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CANARIES SOMETIMES SING





ACT I

SCENE: The sitting-room in Geoffrey Lyme’s country house.

(GEOFFREY is seated facing a table. On the table is a canary in a cage
—he is feeding it.)

GEOFF. You’re a naughty little feller—that’s what you are! And I have a very good
mind not to give you your dinner! Why don’t you ever laugh or sing? Eh?
Why don’t you? Perhaps you hate being in a cage? But we’re all of us in a
cage of some sort, little feller—and some of us are not alone in it! Good God,
Percy, don’t tell me the reason you never laugh or sing is because you are
alone in it? You fool! Don’t you realise how lucky you are—don’t you know
that I and millions of others would give nearly all we have in the world to
change places with you! ’Ssh! In confidence! (Looks at door, whispers.)
Supposing you had some one in your cage like I have in mine—some one
who bored you to death with her stupidities—every time she opened her
mouth you nearly screamed—who does nothing that entitles you to divorce
her—but who does a thousand things that entitle you to murder her! How
would you like your cage filled with the highbrow fellers of the world—who
furnished your cage like this one is furnished—look at it—she’ll tell you it’s
artistic! Look at the cloth on the piano—here—(Rises, pulls it off piano,
throws it into cupboard)—that I won’t stand any longer! That’s made you
think a bit, hasn’t it, Percy? You’d turn her out, you say! Getting them into
your cage is as easy as getting them out is difficult; that’s why only twenty
thousand people get divorced a year! Supposing you had some one in there
like that? Being a gentleman you would have to bear your mistake in silence—
smile when you could strike—and to the world pretend a happiness that does
not exist! If this were my case only, Percy, I would not speak, but I am telling
you the story of countless thousands of men and women who smile in every
other home but their own! Go on, don’t be a fool, realise how lucky you are,
and sing!

ANNE. (Heard off.) Is Mr. Lymes at home, Morton?
MORTON. In the sitting-room, ma’am.
GEOFF. (To canary.) ’Ssh! Here she is, back to my cage for the week-end. Listen

to her when she comes in—then if you think I have exaggerated—been



unnecessarily cynical—and you still want a mate—well, I’ll hate doing it—but
I’ll buy you one!

ANNE. (Off.) Geoffrey!
GEOFF. In here, darling!

(ANNE enters; she is carrying some books, which she places on table.)

(Walks to her.) Ah, my love, how are you?
ANNE. (Puts up her cheek to be kissed.) So tired, so terribly tired.
GEOFF. I was afraid you would be, darling!
ANNE. And so unhappy that little husband isn’t pleased to see his wife!
GEOFF. What makes you say that?
ANNE. Because he didn’t come to meet poor little wife in the car, and let her

come all the way from the station alone in a nasty taxi!
GEOFF. You didn’t let me know what train you were coming by!
ANNE. (Shakes her head.) When we were first married you liked little wife so

much you met all the trains!
GEOFF. True! (Nods his head.) True! Tell me, you’ve had a busy week, eh?
ANNE. Terrible! I’ve never stopped a minute! And I have such an awful week in

front of me! Do you know, poor little woman has discovered she is on the
committee of three charity matinées!

GEOFF. Why be on three?
ANNE. They insist! Even when I refuse they put poor Anne’s name on the

committee!
GEOFF. Ghastly for you!
ANNE. Three luncheon-parties in my own house! Four dinner-parties; and last

night, tired out, they took me on to night club after night club—poor little
wifey didn’t get home until nearly four!

GEOFF. Little husband was in bed at ten!
ANNE. Little husband a very lazy man to live in the country as he does; he should

come to London and help his little Anne!
GEOFF. You move in too high circles for me, Anne dear! I must say I feel a slight

reflected glory when I read in the papers that Mrs. Geoffrey Lymes, wife of



the well-known playwright, was amongst the Duchess of Bristol’s party at the
—wherever it was!

ANNE. (Her manner changes.) What paper did you see that in?
GEOFF. I don’t remember for the moment!
ANNE. It’s too disgraceful—those beastly press-cutting people I belong to never

send me anything; can’t you remember what paper it was in?
GEOFF. I’m afraid I’ve forgotten!
ANNE. I’ll write to them to-night! Brutes!
GEOFF. Tell me, have you discovered any new geniuses this week amongst your

literary friends?
ANNE. (Looks at him.) No! (Pauses; speaks indifferently.) Letts lunched with

me on Tuesday.
GEOFF. Letts? My word, that’s a conquest, if you like—that’s putting it across

your friends with a vengeance!
ANNE. In what way? I don’t understand?
GEOFF. The world’s great writer—who never is seen in public, who hates

photography almost as much as the photographer hates him. I call that a
terrific triumph! How did you get him, Anne?

ANNE. How do you mean, how did I get him? I wrote and asked him if he would
lunch with me.

GEOFF. How many times?
ANNE. Once, of course!
GEOFF. Well, that’s marvellous! I was told he never even answers the first five

invitations! He must have seen some of my plays and said to himself, ‘A clever
fellow like that must obviously have married an interesting woman! I’ll go to
lunch!’

ANNE. I don’t think he even knew I was married to you. And when they were
talking about you at lunch, he asked what plays you had written!

GEOFF. Crushed, b’God! Who did you ask to meet him?
ANNE. Lindsay Steele, John Hale, Augustus Gold——
GEOFF. My word, there’s a gathering of literary celebrities for you. I wish I were a

Highbrow, it’s very sad!



ANNE. Yes, Augustus said at lunch what a pity it was you had sold yourself and
only wrote for money!

GEOFF. What does he write for, darling?
ANNE. Not for money, anyway! (Smiles.)
GEOFF. True! I read his last book, and I have never seen a man write so

deliberately to stop the public reading that book than he did! And I don’t
believe it was intentional.

ANNE. Darling, are you right to be sarcastic about men like Augustus?
GEOFF. No, but they shouldn’t say I write for money—I do, but they shouldn’t

say it!
ANNE. Darling, your plays are very amusing and all that, but they are for the

moment only, aren’t they? The end of your last play could have been more
artistic, but you said, ‘Not for you, there wouldn’t be a bob in it!’

GEOFF. I’d just got your bills in for the lunches you had been giving for the fellows
who are artistic.

ANNE. (Angrily.) That’s right—I knew money would come into it sooner or later!
GEOFF. Darling, only a joke!
ANNE. Joke? You meant it; every time I come down here, it’s money—money—

money—I’m sick of it!
GEOFF. Well, you are extravagant, aren’t you?
ANNE. (Angrily.) That’s right, go on—tell me what the Income Tax is!
GEOFF. For Augustus—threepence!
ANNE. Doesn’t posterity mean something?
GEOFF. Undertakers believe in it!
ANNE. I’m sick of it—I travel down in a beastly train every week-end to see you,

only to be told how much money I spend, how——
GEOFF. And to tell me how badly I write!
ANNE. Well, everybody knows that!
GEOFF. Darling, I do wish you would remember to talk in your baby language; it

means the same, I know, but it sounds so much less arrogant!
ANNE. I’m tired—tired to death of it all! (Picks up her coat.) I shall have my

dinner in bed!



GEOFF. I’m sorry, I’m afraid you can’t do that. My old friend Ernest Melton,
whom I hadn’t seen for years, and his wife are here for the week-end, they
are dressing now.

ANNE. Why should I have to sit up and listen to those bores?
GEOFF. How do you know they are bores; you’ve never met them. I haven’t met

his wife myself—I was out when they arrived!
ANNE. If they’re friends of yours, they must be bores.
GEOFF. I daresay you are right! But he has one attribute that might appeal to you!
ANNE. I doubt it!
GEOFF. He’ll be a duke one day.
ANNE. I don’t care if he will be two dukes.

(ERNEST enters.)
GEOFF. Ah, my dear Ernest! You’ve never met Anne, have you?
ERNEST. No, but I’ve been looking forward to it so much. (Puts out his hand.)

It’s charming of you to have us for the week-end.
ANNE. (Her manner changes; she is charming and agreeable.) I’m delighted—

I tried so hard to get down early so as to be here when you arrived, but I
——

ERNEST. Please! Please!
ANNE. They have given you a comfortable room?
ERNEST. Charming, thank you so much.
ANNE. Geoffrey, dear, give Mr. Melton a cocktail.
GEOFF. (Takes one off table.) Waiting for you, old friend.
ERNEST. (Takes it.) Thanks! (To ANNE.) Geoffrey has told you we are very old

friends?
ANNE. Indeed he has! You were at Eton and Oxford together, weren’t you?
ERNEST. By Jove, it seems remarkable that although we were inseparable both at

Eton and Oxford, we have not seen each other for years!
GEOFF. A lot has happened in those years, Ernest, my boy!
ERNEST. We have both married.
GEOFF. We have!



ERNEST. And you have made a great success of life!
GEOFF. I wouldn’t say a great success, I——
ERNEST. Nonsense. What is it like to be married to a literary swell like Geoffrey,

Mrs. Lymes?
GEOFF. What is it like, darling?
ANNE. One is very proud of him, Mr. Melton.
ERNEST. I’m sure you are! When I was abroad and I read of Geoffrey in the

papers, I used to boast that he was my greatest friend. The number of people
who wanted to know him was quite flattering to me.

GEOFF. I hope you are staying with us for some time, Ernest?
ERNEST. (Laughs.) Just the same feller. Not altered a bit. I congratulate you on

having married the best fellow in the world, Mrs. Lymes.
GEOFF. She knows it, old friend, don’t you, darling?
ERNEST. I’m sure she does. What a jolly canary!
ANNE. Geoffrey, you naughty man, what is it doing on the table?
GEOFF. I’ve been trying to persuade the stupid ass that he has more to sing about

than most people. Oh, I’m so sorry, Anne, but this telegram came for you just
before you arrived.

ANNE. (Takes it.) Oh, this is wonderful—but I’m afraid it means the poor darling
can’t get here until nearly nine. Do you mind very much dining as late as that?

ERNEST. Not in the least.
GEOFF. Who’s coming, darling?
ANNE. Russiloff! Ring the—no, I’ll tell them as I go out! (To ERNEST.) Do ask your

wife to be an angel and not mind.
ERNEST. Of course she won’t.
ANNE. (Smiles at him.) Au revoir. Do ask for anything you want, won’t you?

(ERNEST opens the door for ANNE.)
ERNEST. I will, indeed!

(Exit ANNE.)
ERNEST. Charming, Geoffrey, charming!
GEOFF. She can be the most charming woman in the world, Ernest.



ERNEST. I’m delighted my old friend has been so wise and so lucky in his choice.
GEOFF. I don’t believe I deserve it.
ERNEST. I differ. But it doesn’t always follow that people get what they deserve.
GEOFF. If I have got what I deserve, I can think of nothing that I have ever done

that deserves my getting it.
ERNEST. Frankly, I was a little nervous of meeting her; one reads in the papers of

all the great people she entertains, and of course every one has told me how
clever she is.

GEOFF. Brilliant! But you needn’t have been the least nervous; she hides it even
more brilliantly.

ERNEST. Like all really clever people. She’s charming! Forgive my ignorance,
Geoffrey, but who is Russiloff?

GEOFF. Not a notion! But you can take it from me he’s a genius.
ERNEST. Really?
GEOFF. Anne is a perfect demon at discovering them; a genius has only to pop his

head out of the window, and Anne has got him to lunch the next day.
ERNEST. Really? Really? You must find meeting them very helpful to you in your

work?
GEOFF. Ernest, I don’t! You see, I only write for money, and Anne’s friends only

write for art. I don’t believe two per cent. of them would know a pound note
from a ten-shilling one. They are above such things.

