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  PUBLISHER'S NOTE


  These plays have been printed from typescripts left by the author after her death. A few obvious mistakes have been corrected and an occasional obscurity has been cleared up as well as was possible in the circumstances. It is hoped that they are now presented substantially as they would have been had Gordon Daviot lived to pass the proofs.


  Besides the plays in the present volume there are a number of plays on modern themes which will appear in subsequent volumes.


  The first Act of The Little Dry Thorn was published as a one-act play, under the title Sara, in Leith Sands and Other Short Plays (Duckworth 1946).
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    ACT I
 
 SCENE 1

  


  A house in Ur, in Mesopotamia, about 2000 b.c.


  The house is built round a courtyard, the outer walls being windowless and all the rooms facing into the courtyard. In the room we are looking at two doors in the wall, R., are the only openings both for light and traffic. It is a ground-floor room (there is another storey), and the furnishings, though scanty as befits the climate, are rich.


  It is late afternoon, but still very hot. The curtains are drawn across the openings to shut out the heat of the courtyard, and on a couch sara lies resting, like everyone else in Ur at this hour.


  She is a very beautiful woman, with intelligent eyes and an ironic mouth, no longer in her first youth, but of a type who will still be beautiful in old age.


  One of the curtains is drawn aside, and hagar, her maid, appears in the opening; lithe and graceful and little more than a child.
  


  sara (inquiring) Hagar? It is not supper-time yet, surely? (Through a yawn) The sun is quite high.


  hagar There is a visitor in the courtyard. The master's nephew.


  sara Lot? What does he want?


  hagar He wants to speak with you.


  sara With me? Why not with Abraham?


  hagar The master is not here.


  sara (sharply) Is Abraham not in his room?


  hagar Instead of going to rest after lunch he went out, and he has not come back.


  sara In this heat? What can he be thinking of?


  hagar In any case, it was for you that Lot asked.


  sara (suddenly alarmed) Has something happened? Something that Lot has come to——


  hagar Oh, no, madam, no; it is not bad news. Lot is quite undisturbed. He is eating sweets from your silver dish.


  sara Lot would eat sweets if his mother were dying. (She is nevertheless reassured) Go and tell him that he may come in. (As an afterthought) His wife is not with him, is she?


  hagar No, madam.


  sara Well, let us be thankful for small mercies.


  [Beginning to tidy dress and hair as hagar leaves.]


  Lot, indeed. With the sun still above the horizon and the town like a cauldron. It can't be to borrow money, or he would have asked for Abraham. And he can't have come to supper, or he would have brought that wife of his. And it can't be—can't be that anything has happened to Abraham. (Refusing it) No, it can't. If it were that, he would have rushed in and roused the house and taken charge, as befits a distressed heir. (To herself in the mirror) Sara, my dear, you are becoming deplorably bitter. (Taking another glance) It is at least comforting that if you are well on the way to being a shrew, you show no signs of becoming a hag. Being one of the best-looking … best-looking women in Ur is no small compensation for the daily trials of life, having Lot for a nephew, for instance.


  
    [lot appears in the doorway; a good-looking young man with superficial charm and a pervading air of shiftiness.]

  


  Good-day to you, Lot. What has brought you so early of an evening? There is nothing wrong, I hope?


  lot Aunt Sara. I do apologise for this intrusion. I know it is intolerable of me to curtail your rest on so hot a day. Indeed, nothing would have induced me to such a course, if it had not been that I was so worried.


  sara Worried?


  lot So worried that I could not sleep this afternoon. To be truthful, I have not slept for nights, my mind was so troubled.


  sara Is something wrong with your business again?


  lot My business? Oh, no. Everything goes well there, thank the gods. What I am distressed about is my uncle.


  sara Is it that bill he backed for you?


  lot Aunt Sara! Can you never give me credit for a motive that is not personal?


  sara My dear Lot, I do most humbly apologise. But you come to me with your worry, and so I take it to be a personal one.


  lot It is a personal one. But not in that sense. It is about Abraham.


  sara And what worries you about Abraham? (Her tone is natural, but guarded)


  lot He is behaving strangely. So strangely that people are beginning to talk.


  sara (ironically) What a dreadful thing! And how is he strange?


  lot He seems not to know what is said to him. He passes life-long friends without a bow. If they call to him, he stares through them. Only this morning the Surveyor met him, and stopped to talk about the new drainage scheme they are planning. A big thing it is, and if it went through there would be a lot in it for Abraham. And what do you think Abraham said?


  sara What?


  lot He just stared at the Surveyor and said: 'Bricks. They are made from the mud, and they go back to the mud. What are bricks to build with?' Aunt Sara, do you think he is losing his mind?


  sara I see no signs of it. (She is guarded and repressive) He is a little absent-minded lately.


  lot Absent-minded! There is a point where absent-mindedness becomes criminal. Do you know that the King has suggested Abraham as being the ideal person to head the new committee for the improvement of social amenities? Do you know what that means? Do you know who will be on that committee? Representatives of the Court, of the Temple, of the Army, of Big Business, and of the landowners. And who would be the man to keep the balance between them, to play one interest off against another, until the whole city revolved round him, and every last bushel of wheat from the country and every last brick from the kiln was in his gift? Abraham! But if it is whispered that his mind is sick …


  sara His mind is not sick!


