosses
me about and carries on behind me back or one at wants to breed like
a rabbit, they’ve another think coming.
Marjorie I don’t care as I like t’sound o’ that.
‘Bessie I don’t care what you like, Marjorie. I'm saying what I think.
Marjorie Eeh, you know, you are like me dad, Bessie. You’ve allus had
more of him in you than either me or our Carol.
Gladys Thank goodness she’s not at home to see all this.
Bessie (loudly) I am not like me dad. I wish people *ud stop saying I'm
like him, because I’'m not.
Marjorie There y’are, you’re proving it with every word you say.
Gladys You can’t stop single all your days, Bessie.
Bessie I can that, an’ all me nights an’ all.
Gladys Well, I suppose it depends what you want out of a husband.
Bessie Nothing ’at I've seen so far, thank you very much.
- Marjorie You’ll learn as you get a bit older, Bessie.
Gladys Nay, we’ve been saying that for years. She’ll soon be too late to
learn owt.
Bessie You’re the ones ’at’s too late, not me.
Gladys Have you been having some trouble wi’ Bob, Bessie ?
Bessie Aye, I sent him on his way.
Gladys What did you fall out about?
Bessie It started with him not keeping his hands to himself.
Marjorie Is that all? He’s only human, isn’t he, flesh an’ blood? You’ve
been engaged well over two years now, I don’t wonder he’s a bit im-
patient. Jim were allus on at me afore we were wed, trying it on. But I
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allus used to tell meself ’at I"d be wondering what I wa’ marrying if he
didn’t.

Bessie You found out soon enough, anyway.

Marjorie Our Kevin wa’ premature, Bessie. Me mam knows that an’ so
do you. So what’re you drivin’ at?

Bessie I'm sayin’ ’at I’m not gettin’ wed to live in a house full of snotty-
nosed kids an’ wet nappies, wi’ out two ha’pennies to rub together.
That’s what I’m sayin’.

Marjorie No, lass, you live in a bungalow like a furniture-shop window
where you can polish your ashtrays all day and have a fit every time some
bairn hits a ball into your garden.

Bessie It’s everybody to their taste.

Marjorie That’s right, love. So why not keep your thoughts about my
taste to yourself.

Gladys Will you two stop fratching. Your father ‘ull be in afore long and
we’re still no forrader with what we ought to do.

Bessie Face him with it, that’s what I say.

Marjorie I say get to know who she is and where she lives.

Gladys I must say, I’d like to know a bit more.

Bessie If it were a husband o’ mine I’d get to know all I needed to know
by throwing the flamin’ things in his face and seeing what he had to say
for himself.

Marjorie Aye, happen so, but you’re not me mam, Bessie, so just shurrup
a minute while we have a think. What about putting t’kettle on for a
cup o’ tea, Mother?

Gladys That’s not a bad idea.

Gladys gets up and goes into the kitchen. The back door opens and Luther’s
voice is heard

Luther (off) Now then, you’ve come back then.
Gladys (off) Aye, I've come back.
Marjorie Oh, Lord, there’s me dad back already.

Luther comes in, followed by Gladys

Luther What’s this, then, a meeting o’ t'women’s union ?

Bessie Aye, we thought it wa’ time we got organized a bit.

Luther Happen so, happen so. (He is now quite amiable after his few pints)
If that’s a cup o’ tea you’re makin’, Gladys, I’ll join you. I don’t suppose
that comes under t’embargo, ¢h?

Gl?dys Go an’ mash it if you want some, Put enough tea and water in for

our.

Luther Aye, all right.

Luther exits to the kitchen

Gladys Where’ve you put them things, Marjorie ?
Marjorie (I{fﬁng her hand) They’re here.
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