ERNEST. Really?
GEOFF. In fact, in the circle in which Anne lives, to reach more than a hundred

people signifies failure.
ERNEST. Really? How interesting.
GEOFF. Your wife is artistic, too, Ernest?
ERNEST. No, Geoffrey, she isn’t!
GEOFF. (To canary.) Listen; you might hear something. (To ERNEST.) She’s a sports

girl, eh?
ERNEST. No, Geoffrey, she isn’t.
GEOFF. (Nodding at cage.) But you are very happy, old friend?
ERNEST. I am happy, Geoffrey.



GEOFF. (Makes grimace at canary.) I’m glad.
ERNEST. It is very un-English, I know, and against all the teachings of Eton and

Oxford to discuss one’s wife in other than a favourable way——
GEOFF. I imagine the only exception both those institutions would make would be

an old friend.
ERNEST. I feel that myself. And if your married life was, shall we say, not quite

what you hoped it would be, you would confide in me?
GEOFF. I should consider it my duty to, Ernest. (Winks at canary.)
ERNEST. I agree. It’s a long story!
GEOFF. Not in the way I hope you will tell it, old friend! (Moves canary nearer.)
ERNEST. Why do you keep moving that bird?
GEOFF. I’m always hoping that something might make him sing! Sorry. Go on,

Ernest!
ERNEST. Very well. When we left Oxford, conditions, you remember, separated

us. You to your work, and I to carry on the traditions of an English gentleman.
Hating it, I shot! Fearing it, I hunted! Bored, I raced. But always conscious I
was doing the right thing.

GEOFF. I’m sure.
ERNEST. Then to complete my education, I acquired the Bohemian spirit.
GEOFF. What does that mean?
ERNEST. You know! Taking a lady of the streets to dine at an hotel where your

relations were dining. One was always expected to do something next!
GEOFF. Naturally!
ERNEST. Buying two front stalls for the entire run of a musical play.
GEOFF. You didn’t use them?
ERNEST. I was always late. And then after the play, the fun of going around to the

actresses’ dressing-rooms and calling them by their Christian names.
GEOFF. What a fool I am, I never thought of doing that!
ERNEST. And it was in one of those rooms I met Elma.
GEOFF. Good!
ERNEST. I was fascinated by her; entirely unlike the women of my own class, she

was gay—she was jolly! I took her to supper—I told her some of the things I



had done in my life. How amused she was!
GEOFF. That I’m sure of!
ERNEST. And then—I drove her home in a taxi!
GEOFF. (Draws his chair up.) Now then!
ERNEST. Not meaning anything—on my honour, with no ulterior motive—just

carrying on the traditions of an English gentleman, as it were—I was fresh!
GEOFF. Good!
ERNEST. In a flash I knew I had made a mistake. Removing my arms, we drove in

silence. I was conscious that whatever I said would be wrong! It was the
longest drive I ever remember. She lived at a place called Streatham; I think it
is somewhere near Eastbourne.

GEOFF. That’s right.
ERNEST. Reaching her house, she got out, I jumped after her—it was obvious she

had been crying—without saying good night or anything, she banged the door
in my face! And then I started my long drive back!

GEOFF. Go on!
ERNEST. I realised what I had done—I had hurt a woman—good as our education

is, Geoffrey, it is faulty. I remember my father telling me ‘Have fun with the
girls, Ernest, my boy, but always play the game.’ How the hell you can do
both has always defeated me. I wish he had lived, I would have liked to have
asked him what he meant!

GEOFF. He meant, never interfere in a woman’s life, unless you are a great friend
of her husband’s.

ERNEST. Possibly! The next morning I wrote her a generous apology and some
flowers! That night I was in my seat as the curtain rose—but never once did
she look—I sent a message to ask her to speak to me—(Shakes his head)—
she was sorry, she was engaged. In despair, I rushed to the room of the
leading man, who was famous for persuading young chorus-girls to go out to
supper with old men of old families—he failed! He told me in confidence it
was one of the first failures he had ever been connected with! He even went
as far as to say it put his knighthood back two years. The next morning at
eight o’clock I took my courage in both hands and went to Streatham.

GEOFF. Good!



ERNEST. I asked to see her—the maid returned and said she was sorry but she
was out. I waited an hour—to be told she had been in all the time. Where do
you think she was?

GEOFF. Where?
ERNEST. In the garden, gardening!
GEOFF. No!
ERNEST. Yes! With my own eyes I saw her. Geoffrey, who would have expected

to find a chorus girl gardening at nine in the morning?
GEOFF. Only another chorus-girl!
ERNEST. After a long time she forgave me. And nightly I drove her home to

Streatham. Have you ever driven a beautiful but good woman home to
Streatham with any frequency, Geoffrey?

GEOFF. No.
ERNEST. Then you don’t know what suffering is. All the forces that Nature

possesses are at work against you! A beautiful face, a divine figure, sweet-
smelling scent. A combination of things that even in the darkness show you
clearly your slippers by the fireside; above the rattle of the taxi, the noise of
the ’buses, you hear distinctly the patter of little feet; and although your mind
and your imagination are working at their best, your arms remain paralysed,
conscious that they are in the presence of a good woman.

GEOFF. (Wipes his forehead.) My dear fellow!
ERNEST. Each night I determined to triumph over nature—to fight and conquer her

—be just a friend—but each night I failed—so like millions and millions of
men before me—I accepted the philosophy that although you cannot control
the thoughts that come into your mind—you can at all events legalise them!

GEOFF. And she accepted you?
ERNEST. Yes. Conscious of the difference in our social position, she insisted that in

the event of my family wishing the marriage to be postponed for six months or
a year, I would agree.

GEOFF. Charming of her.
ERNEST. So to my father, who had regularly told me for twenty-five years that

‘Whenever you are in trouble, my boy, come to your old father.’ I went.
Before I was half-way through the story he called me a bloody fool and my



fiancée a whore—with the result we were married in a fortnight.
GEOFF. (Nods his head.) Quite! Quite!
ERNEST. But I defy you to show me any man who was happier than I during the

first six months of our marriage!
GEOFF. (To canary.) That’s a long time!
ERNEST. It was perfect! Then for some inexplicable reason it all seemed to change.

Our first serious quarrel was about the life of a bee!
GEOFF. Why?
ERNEST. I was listening to it on the wireless—determined to be master in my own

house, I refused to take it off! Geoffrey, although there were some Americans
in the last play she was in, nothing excuses the reflection she passed on my
mother through me that night!

GEOFF. (Smiles.) She didn’t mean it literally, old friend!
ERNEST. That’s what she said—nevertheless, it was inexcusable! Soon I

discovered she was without social ambition!
GEOFF. And she was on the stage? That’s odd!
ERNEST. One night I introduced her to a cousin of mine, the Duchess of Bristol,

and I admit her manner to Elma was a little haughty—but can anything excuse
Elma saying to her, ‘Do come nearer, I don’t smell nearly so bad close.’

GEOFF. (Delighted.) She didn’t!
ERNEST. I tell you she did!
GEOFF. Well, well, well!
ERNEST. Her simplicity of nature, her inability not to speak her thoughts aloud,

ruined my career finally in the Army!
GEOFF. No! How?
ERNEST. I asked a distinguished General, whose influence might have been

invaluable to me, to dine with us. I consider it was her duty to listen to his long
stories—think of my horror when she stopped him in the middle of one of his
longest and said, ‘General, as it is very evident there will not be another war in
your lifetime—wouldn’t it be more patriotic of you to leave the Army and join
the chestnut trade!’

GEOFF. (Delighted.) She didn’t—no—you’re making it up!



ERNEST. I tell you I’m not!
GEOFF. What happened?
ERNEST. With soldierly fortitude, he controlled his angry blood from rising further

than his neck. (Pause.) Three weeks afterwards, without my regiment, I was
ordered to China.

GEOFF. I see!
ERNEST. And there it was the same—men of importance who could discuss the

old days of the Army and Navy bored her—she was intolerant of convention;
ultimately our only friend was the manager of a provision store—her excuse
was he made her laugh!

GEOFF. A provision store? In what odd places one finds rare things!
ERNEST. Dissatisfied—a man with no future—I sent in my papers and returned to

England. But to what, Geoffrey?
GEOFF. What do you mean, old friend, I don’t quite understand?
ERNEST. What is our life to be? Who are our friends to be?
GEOFF. Well, that’s up to you, surely?
ERNEST. Up to me? I, who love edifying conversation, who would like to find at

my table men of distinction, poets, writers, men with a breadth of vision—the
dismissal of pettiness—narrowness—the——

GEOFF. Are you expecting to find these qualities amongst writers?
ERNEST. Certainly!
GEOFF. I see! I see! Well, if the food and the listening are good you’ll have no

difficulty in getting them!
ERNEST. But do you suppose if Elma didn’t understand, or agree with what they

were saying, she would keep quiet? No, Geoffrey, they would never come
again!

GEOFF. I must say I am longing to meet your wife, Ernest!
ERNEST. Ah, she has a heart of gold, and all that is wrong with our marriage is, we

have not the same tastes. Without the least reflection against Elma, I wish she
were like your wife, Geoff!

GEOFF. (To Canary.) Cracked! (To ERNEST.) Old friend, perhaps your lawyer
could——



ERNEST. Geoff! I belong to the old school who believe that having made your bed,
you must lie in it with the woman you made it for.

GEOFF. Times have changed since you made that bed, old friend.
ERNEST. Not for me. Besides, if Elma had the least suspicion I was not completely

happy, it would break her heart.
GEOFF. That makes it difficult!
ERNEST. No! I must train myself to like managers of provision stores and such-

like! I am hoping very much she will like you, Geoff!
GEOFF. I have a feeling I shall like her, Ernest.

(ELMA enters.)
ERNEST. (Walks to her.) Darling, this is my dear friend Geoff, whom I have talked

to you about so often.
GEOFF. I can’t tell you how delighted I am to meet you!
ELMA. (Smiles.) Thank you so much!
GEOFF. Where would you like to sit?
ELMA. Here, if I may. (Sits down.)
ERNEST. We have just been talking about the old days, darling!
ELMA. I knew you had, Ernest! (To GEOFFREY.) You were at Harrow and

Cambridge with Ernest, weren’t you?
(GEOFFREY laughs.)

ERNEST. Really, darling—if I have told you once, I have told you a thousand times
—Eton and Oxford.

ELMA. I’m sorry, I’d forgotten, but I know it was some of those places!
(GEOFFREY is very amused, and gathers she is having fun with ERNEST,

who is quite unaware of it.)
ERNEST. (Almost indignantly.) Some of those places! Really, Elma!
ELMA. Ernest, dear, don’t be such a snob about your schools; I went to a

University at Streatham, but if people forget and call it Putney, I don’t get
excited!

ERNEST. Hardly the same, darling; is it, Geoff?
GEOFF. The results seem excellent in your wife’s case! A cocktail, Mrs. Melton?



ELMA. (Pauses.) May I, Ernest?
ERNEST. If you would like one, dear!
ELMA. You know I would like one, but may I have one, darling?
GEOFF. Are they bad for your health?
ELMA. No, good for it! But they make me a little bright sometimes, and when I get

bright, Ernest gets worried!
ERNEST. Really, darling, Geoff will think I beat you!
ELMA. Oh, no, he won’t (To GEOFFREY.) He’s divine to me!
GEOFF. Of course!
ELMA. (Holds up cocktail.) I love my little Ernest!

(ERNEST laughs nervously.)
Have I said the wrong thing, darling?