  lot (paying no attention) If they think his judgment no longer of account, there will be no place on that committee for Abraham. It is the chance of a lifetime. Of a thousand lifetimes. And Abraham is likely to throw it away by his odd behaviour.


  sara I don't see why it should be such a worry to you, Lot? What Abraham may lose will be his own loss. His oddity harms no one but himself.


  lot (pouncing) Then you admit that he is behaving oddly?


  sara (smoothly) Oh, yes. It does not need his nephew to tell me about my husband. And Abraham is more than my husband, Lot. He is my child too. He has not been well lately. He is absent-minded, and has bouts of rage and impatience. Not at all like himself. But I am hoping that when the cooler weather comes he may regain his old——


  lot By the time the cooler weather comes that place on the committee will be filled. And unless my uncle controls himself, the place will not be filled by Abraham. That is why I came to see you; when he was not here, I wanted …


  sara How did you know he was not at home?


  lot Because he is walking up and down under the trees on the north terrace.


  sara (relieved) Well, let us be thankful for the trees, at least.


  lot He has been doing that all the afternoon, while even the hungry pariah dogs slept. So I took the chance of seeing you. I want you to use your influence with him. He is devoted to you; and there is no one in the whole Euphrates valley who has one half your charm and persuasive quality. He will listen to you.


  sara Listen to what?


  lot Tell him that he owes it to his family to be more careful. That there are great successes ahead of him, and that it behoves him to show a little more interest, to make some effort——


  sara For what?


  
    [As lot pauses, at a loss for her meaning; without emphasis.]

  


  For what, I ask you? To gain a little fresh honour? He is already well thought of. To be the envy of the town? He has never cared for such things. To buy me a new jewel? I have already more than I can wear. Not a month goes by but he adds to the store. (With a mixture of irony for the stupidity of man, and tenderness for his childishness) It is his way of comforting me for having no child; for what reason should I prod my weary husband into—— (She pauses)


  
    [The voices of hagar and another woman can be heard in the courtyard.]

  


  sara I think that is your wife's voice.


  lot Yes, it does sound like Milcah.


  sara Did you tell her that you were coming here?


  lot No, I didn't think she would know. It is usually sundown before she wakens these days. She doesn't stand the hot weather well.


  sara (lightly) One of these days, Lot, your wife's curiosity will be the death of her.


  
    [milcah appears in the doorway escorted by hagar, who retires to bring refreshment. milcah is thin, plain, and plaintive.]

  


  Good evening, Milcah. Come into the cool and rest. It is not like you to be abroad before the streets are in shadow.


  milcah I wondered where Lot had gone.


  sara Hagar, a cool drink for Milcah. Lot, I am afraid I offered you nothing. A little wine?


  lot Some whey, please.


  milcah Why should Lot go rushing out of the house into the heat?


  lot I didn't rush.


  milcah If I hadn't happened to waken up I should never have known.


  sara Would it have mattered?


  milcah It matters that one's husband should have secrets from one, surely.


  lot There was no secret.


  milcah Then why didn't you tell me you were coming here?


  lot It is not a matter of importance that I should visit my uncle's house.


  milcah Perhaps not. But it is a sufficiently remarkable matter when you do it at an hour when you should be asleep at home.


  sara (still lightly) Are you questioning my virtue, Milcah?


  milcah (impatient) Of course not. What I am questioning is Lot's motive. He isn't borrowing money again, is he?


  lot One would think that I was the only person since the Flood to borrow a little ready money.


  sara It was not business that brought your husband through the hot streets, Milcah, my dear. It was sheer altruism, wasn't it, Lot?


  lot (not very comfortable under sara's eye) Of course it was.


  sara He is worried about Abraham.


  [Enter hagar with drinks.]


  Here is your cold drink, Milcah.


  milcah And can't he do his worrying under his own roof? (Taking the drink) Thank you. I am as worried as he is, but——


  sara You, too?


  milcah No one likes having a relation who is rapidly becoming the talk of the town.


  lot Oh, Milcah, you exaggerate. She always exaggerates.


  milcah Indeed I do not. My maid told me only yesterday that her brother's employer—he's a tanner in Eastgate—he told her brother that he had seen Abraham striding up the steps of the Ziggurat, talking to himself and followed by five small boys making fun of him. It's a fine thing when one of the principal citizens of this town——


  sara (hearing someone come into the courtyard) Hush!


  
    [they listen. abraham's voice is heard in conversation with hagar.]

  


  That is Abraham now. Please don't mention these things to him. Whatever has led to his strangeness lately, I am sure that he is unaware of it. So don't suggest—talk of other things. You have come for an evening visit, that is all. Talk of the Surveyor's new scheme. The drainage affair. Anything——


  
    [Enter abraham. He is considerably older than his wife; unselfconscious and with manners of a charming simplicity. Fairly tall, but small-boned and graceful.]

