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CHARACTERS


 
lady charing

lady tillicoultry

lord charing

neil tummel

cripps, a maid

victor, a footman





 

scene. The first scene takes place in a part of lady charing’s
bedroom; for the rest of the play the action takes place in the small
drawing-room at Charing House, W.1.


time. The middle of Edward the Seventh’s reign.


ACT I




SCENE I


It is a May morning in London, and we are looking at part of lady
charing’s bedroom at Charing House. The house is situated in a
Mayfair Square, and the bedroom is on the second floor. Through
the open window at the back one can see the tops of the trees in the
sunlight, and from the square below there comes, since this is the
reign of Edward VII, the faint clip-clop of horses’ hooves and the
purr of tyred wheels.


At the dressing-table, clad in a ravishing creation which she calls a
wrapper, is lady charing. Her hair is in the process of being
arranged for the day by her maid, cripps.


lady charing was forty last month, but no one remembers the fact;
partly because her beauty has an ageless quality, and partly because
she is less a person than an institution. For more than ten years
now Charing House has been the social centre of London. No
climber ‘arrives’ until his name appears on the Charing House list;
no fallen idol is ‘cut’ until his name is dropped from that list. There
are those who say that lady charing’s taste is a little too catholic;
but these, no doubt, are such as have had to wait too long in the
crush on the magnificent stairs when the Charings ‘receive’.
Neither the catholicity nor the crush prevents them from being on the
stairs next time.


cripps, too, is ageless. She comes of five generations of ‘service’,
and in her own time she has been passed on from one generation to
another, like a christening robe or any other valuable family
possession. Occasionally she is sent to take lessons from a fashionable
hairdresser. She translates her new knowledge with tact and
success to her mistress’s head; but her own hair is done as she first
learned to do it thirty-odd years ago.


 





lady charing (breaking the comfortable silence while she watches
cripps’s activities in the mirror) Well, Cripps, was it a happy
reunion last night in the housekeeper’s room?


cripps Very pleasant, my lady.


lady c. Have you left any of us a rag of reputation?


cripps (quietly reproving) We are interested, my lady, but
never censorious.


lady c. And what have you gathered of interest? (Referring
to a lock of hair) A little farther back, that.


cripps Like that, my lady?


lady c. That is better. Well, what is the gossip?


cripps No less than five Americans have taken houses in the
Square for the season.


lady c. (not particularly interested) Oh? All railways?


cripps I understand that none of them are railways, my lady.


lady c. (genuinely inquiring) Dear me! What else do
Americans make money in?


cripps Beginning from the north end of the Square, Number
Three is tintacks, Number Ten rubber goods, Number Seventeen
toothpaste, Number Twenty-two lumber—that is something
to do with wood, not second-hand things, my lady—and
Twenty-eight is something new called Advertising.


lady c. Are the Broomes not opening Twenty-eight this
year, then?


cripps No, my lady. They married the last daughter off at
a Christmas ball.


lady c. What, the fat one? What a little mistletoe will do!


cripps They say it was the punch, my lady.


lady c. What other news?


cripps Lady Trundle has been stealing umbrellas again.


lady c. The woman never had any sense.


cripps It is said to be involuntary, my lady.


lady c. (not listening) Imagine acquiring anything as convenient
as kleptomania and squandering it on umbrellas.


cripps They have engaged a gentleman to go round after her
and pay for anything she takes.


lady c. A gentleman?


cripps The younger son of an impoverished baronet, I
understand, my lady.


lady c. (having considered it) Oh, well. I suppose it is no
worse than chasing sheep in Australia. What else?


cripps Old Sir Archibald is breaking up.


lady c. Poor dear. His memory, is it?


cripps No, my Lady, he has taken to carrying parcels in the
street.


lady c. I hardly think that is an infallible sign of decrepitude.
In the winter one does things, even in town, that one
would not dream of doing during the season.


[There is a knock on the bedroom door. cripps goes to the door
and consults with the knocker, while lady charing picks up a
buffer and idly polishes her nails.]


cripps Lady Tillicoultry is downstairs, my lady, and wants
to know if she may come up.


lady c. But of course! Of course! (As cripps gives the message
and comes away from the door) I wonder what Poppy is doing
out of bed at ten of a morning.


cripps She is no doubt glad to have you back, my lady.


lady c. No doubt. But it is a gladness that could be contained
until luncheon. (After a second’s pause) There was no
gossip about the Tillicoultrys, was there? (The accent is on the
name, and she obviously expects the answer to be ‘No’)


cripps (a little shocked) Oh, no, my lady. Certainly not.
One would as soon expect gossip about our own household.


lady c. (having considered it a moment longer) Perhaps she just
had cramp.