ERNEST. No, darling—but perhaps it’s a little embarrassing for Geoffrey.
GEOFF. The reverse—I find it most attractive!
ERNEST. What a charming room, Geoff!
GEOFF. I’m glad you like it!
ERNEST. Charming taste, don’t you think, darling?
ELMA. (Looks round.) I think it’s wonderful!
ERNEST. Your wife is responsible for it, Geoffrey; it’s no good—I know it.
GEOFF. My wife is entirely responsible for it, Ernest.
ERNEST. You will like her so much, dear!
ELMA. Yes, dear—I—I—only hope she will like me!
ERNEST. Of course she will! I’m hoping very much that you will be the greatest of

friends—don’t you, Geoff?
GEOFF. I can think of nothing I should like so much!

(ANNE enters. She almost rushes into the room. Her brightness and
forced gaiety is almost offensive.)

ANNE. Here you all are! I’m so sorry, so terribly sorry! (Puts out her hand to
ELMA.) How do you do? So sweet of you both to come for the week-end.
I’ve been looking forward to meeting you so much!

ERNEST. So have we—haven’t we, darling?



ELMA. We’ve—we’ve talked of nothing else!
ANNE. Sweet! Has that wicked Geoffrey given you a cocktail?
GEOFF. Yes, darling!
ANNE. (To ELMA.) Do tell me you’re not angry with me for having another guest

who’s making dinner a half an hour late?
ELMA. No!
ANNE. Horrid, careless man, hasn’t a notion of the ordinary ways of society,

probably go fast asleep in the train and never arrive at all!
ERNEST. (Endeavours to be amused.) I say, what fun to be like that. (To ELMA.)

Don’t you think so, darling?
ELMA. (Obviously fails to see any humour.) Yes, dear!
ERNEST. I was just saying, as you came in, in what perfect taste you have

decorated this room!
ANNE. Laffinson did it. (Turning to ELMA.) You know his work?

(ELMA looks blankly at her. ANNE turns to ERNEST.)
ERNEST. Laffinson? I know his name, of course, but——

(ELMA looks at him.)
ANNE. Quite mad; if you didn’t pander to the brute, quite capable of leaving you

with the room half finished! Geoffrey, where’s the rug for the piano?
GEOFF. Oh, I—I spilt some ink on it, and I sent it to the cleaners!

(ANNE pats him: he tries not to be irritable.)
ANNE. How brutal! You’re a naughty, naughty man! And to punish you, the

moment it comes back, you’ll find your little wife will take it to her house in
London!

GEOFF. I’ll ask the cleaners to send it to you direct!
ANNE. Nonsense! I—I wouldn’t dream of taking it from my sweet little man! Of

course, dear Mrs. Melton, you were on the stage, weren’t you?
ELMA. I was!
ANNE. How thrilling! Do tell me about it! I’ve always longed to hear what goes on

in the theatre!
GEOFF. Anne, dear, Mrs. Melton left the stage some time ago, and I don’t

suppose——



ANNE. Be quiet, Geoffrey; I must know what goes on in the theatre! You don’t
mind telling me, do you, Mrs. Melton?

ELMA. Not at all! What is it you actually want to know?
ERNEST. (In a pacifying manner.) You know, dear——
ELMA. I don’t know, or I wouldn’t have asked!
ANNE. Everything! Did you play a part?
ELMA. I married my little Ernest!
ANNE. How thrilling! I must know all the terrible things that happen in a musical

play. Do tell me!
ELMA. Well, you’ve got to be at the theatre half an hour before the play begins;

you’ve got to stay there until it’s over—and on Wednesdays and Saturdays
you have to do it twice!

ANNE. Oh! Is that all? How disappointing! Is that really all?
ELMA. Occasionally a man comes round and offers a suggestion that would make

it impossible for you to know his wife—but after all, that happens everywhere,
doesn’t it?

ANNE. (Laughs.) How sweet! I must tell Augustus that—he’ll simply adore it!
You like Augustus Gold’s books?

(ELMA has obviously never heard of him.)

(ANNE looks inquiringly at ERNEST.)
You do?

ERNEST. Oh, indeed I do, indeed I do! (To ELMA, excitedly.) You know, darling, I
gave you one of his books two days ago—‘Marigold’!

ANNE. (To ELMA.) Didn’t you simply love it, Mrs. Melton?
ELMA. (Shakes her head.) No!
ERNEST. (Anxiously.) But, darling, surely you——
ANNE. (Laughs almost contemptuously.) But how amusing—do tell us in your

own way what you thought of it!
ELMA. I thought it the most awful muck that has ever been printed!
ANNE. Awful what?
GEOFF. Muck!



ANNE. (Almost contemptuously, laughs in a forced manner.) How terribly
interesting, poor Augustus! One of our greatest writers! Perhaps you didn’t
understand it, Mrs. Melton?

ELMA. Perhaps that is what it was!
ANNE. I’m sure that is what it was! It is a passionate plea for the freedom of

women, a demand that they should be free people in mind and body—it’s the
modern school, Mrs. Melton!

ELMA. I wouldn’t call it modern—nearly every nice old gentleman who drove me
home in a taxi ten years ago tried to tell me about it!

GEOFF. (Laughs.) I say, that’s—(Laughs—he appears to be unable to control
himself from laughing.)

ANNE. You have amused Geoffrey, anyway, Mrs. Melton. Oh, do stop, Geoffrey!
GEOFF. Sorry!
ERNEST. (Who has been nervously trying to interrupt all the time.) Anyway, I

hope Geoff will make us laugh on Wednesday night; we’ve got seats for your
play, old feller!

ELMA. And I am looking forward to it—every one tells me it’s splendid!
GEOFF. I’m so glad.
ERNEST. (To ANNE.) You like it very much, I’m sure, Mrs. Lymes?
ANNE. Terribly! It’s awfully good! (Sighs.) Oh, dear! I do wish Geoffrey would

open the window sometimes.
ERNEST. (Quickly.) Oh, allow me—(Starts to walk to window.)
GEOFF. Not that window, old friend!
ERNEST. Sorry! Which one?
GEOFF. A spiritual window. Anne means opening the window that lets in great

thoughts, helpful tit-bits, etc.
ERNEST. Oh, sorry! I thought for the moment—

(ELMA laughs, though she makes every endeavour not to.)
(Angrily.) Please stop laughing, Elma—what is there funny about it?

ELMA. Sorry, darling!
(GEOFFREY starts to laugh.)

ANNE. (Frigidly.) Stop, Geoffrey! (To ERNEST.) You must bring your wife to stay



with us often; she evidently makes Geoffrey laugh, and it is so good for him.
GEOFF. Sorry!

(There is a pause.)
Who would like another cocktail?

ERNEST. (Angrily.) Not for me, thank you!
GEOFF. (To ELMA.) You?
ELMA. (Shakes her head.) No, thank you.
GEOFF. Anne?
ANNE. (Snaps.) No!
GEOFF. (Pause.) Even if your friend is punctual, darling, he can’t be here for

another twenty minutes. Must we really wait for him?
ANNE. I have put dinner back half an hour! You don’t mind, do you, Mrs.

Melton?
ELMA. Not in the least!
ERNEST. Frankly, I prefer dining late!
ANNE. What a charming guest! I’m so glad that you’re fond of reading.
ERNEST. I almost prefer it to anything!
ANNE. That’s delightful! I have quite a unique collection of books in my London

house, and when you come to lunch with me one day I must show them to
you.

ERNEST. I should like that more than I can tell you!
GEOFF. You haven’t an altogether bad collection here, Anne, darling!
ANNE. It’s nothing like—but it is really a very attractive room. I think you would

like it. Do come, I’ll show it to you!
ERNEST. I’d like that very much.
ANNE. (To ELMA.) It would bore you to look at books, wouldn’t it, Mrs. Melton?

No, you stay here and make Geoffrey laugh.
(ERNEST opens door for ANNE.)

(They exeunt.)

(Pause.)



ELMA. Would you do something for me?
GEOFF. Anything in the world!
ELMA. Go and send me a telegram saying my mother is dying and I must come

home at once!
GEOFF. (Laughs.) Why?
ELMA. I’m miserable—I’ve made such a mess of it again!
GEOFF. Nonsense!
ELMA. I have—your wife can’t bear me—Ernest is miserable——
GEOFF. Don’t talk such rubbish!
ELMA. It’s all Ernest’s fault—he is always so certain that I’m going to do the

wrong thing, that I get so nervous I do it! I’ll catch it to-night when I go to
bed!

GEOFF. What for, in Heaven’s name?
ELMA. ‘Why did you say you didn’t like “Marigold”?—why didn’t you tell them

some amusing things about the theatre—why did you laugh and make me look
a fool?’ Why didn’t I do this—why didn’t I do that—oh, why haven’t I the
courage to just stay at home and grow fat?

GEOFF. (Laughs.) I hope you will do nothing of the sort—I hope you will come
here often!

ELMA. (Shakes her head.) He’s so stupid—he’d love to go away and visit his
friends alone and be a pompous boy—but nothing will make him! It’s the old
story, I suppose, of married life!

GEOFF. In what way?
ELMA. If he went without me, he’d be miserable all the time because he would

think he’d treated me badly—and people might say we are not getting on—so
he makes me come with him—then I ruin the party! So either way he catches
it, poor darling!

GEOFF. I know!
ELMA. I’m not sure married life isn’t worse for men than it is for women—after all,

an unhappy married woman can go to bed with a couple of boiled eggs and a
detective story—and have a grand time—but a man can’t, so he won’t
believe it!

GEOFF. There’s a good deal in that!



ELMA. Oh, if they would stop bothering about making divorce easy—but marriage
so difficult—what a happy place this world would be!

GEOFF. How do you suggest that could be done?
ELMA. I don’t know. All I know is you go to a Judge for a certificate when the

damage is done, instead of having to go before him and convince him that
there is a reasonable chance of happiness before it begins!

GEOFF. For example! What would have happened in your case?
ELMA. The Judge would have said—‘Young woman, you are suffering like

thousands of women before you from the glamour of an engagement—a not
too attractive home—a modest fear that no other man will ask you! Certificate
not granted—come back in a year’s time!’

GEOFF. Then in the greatest indignation you would live together?
ELMA. Well, you do that if you marry, don’t you?
GEOFF. Yes, but——
ELMA. And if it’s a failure, you go on living like that!
GEOFF. Quite so! Then I take it if the first man is wrong you go on to another!
ELMA. Perhaps a third! Why not? Nobody says anything if a woman loses two of

her husbands and marries a third! They call her a good old sport, and God
bless her!

GEOFF. But there are the children to be considered!
ELMA. Isn’t it wonderful how these little ones always come to our aid in our final

hypocrisy?
GEOFF. True! True!
ELMA. Well, it’s all very difficult. Anyway, in my case I know it’s a failure—darling

that he is, Ernest has never really left Eton and Oxford—at heart, though he
says he doesn’t, he loves his old pompous relatives—it irritates him to death
that they don’t like me—and irritates him more when they patronise me—so
the poor darling hasn’t one minute’s peace of mind! It was very wrong of me!
I oughtn’t to have married the feller——

GEOFF. I think you’re being very modest again!
ELMA. Not at all! He should have married some nice woman who, hating it, would

have sat for hours on an uncomfortable shooting stick watching him shoot—
who would have loved giving little dinner-parties to dull people—who would



have an engagement book full up to the brim a fortnight ahead—he would
adore that—but as I can’t do that for him, it’s my duty to look for a nice
suitable woman who can.