  


  abraham (in a deep, firm voice that is neither contentious nor unctuous, quite gay, in fact) Hagar told me that we had guests. I am glad to see you, Lot. And you, Milcah. I hope you are both well. And I hope very much that you have not drunk everything that is cold in the house. (Raising his voice) Hagar!


  [As hagar answers, off, and comes running.]


  Some of that for me. How is business, Lot?


  [It is the usual conventional question.]


  lot Not too bad for the time of year. Not bad at all.


  sara (not accusing, but merely rallying) Whatever time of year it may be for business, it is the wrong time of year to be out of doors in the afternoon.


  abraham (mildly) Yes. It was stupid of me. I forgot what time of day it was.


  lot (unable to contain himself) You forgot?


  abraham (a little confused by the need of explanation) Yes … I—I was thinking of other things.


  milcah One would have thought that the sun would have reminded you.


  sara (sotto voce) Milcah, please!


  abraham Yes, it's odd. I failed to notice the sun. (As one making up his mind) To be honest with you, things have been happening to me lately that I don't understand.


  lot You are not worried about business, are you?


  abraham No, not at all. It is not worry which dogs me. It is something much stranger. I am pursued by a Voice.


  sara (gently) A voice?


  abraham A Voice that says: What are you doing here? What are you doing with your life in this city, where your days slip by as unremarkable as beads on a string? Is it for this you were born? To live the years round in the beauty and comfort of Ur until you go back to the dust of your beginning? Get up! Get out of this place and see what there is for you elsewhere!


  lot (half relieved) But everyone feels like that in Ur at this time of year. There is not a man in the city but suffers from a weariness of the flesh and a desire to be elsewhere.


  abraham You think it is the season that troubles me? I could find it in my heart to wish that it were; that my Voice was merely the breath of the hot wind. If that were so there would be respite to look forward to. As it is, I am pursued by the Voice even in the first cool of the early morning. When the city is at its loveliest, and my own desires can compass nothing more perfect than to be part of that loveliness for the rest of my life, even then the Voice is there, urging me to go.


  sara (still gently) To go where, Abraham?


  abraham It doesn't say. All it says is that there is a great destiny for me elsewhere, and that I must leave Ur and follow it.


  [Enter hagar, with drink.]


  milcah But that is absurd. It must be some kind of sickness. Have you consulted the priests?


  sara (prompting him, as one would a sick person or a child) Hagar has brought your drink, dear.


  
    [He takes the cup, and hagar goes, but he seems unaware of it in his hand.]

  


  abraham I don't wonder that you think that. I thought that myself. For a whole winter and a spring I fought the Voice. I planned little ways to trick it. I invented new interests, designed new businesses to fill my life, and said to myself: Now there will be no spare moment for the Voice; I have shut it out; I have defeated it. (Wearily) But it was no use. The Voice was everywhere.


  sara Drink, my dear. You are tired.


  abraham Yes, thank you. When the summer came it grew louder. It drowned the humming of the insects. It hammered at me when I walked through the street of the smiths. It talked, talked, talked among the palm leaves. It whispered in the dark as I lay sleepless at night.


  lot That is what is wrong. These sleepless nights. No man sleeps well in this weather; and lack of sleep does queer things to a man. Now, I know a first-class apothecary who can give you a draught that is as nearly a knock-out blow as——


  milcah You and your apothecaries. I know a woman who will give you a charm for half the money. A quite infallible charm. You tie it round your neck, and turn it over three times, say: 'Thanks be to Nannar for night and sleep and the moon'—and you are asleep.


  abraham It is kind of you to suggest; to want to help. But I shall need neither charm nor apothecary.


  lot But you must have sleep or you will be really ill. And we cannot afford to have you ill.


  abraham (calmly confident) I shall sleep tonight.


  lot How do you know?


  abraham Because I have said 'yes' to my destiny.


  sara (more puzzled than alarmed) What do you mean, Abraham?


  abraham I would have told you after supper tonight. It happened today when I was walking on the highest terrace of the Ziggurat. In the town, when the Voice pursued me I used to feel trapped. I used to hurry round street corners, and in and out of alleys, trying to escape it. This was Ur, my city, and I didn't want to leave it. But today, from the high terrace, I could see the far distance, like a promise. That was where my Voice bade me go, and once I could see it, it was not so frightening. Ur was, after all, only a small thing in a very wide world. And somewhere in that world was the country of my destiny. 'Go out,' the Voice said, 'and when you come into the country you will know it. To your children, and your children's children, I have given that country, and the whole world will be the richer for it.'


  milcah (scandalised) 'I!' Who do you think the Voice is?


  abraham I think it is God. (He speaks as one having come to a conclusion)


  lot Which God?


  abraham I don't know. This is the only one that has ever spoken to me.


  
    [The sentence is unaccented. It is not 'to me'; nor even 'ever spoken'. There is no emphasis. It is a simple statement.]