[With a sketchy knock at the door, lady tillicoultry comes in,
and crosses to kiss her friend.]


lady t. Millie, my dear, how nice to have you back.


lady c. (genuinely glad to see her; holding out a left hand, presenting
her cheek for the kiss) Poppy! How are you? You are looking
radiant.


lady t. What a wonderful wrapper. How are you, Cripps?


cripps I am very well, my lady, thank you. (She provides a
chair for the newcomer)


[lady tillicoultry—Venetia Mary Violet Graham-Grant-Moffat,
Countess of Tillicoultry—is a year younger than her
friend, but looks a little older. Her clothes, down to the last
glove button, are as elegant as anything worn by the mistress of
Charing House, but they have an odd air of having been put on by
accident. Even her very fashionable and becoming hat is not
quite straight.


[lady t. sinks into the chair that cripps has supplied, which is
placed so that the two women can see each other in the mirror.]


lady t. I know this is an absurd hour for anyone but the
butcher’s boy to call, but if I waited till luncheon there would
be a dozen people and I would never see you again alone until
August.


lady c. (dispassionately) Your wig is crooked.


lady t. (equally matter-of-fact, putting up her hands preparatory to
correcting the slant) Which way?


lady c. The usual way.


lady t. (adjusting it without looking in the mirror; equably)
Cosmo says that if I don’t get a new wig he will acquire a
mistress. I wish he would. No woman should have to endure
the attentions of a devoted husband after eleven years of
matrimony.


lady c. Why don’t you go back to your own hair? It must
have grown by now.


lady t. Oh, I could never endure to go through that every
morning. (She indicates cripps’ administrations) If one must have
measles one might as well get some advantage from it.


lady c. You would make a profit out of Satan. Why did
you want to see me alone?


lady t. Because you are my best friend and I am in trouble.
(She sounds not at all perturbed)


lady c. Bills, bile, or blackmail?


lady t. It’s Kilcrannock.


lady c. Kilcrannock! Why waste a May morning in
London worrying about a Scottish county?


lady t. It is not the county; it’s the constituency. Didn’t
you read any papers in Nice?


lady c. (only half-serious) Why should one? Nothing important
happens in England when I am out of it.


lady t. You’d be surprised what can happen in Scotland!


lady c. The by-election, was it? What went wrong?


lady t. They have elected the Socialist creature!


lady c. But I thought young Whatshisname was all ready
to step into old Brigham’s shoes when he died?


lady t. So did everyone else. That is what went wrong!
Everyone was so sure that no one bothered to vote. So the
Socialist creature sailed in.


lady c. (half-amused) Dear me! That must be a shock for a
Tory stronghold like Kilcrannock.


lady t. The situation is quite appalling. Nothing like that
has happened to the Tillicoultrys in all their hundreds of years
in Scotland.


lady c. It serves you right for owning any part of the
benighted country.


lady t. Is it my fault that Charles the Second had an
evening off in Perth? Don’t be so detached, Millie. You must
help me.


lady c. Help you?


lady t. One cannot allow oneself to be represented by someone
so unpresentable.


lady c. What do you propose to do about it?


lady t. Now that the creature is here in town his habits can
be judiciously—supervised.


lady c. Are you suggesting blackmail?


lady t. (indignant) Certainly not! The creature has never
done a wrong thing in all his stupid life.


lady c. Then what do you suggest?


lady t. I thought that you might, so to speak, take the
rough off him.


lady c. I!


lady t. You know: give him tips about ties, and weed the
grosser misconceptions from his mind.


lady c. (drawling) My dear good Poppy! May I ask why
you do not ‘take the rough off’ for yourself?


lady t. How can I? We are not on speaking terms. I
shall have to bow, of course, when we meet on the same platform.
When I open bazaars and things. But we cannot have
any converse. He objects to us even more than we do to him.


lady c. (silkily) And you think he would not object to me?


lady t. Well, you are a Liberal, and therefore of no consequence
politically. It would not, I mean, be ‘crossing the
floor’ to accept your hospitality. And you are, after all,
Millicent Charing.


lady c. Thank you, my dear.


lady t. Has anyone ever refused an invitation to Charing
House?


lady c. Not that I can remember. So you think your wild
man might put up with me? And can you tell me why I
should be bored by having a piece of original conglomerate
dumped in my drawing-room?


lady t. But you would not be bored. You like creatures.
Even if someone found him there, no one would think it odd.
Everyone expects you to be a little promiscuous.


lady c. My dear Poppy!


lady t. Socially speaking, of course.


[lady charing, her hair-dressing finished, steps out of her
wrapper, and is assisted into her morning toilette by cripps.]


lady c. What is he called, your creature?


lady t. Neil Tummel.


lady c. (puzzled) Tumble as in fall?


lady t. No, as in the river. T-u-m-m-e-l.


lady c. (without emotion) Uncouth. I cannot do it.
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