GEOFF. And when you have found her?
ELMA. I shall leave him, of course!
GEOFF. I applaud your unusual consideration! But I’m afraid you’ll fail to

accomplish it.
ELMA. Why?
GEOFF. Even if he wanted to, and I’m sure he doesn’t, Ernest is the type that

‘having once made your bed you must lie on it!’
ELMA. Nonsense! In six months I would be merely an incident of his youthful

impulse!
GEOFF. In less than six months I hope he’d realise what a fool he was to let you

go!
ELMA. (Looks at GEOFFREY.) Thank you!
GEOFF. I mean it.
ELMA. Anyway, even if you’re right, and I don’t think that you are—only

experience would ever make Ernest realise it!
GEOFF. If he ever leaves you, I hope he’ll marry some woman who makes his life

such hell he’ll come back to you on his knees asking to be taken back!
ELMA. (Smiles.) What fun that would be! I’d give anything to see Ernest on his

knees asking to be taken back. Six months with a woman that he wishes so
much I was like, might make a really nice man of Ernest!

GEOFF. Would you take him back?
ELMA. If he were very sad and miserable—I’m such a fat, easy-going lump—I

don’t know. Would you ever marry again?
GEOFF. I? Do you know, I have never thought about it—but now that I do, I don’t

believe I would. There may be another woman like Anne in the world, but I
am not prepared to risk it!

ELMA. (Looks at him.) You must be great fun if one ever got to know you better!
GEOFF. I don’t know about the fun—but I hope you’ll know me better.
ELMA. I’m going to do my best!



(ERNEST enters.)
ERNEST. Geoff, old feller! (Laughs.) I wouldn’t be you for a good deal!
GEOFF. (Smiles.) Be fair, Ernest, give Anne a chance, you’ve only been with her

five minutes!
ERNEST. You know that I didn’t mean that!
GEOFF. (Pats ERNEST on the back.) I’m glad.
ERNEST. (Laughs.) Stupid old ass! What I was going to tell you was, you have

been lending a lot of your wife’s books!
GEOFF. By Jove, so I have! What bad luck—she only goes into her library once a

year!
ERNEST. And she’s waiting to tell you what she thinks about it!
GEOFF. (With meaning.) I know!
ERNEST. Oh, by the way, darling, Anne—(laughs)—your wife has insisted on my

calling her ‘Anne,’ Geoff!
GEOFF. Good! Now I can call your wife Elma!
ELMA. Do, Geoffrey!
GEOFF. You were saying something?
ERNEST. Oh—she has asked us to lunch on Wednesday to meet—I have forgotten

his name for the moment—some great Russian writer!
GEOFF. You’re lucky! The only times I have been asked, they all spoke English!

Anyway, I am not nearly so concerned about lunch on Wednesday as I am
about dinner to-night. (To ERNEST.) You’re a rotten guest; if you said honestly
‘Yes, I am hungry,’ we wouldn’t have to wait for this feller!

ERNEST. What does it matter, waiting a few minutes?
ANNE. (Heard off.) Geoffrey!
GEOFF. Coming, darling!—Charming voice!

(Exit GEOFFREY.)
ERNEST. (Delighted.) You like Geoff, dear?
ELMA. He’s a pet. Terribly!
ERNEST. I knew you would. I’m so glad! I must say I’m liking being here most

awfully!



ELMA. Has he always had a sweet nature like that?
ERNEST. Yes, of course—why? Are you surprised?
ELMA. I thought, through being married to her, he might have acquired it!
ERNEST. I don’t understand.
ELMA. Well, you know—like grief—sometimes it makes the most horrid people

kinder and pleasant!
ERNEST. I still don’t understand!
ELMA. (Looks round.) Her! Have you ever met a more awful poseuse in your life

than that woman?
ERNEST. Are you speaking of Geoffrey’s wife?
ELMA. Oh, be friendly, Ernest, don’t always be such a blasted gentleman. I’m not

going to shout it about! Anyway, you should know now what a nice wife you
have got!

ERNEST. I don’t agree with you at all. I think she is one of the most charming
women I have met for years!

ELMA. (Looks at him.) You’re not serious?
ERNEST. Certainly I am. She’s so amusing, so well read—so clever——
ELMA. Only because you are not, darling.
ERNEST. You’ll pardon me, Elma! You mustn’t assume because you do not allow

me to talk on serious subjects that I know nothing about them!
ELMA. Sorry, dear!
ERNEST. And I protest against your always suggesting that I’m a fool!
ELMA. I’m sorry.
ERNEST. And I must ask you—I insist—that you do nothing to jeopardize my

friendship with Geoffrey and his wife!
ELMA. I promise not to even open my mouth!
ERNEST. (Angrily.) There you are—either you always——
ELMA. Darling! You must choose one of two things—either you must let me say

what I like—then we won’t be asked any more—or let me keep quiet and let
them think you’ve married a fool!

ERNEST. I can’t understand you—one of the most charming—clever——



ELMA. Ernest! One of these days you’ll discover that she is quite the stupidest
woman it has pleased God to put on earth. And when you tell me so, I
promise not to say—‘but didn’t I tell you so?’

ERNEST. I shall never say anything of the sort!
ELMA. Very well, dear.
ERNEST. And when she asks you to lunch on Wednesday, I would like you to

accept.
ELMA. Of course I will, dear—and on Wednesday I’ll have a headache and then

you’ll be able to go alone and talk on learned subjects without me being there
to cramp your style!

ERNEST. Very well!
ELMA. She’s done one thing at all events I have never been able to make you do!
ERNEST. What?
ELMA. She has persuaded you to go somewhere without me, which I’ve been

praying you to do for years!
ERNEST. Well, the time must come if you won’t—
ELMA. Of course, dear—that’s what I have been saying all these years!

(GEOFFREY enters.)
GEOFF. Ernest, my boy, my heartiest congratulations!
ERNEST. Why?
GEOFF. I can’t tell you how grateful I am to you!
ERNEST. But what for?
GEOFF. I have at last introduced one of my men friends to the house that Anne

likes!
ERNEST. I’m so glad!
GEOFF. My dear feller, you don’t know what a success you’ve made with her! If

you had heard what my wife says about your husband, Elma, you would be a
very proud woman!

ELMA. But if you knew what a success your wife has made with Ernest, what a
proud man you would be!

GEOFF. Good—I’m delighted!
ERNEST. She’s charming, Geoff—so easy to get on with—and a brain—phew!



you’re a lucky feller!
GEOFF. So are you, old friend!

(ANNE enters.)
ANNE. Dear, dear, sweet people—Geoffrey has been so cruel to me about

keeping you waiting for dinner like this!
ERNEST. Oh, why?
ANNE. But if that horrid man isn’t here in five minutes we’ll start without him!
GEOFF. Good!
ANNE. And the moment the bell rings we’ll go straight in—the brute will have to

dine just as he is!
GEOFF. Good!
ANNE. (To piano.) Oh, my darling, and has no one played you for a whole week?

I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting like this. (Sits at piano and plays.)
(ERNEST strikes an attitude of knowledge of music.)

(GEOFFREY sits on the arm of ELMA’S chair, looking at the ‘Sketch.’)
(Playing softly.) But when dear Russiloff comes, I know that you will like
him!

ELMA. (Whispers to GEOFFREY.) Who is Russiloff?
GEOFF. (Whispers.) I think he’s a poet!
ELMA. Oh! I hoped he was a conjurer!
GEOFF. Not in this house!
ERNEST. Charming! Charming!
ELMA. (Whispers to GEOFFREY.) Look! Ernest has chucked being a literary giant

and become a composer!
(GEOFFREY laughs.)

ANNE. Making Geoffrey laugh again, you wicked little girl!
ELMA. I was showing him a funny picture in the “Sketch.”
ANNE. (Playing.) Oh, what a fool I am—of course I’m dining with a relative of

yours on Wednesday—Lady Joan—dear woman—insisted on putting me on
her committee for canteens for hop-pickers; we’ll meet there, dear Mrs.
Melton?



(GEOFFREY looks at ANNE.)
ELMA. No—I’m afraid we won’t.
ANNE. I am disappointed! Such a sweet woman—you like her, don’t you?
ELMA. I—I——
ERNEST. (Changes the conversation.) What is it that you are playing?
ANNE. Guess!
ERNEST. Mozart?
ANNE. Wrong!
ERNEST. Beethoven?
ANNE. Wrong!
ERNEST. Let me think—Chopin?
ANNE. Wrong!
ELMA. (To GEOFFREY in a whisper.) He’s trotting them all out, isn’t he?
ANNE. Guess again!
ERNEST. Brahms?
ANNE. No!
ELMA. (To GEOFFREY.) Bollinger!

(GEOFFREY laughs.)

(ANNE has been watching ELMA and GEOFFREY the whole time.)
ANNE. No; it’s by a little man I discovered myself—so clever—such a future! I

don’t believe you like Lady Joan, dear Mrs. Melton?
(GEOFFREY appears angry.)

ELMA. I don’t know her!
ANNE. Oh, why is that?
ELMA. I suppose because Ernest didn’t marry a hop-picker!
GEOFF. (Firmly.) That answer should satisfy everybody.
ANNE. (Pretending to be innocent.) But, Geoffrey, darling!
GEOFF. (Angrily.) Sufficient!

(DOOR BELL is heard.)



ALL. Russiloff!
GEOFF. (In a whisper to ANNE.) And just in time!
ANNE. (To ERNEST, curtseys.) Come along, sir—you shall take me in! (Takes his

arm.)
(Exeunt ANNE and ERNEST.)

GEOFF. Shall we emulate the old school, or just be modern?
ELMA. Oh, let’s be both! (Takes GEOFFREY’S arm.)
GEOFF. (Laughs.) Good!
ELMA. (Stops.) Oh!
GEOFF. (Almost anxiously.) What is it?
ELMA. I’ve just discovered something!
GEOFF. What?
ELMA. What a wonderful wife your wife would make Ernest!

[CURTAIN]





ACT II

SCENE: The same.
TIME: A month later.

(ANNE is seated at a piano playing—she keeps looking at ERNEST

anxiously.)

(ERNEST is sadly looking into space; his face is resting on his hand.)
ERNEST. (Shakes his head.) Beautiful! So beautiful!
ANNE. Ernest, you worry me—there’s something the matter—I wish you would

tell me!
ERNEST. (Shakes his head.) I doubt if you searched the world over if you would

find any one as unhappy as I am to-day!
ANNE. (Stops playing: comes down.) But why?
ERNEST. (Looks at door; quickly steps back.) Am I not your husband’s best

friend?
ANNE. Well?
ERNEST. Have I not accepted his hospitality for a month—and three weeks of it

deceived him in every way—have I not even descended to a trick to get him
out of his own room that I might tell his wife I loved her!

ANNE. Well, if you won’t tell her in front of him, how else can you tell her?
ERNEST. Is it becoming of an old friend to tell an old friend he loves his wife?
ANNE. Yes—if you do!
ERNEST. (Shakes his head.) When you yourself are married to another woman!
ANNE. Yes, but you have told me a thousand times that——
ERNEST. I know I have. But what would happen to her if I left her?
ANNE. She’d marry again.
ERNEST. It is not so easy for women like Elma to marry again. No! I despair of

ever knowing another happy moment!
ANNE. No one can help falling in love, Ernest.
ERNEST. We all of us can; I should have realised at once when I found myself

drawn to you—that such happiness was not for me—I should have



remembered my best friend—my wife, and left at once! I don’t know why I
didn’t, it’s so unlike me!

ANNE. You’re not going to leave me, Ernest?
ERNEST. I have made a decision! To-morrow morning I return to what Elma is

pleased to call our home! (Laughs.) Home!
ANNE. Oh, why? But I shall see you again?
ERNEST. No!
ANNE. (Quickly.) You don’t mean that, Ernest—please say you don’t—you’re

just trying to frighten me!
ERNEST. I never frighten women.
ANNE. Then why did you tell me only two minutes ago that you loved me more

——
(ERNEST looks at door.)