  


  milcah It is not the custom of the gods to speak except through a priest. It is much more likely to be a demon.


  lot Milcah is right. It is not likely that a god would advise so strange a course. You had better consult the temple authorities.


  abraham I have no need to consult anyone. (Emending) Any authority. (He has remembered his wife) Sara. (He sounds a little uncertain now) You have said nothing.


  sara What is there for me to say? That I have faith in your Voice? What faith can one have in a Voice whose promises are nonsense?


  abraham Why should they be nonsense?


  sara The country is for your children's children, isn't it? Have you forgotten that you are a childless man?


  abraham (who has quite genuinely forgotten) The Voice says that it will be so. And I believe it.


  sara (in a now-I-think-about-it tone) It is possible, of course. It was stupid of me not to have seen it. You could put me away and take another wife. A wife who——


  abraham (angry) I shall never have any wife but you. If my God gives me a country, he gives it to you too. And it is to your children that he will preserve it.


  
    [It sounds almost as if he were giving notice to whom it might concern.]

  


  sara Are you bargaining with your Voice?


  abraham I believe what it says. I believe in my destiny; and I have no destiny apart from you. When I go out from Ur you come with me; and together we shall see the promise come true.


  lot Leave Ur! I think you must be insane. Where would you go?


  abraham I don't know. I have not thought about it yet.


  lot Where do you think there is a country for you to inherit? Every square yard in all the thousand miles from Armenia to the sea, every inch that will grow a blade of grass, is the property of someone.


  milcah Perhaps he plans to live with the goats among the mountains.


  abraham No. I am no starving prophet. My inheritance is a rich one.


  lot (pricking up his ears) Rich?


  abraham I have told you. There is a great future for me and those belonging to me. Come with me, Lot, and share ink.


  lot And what would I do with my business? Make a gift of it to the priests?


  abraham There is nothing in my Voice which says that we must go out penniless. You could do what I am going to do. One share to the poor, one to the town, one to the temple—they do some good, I think—(He is not too sure about this, but old habit is too much for him)—and one in your purse.


  milcah Do you seriously mean that you are going to drag Sara away from all the people she knows, from all her friends, and the position she has made for herself in society, to go trailing round the world looking for a country that you don't even know the name of?


  abraham I am not dragging Sara anywhere. The promise is for her too. Everything I ever had was Sara's. This is hers too.


  milcah It is generous of you to give her something she doesn't want.


  sara You mean well, Milcah, but I don't need you to defend me. This is between Abraham and me.


  milcah Well, we may as well go home and let you have it out with him. It will soon be supper time, anyhow.


  lot I can't believe that you really mean to do this—this absurd thing. I have always looked up to you as a shrewd and far-seeing man. It is incredible——


  abraham And what makes you think I have ceased to be far-seeing?


  
    [As lot hesitates at that, always afraid he may miss something.]

  


  A view that embraces the whole earth and its possibilities can hardly be termed parochial. It is you, Lot, whose sight is short. I offer you a principality, but you prefer the security and comfort of a steady income in Ur.


  milcah (tartly) You come home, Lot. You know very well that if you once begin to think you are missing something there is no folly you are not capable of. (To abraham) Have you told anyone of your plans? I mean, is there any reason why we shouldn't tell people?


  abraham Until now I have never mentioned my Voice to anyone. No one, that is, except my father.


  sara (in the tone of one enlightened) Ah!


  lot Terah! Don't tell me that you are thinking of taking Terah with you!


  abraham Of course. Why not? Where I go, my father goes.


  lot But the old man is an invalid. Bed-ridden.


  abraham There are such things as litters. I shall never come back to Ur. I could hardly leave my father to be tended by strangers.


  milcah But Lot and I could take him. That would be better for him than being jolted all over the Euphrates valley.


  abraham I have an idea that Lot may be coming with us.


  milcah Lot!


  lot Not I. Can you see me arranging my whole life at the bidding of a Voice?


  abraham So far you have had to obey a great many voices. The voice of the priests, interpreting their god according to their fancy or to the needs of the temple. The voice of the King—ever changing as kings come and go. The voice of the law—new and different with each new faculty. A hundred voices; competing, threatening, spelling confusion. I have finished with that. I have one voice to obey, and what I do is between me and my God.


  milcah (with decision) Lot, come home.


  sara (with the pressing claim of hospitality) We can give you supper. It is onion soup, and cold meat with cucumber.


  milcah Thank you, but I know that you want to talk to Abraham. And anyhow, Lot shouldn't have cucumber.


  sara They are just garnish. He doesn't have to eat it.


  milcah If there are cucumbers there, Lot will eat them.


  [To sara, as the two men take leave of each other.]


  I am sorry that I came so unceremoniously. I didn't know you were in trouble. I was angry because Lot had sneaked out without telling me. Good-night. I shall get my 'charm' woman to give me something to alter Abraham's mind. It is wonderful what she can do with a few bits and pieces. So perhaps all this will blow over. But if it doesn't, remember that we shall be happy to look after old Terah. I like the old man. He was the first to say a kind word to me when I came into this family. And of course Lot is terrified of him; which would be very useful. Are you ready, Lot?


  lot Yes, I'm coming. Good-night, Aunt Sara—and my sympathy.


  sara Good-night to you both. Good-night.


  [They go.]
 
 [There is a short pause.]


  abraham She said: 'You will want to talk to Abraham.' (He waits to hear what she has to say)


  sara (avoiding the main point) Would it not have helped you to tell me about the Voice? Were you so little sure of me?


  abraham If I could not believe, myself, how could I expect belief from you?


  sara It was not belief I meant, but sympathy in your trouble.


  abraham (quickly) But you believe now? You believe that my Voice is a true and good thing.


  sara (slowly) I believe that you have to leave Ur.


  abraham (sadly) You think that I am possessed.


  sara I think you cannot help yourself.


  abraham In other words, I am a madman. And what has sent me mad, do you think?


  sara I don't know. Does it matter?


  abraham Matter?


  sara Mad or sane, you are Abraham, and my husband. And I will go with you out of Ur tomorrow morning if that is what you wish.


  abraham (wistfully) I wish you believed.


  sara (gently reproving) It is a little greedy of you to want belief too.


  abraham (following his own thought) If I had told you tonight, as I had planned, when we were alone, you might have believed.


  sara No one who has not heard your Voice for himself could believe, Abraham. You must see that. Did Terah believe when you told him?


  abraham (seeing her point) No. No, I suppose he didn't. He just listened. (Remembering something) Why did you say 'Ah!' when I said that I had told Terah about the Voice?


  sara Because I knew then why the old man had looked with pity at me when I gave him his broth this morning.


  abraham Pity? Why should he pity you?


  sara Because he knew that I should have no defence against you.


  abraham Defence!


  sara We will follow you out of Ur, Terah and I, because we love you. We have no ear for your Voice, but your way is our way, and your God our God. Come to supper.


  
    CURTAIN


     


    


     

  


  SCENE 2


  The Scene is the same.


  In the middle of the floor is a leather trunk, and round it are strewn a great collection of garments of all sorts. sara is kneeling by the trunk, doing the selecting and packing. hagar is standing by, sorting and folding.
  


  sara Hagar, where is that red frock with the ruching at the neck and the long fringe?


  hagar You gave it to Basha.


  sara I did? Basha who?


  hagar The herb-woman whose son ran away with the dancing-girl.


  sara I wish I had some control over my impulses. Why did I do that?


  hagar You said it would be a great comfort to her.


  sara (ironic) And was it, do you know? (She is still busy with the things round her)


  hagar Oh, yes. She sold it to the butcher's wife for her daughter's wedding, and went to see her cousin in the country with the money. Her cousin gave her a whole new outfit and lent her enough money to open that new shop in Small Lane.


  sara (with a faint dash of contempt in her indulgent amusement) Is there anything in this town that you don't know about, Hagar? Well, I'm glad it did some good, but it's a pity.


  hagar It is, indeed. I was planning to impress Jabin one day in that frock. When I am looking extra nice he always adds half a shekel to the discount when I pay the bill.


  
    [sara pauses to smile up at her maid, busy and unselfconscious, and is about to resume her own activity, when she pauses to look back at the girl, consideringly.]

  


  sara (discovering it for the first time) You are growing quite beautiful, Hagar. (Ironic; half to herself) It's as well for you that I love you.


  hagar (missing the point of the latter sentence) You think I am pretty? (She stands, the garment she is holding clasped to her, naive and pleased) Really?


  sara (unconscious of the girl; slowly) Very attractive. (Recollecting herself; going back to her work) When I think of the skinny brat I bought in the market-place for half the cost of a good meal, I can hardly believe it.


  hagar Why did you buy me?


  sara (tossing one garment after another at each suggestion) God knows. Because I like Egyptian women's small bones. Because I wanted a daughter. Because you looked hungry. Because I had nothing to do between breakfast and lunch that day. Because—(pausing to sit back on her heels and sniff the air loudly) Go and see what the cook is burning now.


  [As hagar is going.]


  If it is the sauce, tell him he will leave this house tomorrow.


  hagar He won't care. He knows that we are going to the promised land.


  sara Where?


  hagar To the land that has been promised to the master.


  sara (going back to her work) Oh.


  [hagar goes.]


  (Stares after her, and comes back to the garments on the floor—slowly) Very beautiful. And young. (Shaking the thought from her mind, rising and holding up a frock against herself) I wonder what fashions will be like in the 'promised land'. Quite horrible, I have no doubt. (She drops the frock, and produces a sandal from the rubbish. She proceeds to look for its mate)


  [Enter hagar.]


  hagar It is the sauce. He says he cannot cook because he is ill with grief at parting from us.


  sara The grief is not mutual.


  hagar His eyes are blind with tears, he says. And Larsa says would it be convenient for you to see him for a moment.


  sara (holding up the odd sandal) Where, do you imagine, is the other of this?


  hagar That is the one the puppy ate.


  sara Oh, yes, I remember. What does Larsa want?


  hagar He wouldn't dream of telling me.


  sara I wish you and Larsa didn't quarrel so much.


  hagar Oh, we don't quarrel. It is just that he despises me and I abominate him.


  sara And I suppose that conduces to a friendly atmosphere.


  hagar I don't see that a Syrian from Damascus is any better than an Egyptian, even if he is free. Just because I was bought in the market-place doesn't make me——


  sara (with less than her usual tolerance) Hagar, you talk too much. You have your place in this household, and Larsa has his. There is no question of comparison or competition. Tell Larsa to come in. (Raising her voice without turning her head and going on with her sorting)


  [hagar goes.]