Oh, it’s all right, nobody listens in this house!
ERNEST. You cannot be too certain—I am married to a very unconventional

woman!
ANNE. I wish she would hear—tell me you were joking—you don’t mean that you

will never see me again!
ERNEST. Yes!
ANNE. Ho! then you don’t love me!
ERNEST. Sapphire! Sapphire! (Shakes his head sadly.)
ANNE. Then why? I know—it’s too much trouble—you are frightened what

people will say—oh! your wife has been talking to you!
ERNEST. It is none of those things—in the most unexpected way, the most

unexpected place—the shame of what I was doing was revealed to me.
ANNE. What do you mean?
ERNEST. Singing happily in my bath this morning—just an abandoned, cheery

fellow—thinking of you—thinking how unevenly happiness has been
distributed—a vision of what I was doing was thrust upon me—I saw myself
as I am and not as I thought I was—my dishonour—my shame—was
revealed to me—I was, as it were, held in a vice—that is bad enough—but
that is not all—having indulged for some years in the luxury of turning on the



hot tap with my big toe—held by my shame—I was unconscious of the heat
until it was too late! It was two of the most unhappy experiences in one that I
ever remember! The only satisfaction I have is—that I deserved it!

ANNE. But I don’t love Geoffrey, Ernest!
ERNEST. But he loves you.
ANNE. He doesn’t.
ERNEST. (Shakes his head.) Again and again he has told me how little he knew of

happiness until he married you!
(ANNE starts.)

Only last night he said to me—I wish I could tell you, old friend, what
Monday morning means to me knowing I won’t see Anne again until Friday
night!

ANNE. He said that, did he?
ERNEST. And many similar beautiful things! Why, only this morning he said——
ANNE. Thank you, I don’t want to hear it.
ERNEST. Ah, exactly—— (Pause.) Because, like, me you realise how badly we

have behaved.
ANNE. (Wipes her eyes.) You had no right to make me love you and then——

(Puts her arms around him.)
(ERNEST nervously looks at door, removes them.)

Ernest! Ernest!
ERNEST. Think what his feelings would be if he discovered that I, his best friend,

was cheating him like this—I don’t believe he’d ever believe in anything again!
ANNE. I believe it’s your wife—you don’t want to leave her.
ERNEST. Do you think I find it amusing to be continually addressed as Rasputin

and Sunny Jim and in front of servants! No! It is only my strong sense of duty
that makes me return to what is known as home!

ANNE. With your intelligence what is your life going to be with her, Ernest—think!
ERNEST. (Shakes his head.) Ah! Ah!
ANNE. And what is my life going to be if you leave me? Let us tell Geoffrey the

truth, please!
ERNEST. And break his heart? As an honourable man, how can I?



ANNE. But only a week ago you said you would like to take me away this minute
—rush into a booking-office and say ‘two tickets,’ and when asked for where
—reply ‘anywhere and everywhere—my happiness is such that all places
look alike!’

ERNEST. I did say it! Yes!
ANNE. You wanted to see the interesting places of the world—the Cathedrals—

the museums—places of art—all the things I had taught you to love!
ERNEST. Don’t make it harder than it already is, Sapphire!
ANNE. Why, Ernest—why not chuck it all—you hate it—you must—let us run to

that booking-office! (Puts her arms around him.)
ERNEST. (Removes her arms.) Please! Please don’t do that, Sapphire, you have

no idea how silently Elma can come into a room. (Shakes his head.)
ANNE. But if you love me?
ERNEST. Please don’t say it so loud, darling—Elma is quite capable of being near

that door!
ANNE. Well, what does it matter if she is—Ernest, I must tell you—I can’t bear it!
ERNEST. One minute! You must let me look. (He walks to door, opens it—a few

yards inside it——)
(ELMA is walking to the door.)

(ELMA enters.)
ELMA. Sweet man! (To ANNE.) He jumps up and opens the door when you leave

the room, and he’s there ready to open it when you come into it! What have
you been doing?

ERNEST. What have you?
ELMA. I? (Shows letters.) I have just finished writing ten letters! (To ERNEST.)

Good girl?
ERNEST. Splendid!

(ANNE nods her head to ERNEST, suggesting that ELMA has heard
nothing.)

ELMA. I thought you were both going for a walk?
ERNEST. We were—but Anne began to play—and I forgot everything!
ELMA. (To ANNE.) I am so glad you have taught my little man to like music—



(ERNEST shudders.)
and as soon as we get home, darling, I’ll learn to play the pianola. We’ll have
some lovely evenings!

ERNEST. The pianola is hardly the same as the human touch, Elma!
ELMA. Oh! the advertisements say it’s better. Anyway, I have written to some of

the girls in the theatre and told them they must all come to us for the week-
ends—some of them sing just lovely—you’ll like that, won’t you, darling?

ERNEST. You are not serious when you say that you have written to them, Elma?
ELMA. Yes! why not? Here are the letters! They are friends of mine, aren’t they?

and you like music! (Pause.) What’s wrong with them?
ERNEST. Nothing at all—but perhaps it won’t be very amusing for our other guests

to——
ELMA. Nonsense! (To ANNE.) You’d like to have a bit of fun when you come to

stay with us, wouldn’t you?
ANNE. (Acidly.) I can’t tell you how much I shall like to have a bit of fun!
ELMA. Of course! Won’t Millie Gray make her laugh, Ernest?
ERNEST. Do you mean the lady who regularly throws her legs over her head

without the slightest provocation?
ELMA. (Laughs.) Yes!
ERNEST. I don’t think she could make any one laugh!
ELMA. Don’t you? Well, she makes me—and she’s a great friend of mine—and

she’s coming for the week-end!
ERNEST. Elma! I must ask you not to post any of those letters until I have

discussed it with you!
ELMA. Why not?
ERNEST. Because I say so!
ELMA. (Shrugs her shoulders.) All right!
ERNEST. I’m sorry.
ELMA. I said all right.
ANNE. (Shrugs her shoulders at ERNEST.) Why don’t we continue this outside; it

seems so wrong to waste such a lovely afternoon!
ERNEST. True! Yes! Let us do that! You’ll come with us, Elma?



ELMA. No, thank you.
ERNEST. It would do you good.
ELMA. Thank you, I am very well.
ANNE. Anyway, I am going out! Don’t bother about me, Ernest—I shall only go

to the lake!
(ANNE walks out.)

ELMA. I wonder if she has any idea how few people there are in the world who
would take her out of the lake compared to the number who would push her
into it?

ERNEST. Elma! you are speaking of a very great friend of mine—whose guest we
are—and I won’t have it!

ELMA. All right, Sunny Jim, don’t get excited because I don’t like your girl friend!
ERNEST. Ho! you promised me faithfully you would refrain from calling me by that

most objectionable name!
ELMA. I know I did—but you annoyed me about my friends!
ERNEST. Good God! Haven’t you a mind to rise above such people?
ELMA. No! And you are keeping your sweetie waiting—she’ll give you such hell if

you don’t go after her!
ERNEST. What do you mean? It is a matter of the most profound indifference to

Anne if I join her or not!
ELMA. (Laughs.) Don’t be silly—can’t you take a joke?
ERNEST. No one enjoys a joke more than I do—but I don’t call that a joke.
ELMA. (Sits down.) Don’t be a fool, Ernest—please go—she’ll think I have kept

you!
ERNEST. After the suggestion you made, I shall stay here!
ELMA. Do you want to be called Sunny Jim and Rasputin all through dinner? And

worse?
ERNEST. If you dare, Elma!
ELMA. If you don’t go and join that—oh, I nearly said it—I’ll call you names you

don’t even believe I know!
ERNEST. (He rises, looks at ELMA angrily.) Elma, you are impossible!

(Walks to window. Exit.)



(ELMA rises, walks to window, is looking out of it when GEOFFREY

enters.)
GEOFF. What are you doing at that window?
ELMA. I’m not sure that watching love doesn’t give one the next best thrill to being

loved—anyway, both are very beautiful!
GEOFF. Elma Melton! I insist on your coming away from that window at once—to

me there is something so despicably unmoral about your watching your
husband making love to my wife that——

ELMA. Oh, isn’t that beautiful—wicked little woman has tapped him in her baby
way with her fan! Did she put that baby stuff over you when you were
engaged?

GEOFF. Certainly not! It developed after we were married!
ELMA. Oh! the little minx! She’s tapped him again—and the idiot likes it! Love is

very beautiful!
GEOFF. Mrs. Melton! This must stop—it isn’t healthy—it’s indecent—and I insist

on your taking your husband away to-day and never entering this house again!
ELMA. (Screams.) Geoffrey! He’s lost his temper—he’s tumbled to her!
GEOFF. (Rises from table—to ELMA, in anxiety.) What!
ELMA. Oh! No—no—it’s all right, he’s being a baby boy too—he lifted his arm as

though he was going to strike her—but it was only to frighten wicked little
girlie! I wish he wouldn’t give me such shocks! (Looks at GEOFFREY.) It gave
you a fright, duckie!

GEOFF. It did nothing of the sort.
ELMA. Then what did you rush to the window for?
GEOFF. It’s a man’s duty to show some interest if another man threatens to strike

his wife, isn’t it?
ELMA. I don’t know! It depends! Oh! Look at all the letters I haven’t written!
GEOFF. What do you mean?
ELMA. (Opens envelope—takes out blank piece of notepaper.) He thinks I

have written to all my old friends and asked them for every week-end—oh! it
was good work!

GEOFF. Elma, really, I——



ELMA. Don’t be such a damned humbug!
GEOFF. Humbug! Sit down there! I wish to tell you during my career as a

playwright I have come in contact both on and off the stage with some
desperate characters—but they all fade into insignificance when I think of you!

ELMA. He calls her Sapphire!
GEOFF. (Eagerly.) I don’t believe it.
ELMA. He does, I tell you.
GEOFF. Did you laugh?
ELMA. Oh, it wasn’t in front of me!
GEOFF. Then how do you know?
ELMA. I overheard by accident.
GEOFF. (Angrily.) Your lack of ordinary convention horrifies me.
ELMA. What have I done?
GEOFF. (Angrily.) What haven’t you done! Amongst other things you come into

the home of two married people—and return their hospitality by what—not
only taking your host’s wife from him for your husband—but also have the
audacity to ask him to be a party to it! It’s un-English!

ELMA. I’m sorry!
GEOFF. Sorry? I don’t believe such an appalling suggestion has ever been made in

an English home before!
ELMA. I have only been to two week-end parties in English houses.
GEOFF. I don’t know what you are suggesting, Elma—and I don’t want to know

—but I am certain, whatever the guests did, they had the decency not to let
any one else know what they were doing!

ELMA. None of the husbands seemed to know!
GEOFF. Exactly!
ELMA. (Bends over, whispers.) He wants to rush into a booking-office, take two

tickets for anywhere, and run away with her this afternoon!
GEOFF. (Eagerly.) No! I don’t believe it!
ELMA. It’s true!
GEOFF. How do you know?



ELMA. I overheard by accident!
GEOFF. You listened?
ELMA. (Looks away.) I don’t know what you mean?
GEOFF. (Angrily.) This must stop!
ELMA. After all, there is this to be said in his favour, he does love your wife!
GEOFF. The cad! The friend of my schoolboy days! (Shakes his head.) What a

pretty advertisement for Eton and Oxford!
ELMA. And your wife loves him!
GEOFF. (Angrily.) That’s a lie! My wife is much too clever to love anybody!
ELMA. Well, she understands him!
GEOFF. Yes! She understands him! But what exactly is my position in all this—am

I to sit still and watch the deplorable behaviour of my friend and his wife—
under my very eyes watch my home being broken up—and just say nothing!