  And you can say to the cook that if the sauce is not too bad he might try pouring it into another pan and adding some wine.


  
    [Almost before she has finished talking, larsa appears in the doorway. He is young, earnest, attractive, intelligent, unselfconscious, and physically well-made. He has grown up in the household and is now the steward. His relation to sara and her husband is, through long intimacy, almost that of a cousin.]

  


  Come in, Larsa. Did you ever see such a mess? It is very odd having to say goodbye to one's clothes. One is used to giving them away, but not to leaving them behind. One grieves for them. (She is laughing at herself again) What did you want to say to me?


  larsa I want you to speak to Abraham for me.


  sara Yes, if it is something that I can do.


  larsa You are the only person who can always persuade him into changing his mind.


  sara (smiling at him; amending) Persuade him that he has changed his mind, you mean.


  larsa (agreeing with a faint smile to the amendment) Well?


  sara And what do you want me to alter his mind about?


  larsa About my going with you. Make him see, please make him see that it is right for me to go. That it is best for all of us.


  sara Best? Not best for you, surely, Larsa?


  larsa Yes, for me.


  sara What could be better than an appointment to the royal household?


  larsa Being part of the family I grew up with.


  sara Abraham obtained you that appointment so that you might be settled for life.


  larsa So that I might be off his conscience. He has a very active conscience.


  sara Oh, come! That is——


  larsa He can say: Larsa was educated in my household and grew up in it like a son and I love him. It is true that I lop him off like a branch that spoils the look of the tree, but have I not seen to it that he will have bread, honour, and fine raiment as long as he lives?


  sara And is that such a little thing? It is surely better than wandering through the world at the bidding of a Voice. (In spite of her, the faintest tinge of irony creeps into her tone)


  larsa I ask nothing better than to go wandering.


  sara Believe me, it hurts Abraham to leave you—it is like tearing off a limb—but he thinks it right. As you remarked, he has an uncomfortable conscience. Because you are not of his blood, there is no promise for you, and he will not be responsible for taking you from the good things that are naturally yours.


  larsa The good things. Sauce to my meat and servants at my call. A percentage for today and a pension for tomorrow. Are these the good things? You know better than that. Life must have purpose and savour. What savour and what purpose would life have for me deprived of all I love?


  sara But you are young, Larsa. You will make new friends. (It is apparent from the slight effort in her voice that she does not relish the prospect) And a new life for yourself. Presently you will marry. (With an effort to be light-hearted and practical) I have thought that the Third Secretary's daughter—the youngest one—would——


  larsa (interrupting; repressive) I can marry equally well a thousand miles from here and ten years from now. As for friends, do you imagine that any friend can be to me what you and Abraham are? You say that it is like tearing off a limb to part with me. For me, it is like having my heart cut out.


  
    [There is a little silence. Presently, in a new, practical, and somehow childish tone:]

  


  Besides, what is Abraham going to do without me?


  sara (relaxing—smiling a little) There is that. But you can hardly expect me to use that as an argument.


  larsa (agreeing) No.


  sara (more to herself than to him—incautiously) I suspect—— (She stops)


  larsa You suspect what?


  sara No.


  larsa (amiably) Shall I tell you what you were going to say?


  [As sara does not answer.]


  You suspect that part of his reason for leaving me behind is to prove to himself how little he needs me.


  sara (eyeing him) It occurs to me for the first time that he may be right in leaving you.


  larsa Why?


  sara You know us both too well. (Dropping her teasing and taking to sheer light-heartedness) You are a great comfort to me, Larsa; Hagar never knows what I am talking about.


  larsa She is a poor thing, the Egyptian. It would be well if you left her behind.


  sara And do my own hair half across Asia? Certainly not.


  larsa Someday she will be a grief to you. You will see.


  sara I wish you didn't quarrel so much, you two.


  larsa I don't 'quarrel' with slaves.


  sara She may be a slave, but she is a charming child, and you ought to have more patience with her. It will not add to the gaiety of life to have you glaring at each other all the way to Babylon.


  larsa Am I going to Babylon?


  sara And beyond, I hope.


  larsa You will speak to Abraham?


  sara Of course. But I can promise nothing; you understand that.


  larsa (happy) If you speak to him, you can persuade him.


  sara I did not persuade him to stay in Ur.


  larsa (confidently) You did not try.


  sara (considering him) So you know that too.


  larsa You could have persuaded him. If you had cared less for his happiness. It is because you understand how precious happiness is that I believe you will not stand by and see me deprived of mine.


  sara I shall do my best, Larsa. But it will not be easy. He was very pleased with that Household appointment. And moreover, he longs to have you with us; and Abraham always suspects that something he wants very much must be wrong. However——


  [As larsa begins to thank her.]