ELMA. Never turn the hot tap on with your big toe!
GEOFF. I always do!
ELMA. Ernest burnt himself!
GEOFF. (Eagerly.) Where?
ELMA. I don’t know—we are not on those terms!
GEOFF. Do you mean to tell me he had the audacity to discuss things of such a

private nature with my wife?
ELMA. Artistic people are always abandoned!
GEOFF. (Bends over.) Elma Melton—you are a very, very bad woman!
ELMA. I know! But if you hadn’t told me the other night——
GEOFF. You are not going to refer to that most unfortunate alcoholic observation I

made!
ELMA. But you did say it!
GEOFF. What did I say to you after the second glass of champagne that night?
ELMA. Your wife was the best little woman in the world!
GEOFF. Exactly! Be good enough to remember that!
ELMA. What did you say after the fourth glass?
GEOFF. (Hesitates.) It was bad champagne!



ELMA. You called me little woman—which annoyed me very much, and said ‘that
as I was different to any other woman you had ever met’ you didn’t mind
telling me that your wife could be the most awful bore in the world!

GEOFF. Well, there’s nothing very much in that—most men could say that about
their wives!

ELMA. When you had finally said no to the brandy—you said that the only thing
that prevented you hitting her sometimes was that everybody had told you all
your life it was wrong to hit women!

GEOFF. Obviously only a remark!
ELMA. You never meant it?
GEOFF. Certainly not!
ELMA. Then why did you say to that canary this morning ‘Cheer up, Percy, there’s

a chance of freedom?’
GEOFF. Ho! ho! You listened—how could you, Elma?
ELMA. (Indignantly.) Wouldn’t any one listen to a man talking to a canary—

mustn’t it obviously be something he doesn’t want any one else to know?
GEOFF. True! Yes! That’s true!
ELMA. Of course!
GEOFF. Elma! It is very evident that there are some people in the world with

whom there is nothing to be gained by being dishonest!
ELMA. Well?
GEOFF. So, I’ll tell you the truth—I don’t like it—but I will! All that I said in

alcoholism—I think in sobriety! My wife is a bore—it is as much as I can do
to sit in the same house with her without screaming—I crave for my freedom
more than for anything else in the world—but I don’t like the way I’m going
about getting it!

ELMA. What’s wrong with it?
GEOFF. I don’t say it’s wrong—but it’s un-English!
ELMA. How would you like it done, then?
GEOFF. I would like them to be going on just as they are now—but you and I

apparently unconscious of it—and when it had run its natural course—and
they had left us both—for me to be able to say to you in horror ‘Had you any
idea?’ and you to reply indignantly—‘Do you suppose if I had known this was



going on under my very nose, I would have stayed in your house for one
moment?’ In brief, I want to lose my wife but keep my self-respect! I want to
be a gentleman!

ELMA. What do you want to be a gentleman for with all your gifts?
GEOFF. I hadn’t thought of that—that’s true!
ELMA. For goodness’ sake leave something for men like Ernest!
GEOFF. That’s true, too!
ELMA. Why don’t you face it in a big way like your wife has done?
GEOFF. My wife has behaved disgracefully!
ELMA. Magnificently!
GEOFF. What do you say?
ELMA. Listen—for years you have bored her!
GEOFF. (Starts.) I—I have bored her? (Laughs ironically.) You’ll pardon me,

Elma Melton! I bore nobody.
ELMA. Congratulations! For years she has craved for social position—what social

position has a playwright?
GEOFF. (Haughtily.) I am under the impression every one wishes to know him!
ELMA. Don’t be ridiculous—he seldom has sex appeal and is rarely amusing—

and only a third of the people who see his plays have got enough brains to
know any one wrote it!

GEOFF. How right you are!
ELMA. She would have had much more chance of social success if she had

married an actor!
GEOFF. (Indignantly.) Elma! That I will never agree with!
ELMA. If you have only seen them act on the stage, I agree—but if you have seen

them act on golf courses—entering a restaurant—or wherever two or three
people are gathered together, then I do not agree!

GEOFF. It is seldom a man of letters has been so bitterly humiliated.
ELMA. And Ernest can provide for all her cravings—he has money—and one day

a great social position—and he won’t bore her any more than you do—and
under our very noses she has without deceit—without scruple—without
compromise—honestly set out to catch him—leave you and take him from



me! Brushing aside my personal hope and prayer that she will succeed—she
has behaved with such courage and fairness, I hope she gets him! Personally, I
am going to give her all the help I can!

GEOFF. I hadn’t looked at it in that way—do you think that I, too, should help
her?

ELMA. If you have the slightest regard or affection for your wife you certainly will.
GEOFF. I am devoted to my wife—and I’ll prove it! Ah! But what about my

position with Ernest?
ELMA. What about it?
GEOFF. Knowing my wife as I do, is it fair to allow him to rush into this calamity

without a word of warning? Am I, as it were, being a cricketer? That worries
me! If he were a stranger to me, it would be a different matter—but to allow
the friend of my schoolboy days to marry my wife without warning—doesn’t it
savour to you rather of cheating at cards?

ELMA. If he marries your wife, it is obvious that he must have done something to
offend nature so deeply she is determined to be ruthless in her punishment!

GEOFF. (Smiles.) And I will comfort myself in the knowledge that nature has
chosen me to be one of her chief instruments! Yes!

ELMA. The time has arrived when we must take some attitude——
GEOFF. Yes! I shall immediately ask your husband what his intentions are?
ELMA. You’ll do nothing of the sort—Ernest at the moment thinks you’re a fool

and have no idea of what is going on—if you disillusion him he’ll remember
Eton—Oxford—the Oval—Sandwich—run like a hare, taking me with him!

GEOFF. He thinks I am a fool—and that I don’t know, does he?
ELMA. Ernest is a gentleman! You don’t suppose he would be such a cad as to

make love to your wife if he thought you knew it?
GEOFF. Elma—I am unable to tell you how much I resent Ernest thinking me a fool

—and it was in my mind to let him off and suffer myself—but now it is
different—even nature has no idea how far I will go to help her!

ELMA. You’ll have to be quick—we are leaving here to-morrow.
GEOFF. Did you overhear why he is leaving?
ELMA. He can’t go on cheating his boyhood friend like this any longer! If you

discovered him you would never believe in anything again!



GEOFF. That’s bad! You don’t think he wants to get out of it, do you?
ELMA. Why?
GEOFF. Well, that’s usually the stuff they put over when they are getting tired of the

lady!
ELMA. How do you know?

(GEOFFREY shrugs his shoulders.)
GEOFF. How do you suggest we should begin?
ELMA. When they come in, be nice to Ernest, but say something to your wife that

will give her the chance to wipe away the tears that force their way into her
eyes——

GEOFF. Nothing would make Anne cry!
ELMA. But Ernest doesn’t know that yet!
GEOFF. That’s true.
ELMA. And realising the seriousness of the situation, as she does, the least thing

will make her cry!
GEOFF. Why?
ELMA. Look at the strong position it puts her in with Ernest—poor little woman

who has suffered so much in silence—and it strengthens his position with you
so much!

GEOFF. How?
ELMA. Where is the dishonour of taking a woman from a man who makes her

cry?
GEOFF. It seems to me he is coming out of this a hell of a feller!—but having

discovered he owes me nothing—there’s still you!
ELMA. I’ll fix him all right! My business is at the psychological moment to burst in

and say I know everything!
GEOFF. And then?
ELMA. I have faith in your wife!
GEOFF. Do I know?
ELMA. It comes as the most hideous shock you have ever known?
GEOFF. Yes, that’s right! It would never do for me to have ever been even

suspicious! No! It is imperative that I must be just a simple, trusting feller. Yes!



But tell me this—ethically are we not doing a most disgraceful thing?
ELMA. Logically, we are behaving splendidly! If we don’t make him marry your

wife, what sort of life is mine going to be—the woman who stood between
him and his happiness—jolly for me, wouldn’t it be?

GEOFF. (Looks at ELMA.) Terrible! In the event of this ending satisfactorily, what
are you going to do, Elma?

ELMA. I suppose I had better go home to my mother!
GEOFF. Nonsense! Tell your mother to come here and stay here with us!
ELMA. I would like that—even if she can’t come!
GEOFF. (Laughs.) I’m terribly fond of you, Elma.
ELMA. I adore you!
GEOFF. You don’t!

(VOICE heard OFF.)
ELMA. ’Ssh! I shall be asleep!
GEOFF. And I shall be sitting innocently unaware that all is not well with my

domestic life! But I’ll give him hell when I do know!
(ANNE enters, followed by ERNEST.)

ANNE. (Laughing.) You’re the most ridiculous person in the world, Ernest!
GEOFF. No, no, not a word against my dear old friend!
ERNEST. Thank you, Geoff!
ELMA. (Wakes up, rubs her eyes.) I wish you wouldn’t make so much noise!
ERNEST. Sorry, darling! You don’t mean to tell me you two have been sitting in

here on a lovely afternoon like this?
GEOFF. We have! She slept and I read a little—then I thought—how happy one is

—a charming house—delightful friends—(Pause)—peace of mind! (Sighs.)
Very, very charming!

ERNEST. I’m ashamed of you both. Anne and I went for a most attractive walk!
ANNE. I took Ernest to the wood and showed him where you work in the

summer, Geoffrey.
ERNEST. It was charming. The sun was shining on the hills—the birds were singing

—the trees were in blossom—it was all very beautiful.



ELMA. And what was most beautiful of all was that you weren’t with your wife.
ERNEST. (Indignantly.) That was not my fault, Elma—I asked you to come.
ELMA. Oh, you asked me all right!
ANNE. We both begged you to come.
ERNEST. (Looks at her—is nervous of what she is going to say next.) Geoff,

old friend, I hope you will think it bad news—but you are losing Elma and
myself to-morrow.

GEOFF. Not on your life I’m not! You don’t go a day before Monday.
ANNE. That’s what I said!
GEOFF. Oh, it doesn’t matter what you said—it’s what I say!
ANNE. (Angrily.) I suppose I may speak in my own house?
GEOFF. I can’t stop you—if you mean to.

(ANNE sinks into chair—endeavours to look as though she is trying
not to cry.)

What’s the matter, Anne? (To ERNEST.) The old girl’s tired! You’re looking
terribly tired, old girl—you haven’t been looking your beautiful self for some
time.

ANNE. (Wipes her eyes.) You beast!
GEOFF. Good heavens—I don’t understand! Have I said anything?
ANNE. (Crying.) You meant to be horrid to me—you are always horrid to me.
GEOFF. (To ERNEST.) Ernest, as my oldest friend, did I say anything that deserves

my wife speaking to me like that?
ERNEST. Well, Geoffrey, frankly, I do think your manner was a little uncalled for.
ELMA. Rot! He said nothing at all.
ANNE. (Sobbing.) Oh! Oh!
ERNEST. Elma, be good enough to remember you are a guest in this house.
ELMA. Isn’t it about time you remembered it?
GEOFF. Oh, do stop it, Anne—making me out a brute in front of my oldest friend!

Making an idiot of yourself like this!
ANNE. There! There! You’re always the—the—the same—you’re—you’re

always beastly to me.



GEOFF. Ernest, the truth. Did I say anything that entitles Anne to speak to me like
that?

ERNEST. (Nervously.) Well——
GEOFF. (Angrily.) Did I?
ELMA. Did he?
ERNEST. (To ELMA.) Be quiet!
ELMA. How dare you speak to me like that?
ERNEST. (Nervously.) I do dare—you have no right to interfere in things that are

not your concern.
ELMA. It’s as much my concern as it is yours—and if you think just because you

are in love with another woman that I am going to stand here——
GEOFF. Elma! You are forgetting yourself! You’re being silly.
ELMA. I’m nothing of the sort—I tell you he is in love with another woman——
GEOFF. I do not believe it—I know from what he has told me that he is in love

with you.
ELMA. If you weren’t a fat-headed——
ERNEST. Elma! Silence! If I am not mistaken, you are about to make a suggestion

that you would regret all your life.
ELMA. Yes, I am. I can’t stand it any longer—the position I have been put in for

weeks, I——
ERNEST. Elma, please—please——
GEOFF. (Pats ERNEST on the back.) I am sympathetic, old friend—but let us

remember that our little Elma is not herself—and——
ELMA. I am myself—and if you weren’t a stupid, simple idiot you’d know it.
GEOFF. Know what?
ELMA. That he is in love with your wife!
GEOFF. (With great anger.) It’s a lie!
ELMA. It’s the truth.
ERNEST. Oh, my God—Oh, my God!
GEOFF. (Walks quickly to ERNEST.) That is a lie, isn’t it, Ernest?
ERNEST. Yes.



GEOFF. (To ELMA.) How dare you? How dare you—having upset yourself excuses
you—but only a little. (Pats ERNEST on the back.) Old friend!

ELMA. (Beside herself with rage.) Didn’t you tell her in this room this afternoon
that you loved her more than you could ever love any one?

ERNEST. I did not.
ELMA. You—you—didn’t tell her that you would like to rush into a booking-office

and take a ticket for anywhere, as you loved her so much all places looked
alike?

ERNEST. I did not.
ELMA. Do you mean to stand there and tell me that you didn’t tell her you had

scalded yourself in the bath this morning?
GEOFF. How dare you?
ERNEST. (Starts.) Oh, I did not!
ELMA. Didn’t you kiss her and call her your little Sapphire?
ERNEST. No, I did not.
ANNE. May I speak?
ERNEST. No, no, please.
ANNE. Ernest, it is divine of you to protect me like this—and I shall always be

grateful to you—but I cannot allow you to do so any longer.
ERNEST. Please, please, Sapphire—Anne!
ANNE. (To GEOFFREY.) All that—that——(pauses) Ernest’s wife says is true.
GEOFF. (Horrified.) No—no—my oldest friend—Eton and Oxford—no, no!
ELMA. (Aside to GEOFFREY.) Too much.
ANNE. I’m sorry—but it’s true!
GEOFF. I refuse to believe it—you’re joking with me, Ernest!
ELMA. Can’t you say anything, you Rasputin in the grass!
GEOFF. Silence!
ELMA. I won’t.
GEOFF. Ernest—tell me it’s a joke! I see it all—the three of you are in league to

play this joke on me.
ANNE. Speak, Ernest.



ERNEST. (Looks on the ground.) No, Geoffrey, it’s true.
GEOFF. It’s—(pauses) true—you—you—love my wife?
ERNEST. Yes.
GEOFF. And you have told her so?
ERNEST. Yes.
GEOFF. And she loves you?
ANNE. Yes.
GEOFF. I shall never believe in anything again.
ELMA. Thank heaven you have had the sense to get them both to admit it!
ANNE. (To ELMA.) One thing to me is evident, you were listening at the door.
ELMA. And another thing is evident—if either of you had any brains you wouldn’t

have said the things you said to each other with a door!
ERNEST. Elma, I can never forgive you as long as I live.
ELMA. And what makes you think that you will ever have the chance to—and let

me tell you that anything you have to say to me, say now—because it’s your
last chance.

ERNEST. I have nothing to say to you.
ELMA. That has been my experience ever since I married you.
GEOFF. (Holding his head.) My home broken asunder—and by my best friend!

For a playwright, how little I know of life!
ERNEST. What am I to say to you, Geoffrey?
ELMA. Don’t ask such stupid questions!
ERNEST. Have you no regard for the seriousness of such a moment as this?
ELMA. None.
ERNEST. Well, kindly leave those of us who have. Geoffrey—I—I—must speak to

you.
GEOFF. Ernest—I wish to hear nothing more! I couldn’t stand anything more.
ERNEST. But I must—if I could have a few minutes with you alone.
ELMA. No! I’m in this—anything you have to say must be said before me.
ANNE. May I speak?
ERNEST. Please!



ANNE. It is perfectly true, Geoffrey—I love Ernest—I am sorry you have learnt
that fact in the way that you have—I wish it could have been told you in a
more ordinary way—but the fact remains that you do know it—I am not sorry
—I’m glad—at the risk of hurting you more than you are already hurt—I’m
happy that you know.

GEOFF. (Puts his face in his hands.) Go on.
ANNE. For years I have been unhappy and miserable—perhaps it was not your

fault—but for years I have wanted my freedom.
GEOFF. (Shakes his head.) Go on.
ANNE. I never intended to like any one else—but these things happen when we

least expect them—but now that I do like some one else—and now that you
know it—I must tell you it is my intention to leave this house to-night and for
ever.

ERNEST. No, no.
GEOFF. Anne! Do you know what you are saying?
ANNE. Yes, Geoffrey.
GEOFF. And you mean it?
ANNE. Yes, Geoffrey.
GEOFF. I don’t know what to say!
ERNEST. Could I—would you mind if I said something?
ELMA. Yes, we would.
ANNE. Please, Ernest. (To GEOFFREY.) I’m sure Geoffrey agrees that there is

nothing else I could do?
GEOFF. Anne! Feeling as you do—bitter as it is for me—there is nothing else that

you can do. (Angrily.) And I only hope that villain will make you happy!
ELMA. Impossible.
ERNEST. Could I please say something?
GEOFF. No! Having ruined my life—I want to hear nothing from you—or ever see

you again. Go.
ELMA. Yes, go and show her where you scald yourself!
ANNE. Be quiet, you vulgar woman.
ELMA. How dare you speak to me like that!



GEOFF. Stop! Under no circumstances will I allow this parting to end in a brawl. I
insist that it is conducted with breeding and convention.

ANNE. Thank you, Geoffrey. I’m going to take a few things with me—my maid
will remain the night and bring the rest of my things to-morrow, if that is
agreeable to you.

GEOFF. Perfectly.
ERNEST. Oh, please—don’t let us do anything in a hurry——
GEOFF. Hurry? The moment Anne is ready I expect you to be ready to leave with

her!
ERNEST. But——
GEOFF. There are no buts, Melton—I have nothing more to say to you.

(Suddenly.) You’re not going to sit there and tell me you are not prepared to
stand by your iniquity!

ANNE. Ernest, there is no obligation for you to come with me unless you want to.
ERNEST. I don’t know what you mean, Anne! Of course I want to, but I must be

allowed to explain to Geoffrey——
ANNE. Very well then—perhaps you would meet me in the hall in ten minutes!

Geoffrey—I’m sorry if I have hurt you terribly—sorry. (She turns and——)
(Exit ANNE.)

ERNEST. (Anxiously.) Geoffrey, I—Elma, on my knees I implore you—I can’t
leave Geoffrey like this—I must speak to him!

ELMA. Well, why don’t you?
ERNEST. But you would embarrass me—I—Geoffrey, in memory of the old days

—I know I don’t deserve it—in memory of the day when you jumped in and
took me out of the river——

GEOFF. (Jumps up.) Did you hear that, Elma—I saved his life that he might live to
ruin mine!

ELMA. You ought to have known!
GEOFF. Yes.
ERNEST. Geoffrey, please, I implore you! I won’t keep you a minute—and I must

speak to you before Anne is ready. I may never see you again, Geoff.
GEOFF. And do you think I want to ever see you again? It’s more than you



deserve, but I will give you two minutes. (Walks to ELMA.) For that time only,
would you be good enough to leave us?

ELMA. Very well, if I’m not wanted!
GEOFF. (Smiles at her.) But you are wanted.
ELMA. Don’t weaken.
GEOFF. Is it likely?

(Exit ELMA.)
(Angrily.) Well, what have you to say to me?

ERNEST. For God’s sake don’t speak to me like that, Geoffrey.
GEOFF. Well, how do you expect me to speak to you?
ERNEST. I know I’ve behaved like a cad—in fact, a much greater cad than you

think I have.
GEOFF. I did not ask for details, Melton.
ERNEST. Call me Ernest.
GEOFF. I won’t! Come—what is it you wish to say?
ERNEST. I’m shaking so much, could I have a little brandy?
GEOFF. (Looks at him, hesitates.) Yes.
ERNEST. (Walks to sideboard.) Thank you.
GEOFF. Bring the damn stuff here, I’ll have one.
ERNEST. Yes, Geoff. (He brings the tray, pours out some for GEOFFREY.)

Enough?
GEOFF. No.

(ERNEST pours out more, gives it to GEOFFREY. Then he fills his own
glass and sits.)

(They look at each other.)
GEOFF. I can’t drink to your health—but for my wife’s sake I hope you will make

her a better husband than you have me a friend. (Drinks.)
ERNEST. I realise I cannot make her a worse one, Geoff.
GEOFF. My God! Do you realise what you have done—you come into the house

of your oldest friend—I can’t go on—without a thought he trusts you with the
best little woman in the world—and you end your visit by telling him that you



love her!
ERNEST. (Looks round at door.) But I don’t.
GEOFF. (Jumps out of his chair.) What do you say?
ERNEST. That’s what I’ve been wanting to tell you all the time—I don’t love her.
GEOFF. (Startled out of his life.) You—you—don’t!
ERNEST. For ten days I thought I did.
GEOFF. For ten days! What is your object in telling me this?
ERNEST. Because you love her—and want her with you.
GEOFF. You are not suggesting to me that you don’t want her yourself?
ERNEST. Yes.
GEOFF. Oh, you contemptible blackguard!
ERNEST. I’m not, Geoff.
GEOFF. You’re the worst man I have ever known in my life.
ERNEST. But——
GEOFF. You make a woman love you—treat her as a plaything—and the moment

it comes to a climax, you’re afraid of your conscience—of public opinion. No,
you villain—that’s not good enough for me—you’re dealing with the wrong
man. What you have done cannot be undone—leave this room at once and
wait for her in the hall.

ERNEST. For God’s sake, Geoff!
GEOFF. Go. I can forgive you loving my wife—but I will never forgive you for

saying that you don’t.
ERNEST. But I don’t.
GEOFF. Ho, ho! Didn’t you say to her in this room this afternoon that you would

like to rush into a booking-office and take her round the world?
ERNEST. Of course! You didn’t expect me to be such a cad as to say I didn’t want

to, do you? One is not without chivalry, I hope.
GEOFF. Chiv . . . you didn’t want to take her for that trip?
ERNEST. My dear fellow, I’d have hated to.
GEOFF. Melton, if I were a gentleman, I’d knock you down.
ERNEST. But, Geoff, you don’t seem to understand—I’m trying to give her back to



you.
GEOFF. Oh, I see that very clearly, but you’ll fail, Melton, you’ll fail! And let me

tell you this, you’re provoking me to be a gentleman at any moment.
ERNEST. I don’t understand—I thought you would be delighted.
GEOFF. At what?
ERNEST. When I told you I didn’t love her.
GEOFF. You callous—you—didn’t you hear my wife say only a minute ago that

she loved you?
ERNEST. Yes, but she’ll get over it in no time.
GEOFF. It’s a lie—I know my wife better than you do—she’ll never get over it—it

is obvious you are the only man she has ever loved or ever will love—if she
knew you didn’t love her, the shock would be so great I wouldn’t answer for
the consequences. Go to the hall at once.