  What arguments have you wasted on him?


  larsa (with a ghost of a rueful smile) I tried to persuade him how useful I would be to him.


  sara (agreeing with his implied comment) Yes, that was wrong.


  larsa He was so busy doing the right thing by me that he had no ears for that. By the time I noticed my mistake he had my future all settled.


  sara I see. Well, I shall——


  
    [There is the noise of voices off; hagar and milcah in conversation as they approach.]

  


  That sounds like Milcah.


  
    [hagar shows milcah in, or rather, does so technically, but milcah's impulsive entrance leaves her no time for any announcement. She pauses a moment to listen to milcah's reason for coming and then goes.]

  


  Good-day to you, Milcah.


  milcah (plunging straight into it) Sara, you must talk to Lot. You are the only person in the whole Euphrates valley who can—how are you, Larsa?—who can persuade a little common sense into his silly head.


  larsa I think it is time I got back to the steward's room.


  milcah Don't go on my account. It is no secret that I'm married to the biggest fool in Ur.


  [larsa goes, but she does not even notice it.]


  milcah You must talk to him, Sara. Tell him that he is being——


  sara (patient and kind) Sit down, Milcah, sit down; and compose yourself. Whatever is wrong I am quite sure that it is not as bad as you are thinking at this moment. Sit down and let me give you something.


  milcah (sitting down) No, I couldn't swallow anything. I am much too—— (She catches sight of a familiar garment) Oh, I remember that blue frock; you got it for Mimi's wedding—much too upset. You must persuade him, Sara.


  sara But what has Lot done?


  milcah It is not what he has done, it is what he proposes to do.


  sara And what is that?


  milcah He has decided that he must go with Abraham.


  sara Oh.


  milcah For the last week he has been mooning about like a lost dog. I thought he was sickening for something, and I went to my woman and got three separate charms for him, and not one did any good, not even the one I gave her my topaz bracelet for. And now this morning he broke the truth to me. He wants to go with Abraham. As if it wasn't absurd enough that one family should be uprooted without any reason! You will speak to him, won't you?


  sara Persuade him against it, you mean? But——


  milcah Now don't say 'Why?' You don't want Lot with you any more than I want him to go; so it is in both our interests to——


  sara Why should I not want him?


  milcah (with finality) Nobody wants Lot.


  sara Oh, nonsense. He is quite popular with his own crowd.


  milcah Oh, them! Of course he is. They love him. He shoots dice worse than anyone in Ur. Lot practically supports them, if you must know. They send their sons to school in Babylon on what they win from Lot. He can never bear to stop in case the next throw will be a good one. That is why he is crazy enough to think of going with Abraham, in case Abraham stumbles over a gold-mine, or is made King of Assyria, or something equally unlikely.


  [Enter abraham.]


  abraham (gaily—he is very happy these days) What is this about Abraham and a gold-mine?


  sara Milcah has come to say that Lot is going with us.


  milcah (amending) Proposes to go with you.


  abraham So! (Genuinely glad) Well! That is good news, very good news.


  milcah Good news! Good news! My husband has a fit of insanity and you are glad about it? You don't imagine for a moment that he believes in that god of yours, do you? That he wants to go with you for the love of it? Not he. But the thought of what he may be missing if this turns out to be a good thing—that eats him like a toothache.


  abraham (mildly) But if this, as you say, 'turns out to be a good thing' surely you too would be glad to share?


  milcah I have put up with Lot's gambling for ten years. He has gambled with my housekeeping money, with my dress allowance, with the money my parents sent to buy a silver cup when Timna was born, and with anything else that came handy, but he is not going to gamble with my whole future!


  [lot appears in the doorway.]


  lot (coldly) They can hear you out in the street, Milcah. She has been going on like that ever since daybreak. You would think that I was proposing to drag her out to die in the desert.


  milcah And how do you know you are not? Does anyone know where we are going? Or where we shall end up?


  abraham Oh, come, Milcah. You women are always complaining that your life is nothing but a daily round. Now is the chance——


  milcah In a round you at least come back to the same place. You know where you are. If you go out endlessly in a straight line you can end up anywhere; in a jungle being devoured by animals, perhaps. (She begins to mop her eyes)


  sara My good Milcah, we are not going hunting wild beasts.


  milcah How do you know? If Abraham's god says: Hunt wild beasts, we'll be hunting wild beasts.


  sara Nonsense. Abraham's god is a kind and sensible one.


  milcah In that case he won't want to have anything to do with Lot. And neither do I. I shall leave him, that is what I shall do. I shall take back my dowry—the law says that I may—and go and—(struck by a sudden suspicion) You haven't gambled with my dowry, by any chance?


  lot (sullenly) No. Your dowry is safe.


  milcah (resuming)—and go and live as a widow in one of those little houses by the park.


  sara (with a mendacious air of considering) Well, I have always thought all-women parties very dull.


  milcah Of course they are. What are you talking about?—parties?


  sara If you lived alone you could have no men in your house.


  [As this gives milcah pause; sitting down by her.]


  Come, Milcah, you are distressing yourself without real cause. What is so frightening about going out to see the world? Going out in good company, with food and drink and money for lodging, to see what new glories the earth holds.


  milcah I don't want any glory that is further than a mile from the centre of Ur. (But in spite of the stubborn words the tone is less certain)


  sara Personally, I look forward to seeing the fashions of other cities.


  milcah (pausing in the mopping of her eyes) Fashions? Shall we be going to cities? (Her glance goes to abraham)


  abraham (amused) It would be difficult not to. The roads of the world are studded with cities.


  milcah (considering it) Oh. That is different, of course. If we were to live in civilised places. I thought perhaps your god would want you to build a temple in some remote place and spend your life serving it. You don't think that something like that is likely to happen?


  abraham I am commanded to seek out a new country and to found a family. I think that will take me all my time. And that it is most unlikely that I shall turn into a temple-builder.


  sara (comforting) So you see, Milcah, it is not so alarming. It is an adventure, not a tragedy.


  milcah (not maliciously—she is incapable of malice—but with her usual obtuseness and self-absorption) It's all very well for you; you have no children. How are those daughters of mine to find husbands if we go wandering up and down the world? What standing will they have, or what friends? Am I to have them marrying a mule-driver?


  lot Oh, give me patience! Our daughters are still eating bread-and-milk—one has no teeth yet—and you are thinking of husbands for them. They may not even live to grow up——


  milcah Lot!


  lot (genuinely penitent) Oh, I am sorry, Milcah. That was callous, but it was not meant so. You exasperate me when you invent difficulties——


  milcah (mollified) And you exasperate me with real ones. (After a pause) Lot, if you must go with Abraham, couldn't it be for just so long? If one could set bounds to the thing, it might not be so dreadful, don't you see? Half a year, or a year, or even two years. But not just—without end or plan.


  abraham Yes, why not? Why not come with us and see how you like it? You are free to come back to Ur at any time. (He includes lot in this) Indeed, I shall send you back if at any time you want to go. Provide the transport for you. Is that good enough?


  milcah (wearily) Oh, you are a good man, Abraham; no one doubts it. And you would treat us well. I just wish I saw some sense in all this. It is a very odd proceeding, and no amount of kindness, or argument, or talk of adventure makes it any less odd. We have a nice home here, and friends, and a position, and fine gay society in the best of taste—not vulgar like Babylon. Why can't Lot be content with what we have instead of hankering after riches a thousand miles away? (Preparing to go) However, perhaps nothing will come of it all, and Lot will grow discouraged and come back to live here. He grows discouraged very soon. (Seeing the expression on the faces of the others) I expect it is unkind of me to hope for a bad end to your plans.


  
    [To abraham and for once aware of other people in relation to their own lives and not in relation to her.]

  


  It means a great deal to you, doesn't it? This Promise?


  abraham Yes. A very great deal.


  milcah You mustn't think that I am just being selfish and tiresome. For you it is exciting; you have the Promise but for me it is nothing but being torn up by the roots. (Her eyes going to the garments round the trunk on the floor) For me, and for Sara too, I expect. All those lovely things that she will never wear again.


  sara There will be others. Finer ones.


  milcah (unheeding; her eyes on the clothes) That yellow silk; that was for the reception at the Syrian Ambassador's. And that silver thing—Oh, I must go home. If I begin to cry now I shall cry so much that I shan't be able to go through the streets with my face. I'll go home and cry in peace. (She makes for the door)


  sara (going to the door with her) Yes, Milcah, do that. A very satisfying occupation and very clearing to the head. Once you have got that over, you'll be surprised how much interest you will find in your new future.


  milcah Goodbye, Sara; you are very kind. (Over her shoulder to abraham) Goodbye, Abraham; forgive me if I have been silly but I am so very miserable. And I gave away my topaz bracelet to my woman for a charm, and it did no good whatever——


  
    [The remembrance of this is the last straw and she begins to cry again. sara is about to go out with her when lot detains her and takes her place.]


    [milcah goes.]

  


  lot (to abraham and sara) I'll go with her. You must not mind her; she is upset.


  sara (with a shade of tartness) It is natural that she should be. It is not every day that a woman is told that her home is to be broken up.


  abraham Goodbye, Lot. I am glad that you decided to come with us.


  lot Goodbye.


  [Exit lot.]


  abraham Poor Lot!


  sara Poor Milcah! (She begins to go back to her packing)


  abraham (watching her) I suppose that for a woman it is more difficult to leave behind the familiar things.


  
    [He picks up a sandal and considers it; it is a fragile thing, not meant for the roads of the world.]

  


  I have asked a great deal of you, Sara.


  sara You have asked still more of Larsa. Asked too much, I think.


  abraham Larsa? I have not asked anything of Larsa, surely?


  sara To leave things behind is difficult. But to be left behind must be a grief unbearable. (She is still busy with her things, not looking at him)
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