ERNEST. No, Geoff—you exaggerate—you think that of her because you are fond
of her—but I know better—in a week I would be merely a memory.

GEOFF. Let us get to the point, Melton; answer me this—are you going to marry
my wife, or aren’t you?

ERNEST. I’m not going to, Geoff.
GEOFF. For the last time, Melton, are you going to marry my wife, or are you not?
ERNEST. Geoffrey! You may strike me—you may maim me, you may stamp on my

face—but I will not marry your wife.
GEOFF. Pass me that bottle before I lose control of myself.
ERNEST. May I help myself first?
GEOFF. No! What do you want it for?
ERNEST. I must, Geoffrey—my nerves are terribly upset. (Helping himself.)
GEOFF. What about mine?
ERNEST. I don’t know why yours are. You love your wife—and you have got her

back!
GEOFF. It must be only the fear that you might successfully retaliate that stops me

hitting you. (Pours himself out brandy.) Ernest, let me appeal to your better
nature—are you—are you prepared to hurt a woman as much as you are
threatening to hurt my wife?



ERNEST. Yes, Geoff——
GEOFF. You, a gentleman by birth, don’t mind her thinking you are a cad until the

last day of her life?
ERNEST. No, Geoff.
GEOFF. Ho! A woman that you kissed in this very room this afternoon!
ERNEST. I did not kiss her. At the most it could be described as a chivalrous brush

of the forehead.
GEOFF. The same thing to a woman, Ernest.
ERNEST. I assure you not, Geoffrey.
GEOFF. So—so—loving you—you expect me to take her back?
ERNEST. But I see many advantages in that.
GEOFF. (Angrily.) Tell me one.
ERNEST. When she discovers how badly I have behaved—don’t you see what a

lesson it will be to her—she can appreciate you so much more than she has
ever done before. No other man would ever appeal to her again—you’ll have
her with you for always.

GEOFF. Quick—pass the bottle—I’m going to faint!
ERNEST. Geoffrey, please, you’ve had three.
GEOFF. And I’m going to have thirty-three. (Fills up glass.) You blackguard,

Melton, you blackguard! How did you tumble to her?
ERNEST. What do you mean?
GEOFF. You know what I mean—I don’t care—poor little Elma will be

disappointed, though; it’s going to be an awful shock when she discovers she
hasn’t got rid of you.

ERNEST. What do you mean?
GEOFF. My word, she’s a good sort—(laughs). We’ve had some grand laughs at

you and Anne during the last three weeks.
ERNEST. You’re not telling me you knew all the time? (Rises.)
GEOFF. Even Percy, the Canary, knew.
ERNEST. Oh! And you did nothing to stop it!
GEOFF. If you had been married to my wife, and I was trying to take her from you,

would you have tried to stop me?



ERNEST. No. (Sits.)
GEOFF. Of course not. How did you tumble to Anne, Ernest?
ERNEST. It will be painful, Geoff.
GEOFF. Go on! Go on!
ERNEST. (Pours himself out another glass.) When I first met her, Anne swept me

off my feet—she discovered qualities in me that I knew I did not possess—
she threatened to make me a great man—and generally she surrounded me
with an atmosphere that was so unreal, so artificial, that for a little while I was
unusually happy.

GEOFF. Go on.
ERNEST. Soon I discovered she was a bigger fake than she was making me—it

was a great shock, Geoffrey.
GEOFF. Horrible.
ERNEST. And then she seemed to forget that my name was Ernest, and called me

Toosy Wootsy!
GEOFF. And playfully hit you with her fan.
ERNEST. (Angrily—rising.) Sometimes I could have taken that fan from her and

given her such a one that——
GEOFF. Same here. (Passes the bottle.)

(They both help themselves.)
ERNEST. When that feller you had to dinner the other night said England was effete,

I nearly rose and said: ‘How the hell can that be when Geoff has stuck this
woman for six years?’

GEOFF. Six and a half!
ERNEST. Geoff, please don’t think me impertinent, but how did you stand it?
GEOFF. God knows!
ERNEST. What are you going to do about it!
GEOFF. Now that you have failed me, what can I do? When you and Elma leave,

couldn’t I come with you? (Laughs.)
ERNEST. Under the circumstances, wouldn’t that be a little unmoral?
GEOFF. I don’t know. There are a great many more men going round the world

with a friend they don’t know than with a friend they do. Let’s have some



champagne.
ERNEST. Yes.
GEOFF. No—it means waiting—let’s go on with this!
ERNEST. You’re not angry with me?
GEOFF. Angry with you—I’m proud of you!
ERNEST. And you don’t think I ought to marry your wife?
GEOFF. I’d have you put in a home if you tried!
ERNEST. Geoff—you are a good feller!
GEOFF. So are you!
ERNEST. What do you think I should say to Anne?
GEOFF. I’ll tell you all the things I think about her—and you repeat them to her as

your own!
ERNEST. It’s going to be a hateful scene, Geoffrey!
GEOFF. Write to her—why do you want to go and get yourself all upset because

of my wife—write to her—tear the address off the note-paper so that she
doesn’t know where to send you an answer!

ERNEST. Isn’t that rather a caddish thing, not to face one’s responsibilities in life?
GEOFF. No—don’t be a fool! If you saw her, she’ll get you!
ERNEST. I hadn’t thought of that!
GEOFF. I had—you stand by me, dear old friend!
ERNEST. Geoff—you are a good feller!
GEOFF. Mind you, I have one thing against you—I can never forgive you for

wanting to leave a charming woman like Elma!
ERNEST. Geoff, I could cry with shame when I think of the way I’ve treated her.

This I would like to say in your wife’s favour, if it hadn’t been for her, I should
never have known what a treasure Elma was!

GEOFF. Quite right. Let’s give credit where credit is seldom due! . . . I shall miss
Elma—I love her very much!

ERNEST. (Anxiously.) You haven’t been telling her so, have you, Geoffrey?
GEOFF. (Starts.) No—do you know, I never realised it until a few minutes ago—

that’s odd—because I realise now I love her very much—I suppose it’s



because I’m going to lose her!
ERNEST. Does she dislike me very much, Geoff?
GEOFF. She loathes you, old friend!
ERNEST. You’ll help me, Geoff—you’ll tell her—
GEOFF. I’m sorry I didn’t make a fuss of Elma—I love her very much!
ERNEST. You’re irritating me, Geoffrey!
GEOFF. Good!
ERNEST. If I thought for a moment you had taken advantage of me during the time

I thought I was in love with your wife, I——
GEOFF. I didn’t—but I am exceedingly sorry I didn’t—I love Elma very much!

I’m going to miss her—I’m going to be very unhappy—indeed I am!
ERNEST. Look out!

(ELMA enters.)

(BOTH rise.)
GEOFF. Little Elma! My dear little friend!
ELMA. (To ERNEST.) Why are you still here?
GEOFF. The game’s up, Elma!
ELMA. What do you mean? (Sits R. of table.)
GEOFF. Nothing doing—it’s off. He’s tumbled!
ELMA. He hasn’t!
GEOFF. He has! And it’s a terrible thing for me because it means that I’m going to

lose you—and I don’t want to lose you because I love you very much—
indeed I do!

ELMA. (Rises.) Are you positive of that, Geoffrey?
GEOFF. Absolutely! I love you very much!
ERNEST. Stop, Geoffrey! How dare you speak to my wife in that way! Elma!

Please listen to me—I’m terribly sorry, I don’t know what to say to you!
ELMA. You’re not asking me to forgive you and take you back again?
ERNEST. Yes!—I know I have treated you shamefully——
ELMA. Nothing will induce me to! (Looks at ERNEST, then at GEOFFREY, starts,



speaks quietly.) Besides, even if I wanted to—it’s too late!
ERNEST. What do you mean?
ELMA. (Looks on the ground.) I have been unfaithful with him!

(GEOFFREY starts.)
ERNEST. (In anguish.) It isn’t true!
ELMA. It is!
ERNEST. Geoffrey! it’s a lie, isn’t it?
GEOFF. (Hesitates—looks at door.) No, Ernest, old friend, it’s the truth!
ERNEST. (Crosses and sinks into chair R.) My best friend—my best friend!

(ANNE enters.)

(GEOFFREY and ELMA exchange glances.)
ANNE. Ernest, Ernest! (Looks at ERNEST.) What does this mean—(Shaking

ERNEST.) What is the matter?
GEOFF. Be gentle with him, Anne—he’s had some bad news!
ANNE. (Anxiously.) What?
GEOFF. He has discovered that his wife has been unfaithful with me!

[CURTAIN]





ACT III

SCENE: The same.
(They are all in exactly the same positions as they were when the

Curtain fell on ACT II.)
TIME: One second later.

(That there should be nothing left to chance, and that it should be
perfectly clear to the audience that it is a second later, ERNEST

should, in burying his face in his hands, have some distinctive
coloured handkerchief in his hand. GEOFFREY’S hair is untidy—he is
flushed and wears a perpetual smile.)

ANNE. Ernest!
(He shakes his head.)

Have you nothing to say to me.
ERNEST. Please, Sapphire—Anne!
ANNE. Ho! This is too dreadful. Oh, stop smiling.
GEOFF. I won’t—besides, I can’t.
ANNE. (Smells glass.) I thought so! (To ELMA.) You may have him, and I only

hope that he won’t bore you as he has me.
ELMA. I think you are very kind.

(ERNEST groans through all this.)
GEOFF. Ernest, when nature gave you the gift of being able to make these curious

noises, it was her intention that you should not use them publicly!
ANNE. Ernest, please, I——
ERNEST. No, no, I shall never lift my head again!
ELMA. No one can say that is bad news!

(GEOFFREY laughs.)
ANNE. (To GEOFFREY.) When I leave this house directly, my prayer is that I will be

spared ever seeing you again as long as I live!
GEOFF. Let us pray that your prayer will be favourably considered.

(ELMA laughs.)



ANNE. I envy you your ability to laugh at nothing! But I am glad you can—(looks
at GEOFFREY) because you will have every opportunity offered you to in the
future! It is my intention to leave for London this instant, that I may see my
lawyer to-night—do you understand what that means?

GEOFF. Perfectly! And you may tell him I will not defend—and the interview is to
be charged to Ernest!

ANNE. I am grateful to you, Mrs. Melton. I have wanted this opportunity for a
long time!

(Walks to door, bangs it after her.)
ELMA. Noisy!

(Pause—the front door bangs.)
She’s gone to her lawyer.

(ERNEST lifts his head, looks at them both.)
Ernest, you haven’t kept your promise!

ERNEST. (Shakes his head.) My heart is broken!
GEOFF. That’s a lie—the reason that you hid your face was because you were

frightened that Anne would smack it—and after the cruel way you have
treated her, you should have let her!

ERNEST. Be quiet!
GEOFF. I won’t.
ERNEST. Tell me it isn’t true, Elma—tell me you said those dreadful things to make

me unhappy—to punish me—tell me it’s a lie.
ELMA. I cannot tell a lie, Ernest!
GEOFF. Oh, I like that! That’s funny!
ERNEST. One more word from you, Lymes, and I’ll throw you through that

window.
GEOFF. Melton! I must ask you to remember that you are a guest in this house.
ERNEST. You can’t love this man, Elma—you can’t!
ELMA. How could I have done what I have done if I don’t, Ernest?
ERNEST. No, no, you can’t—I don’t believe it!
GEOFF. Ernest, old friend—look at me very carefully.



ERNEST. Well?
GEOFF. Now can’t you see why she loves me?
ERNEST. I can see every reason why she shouldn’t!
GEOFF. I hate men who can’t drink like gentlemen!
ERNEST. If it were any one else but this dreadful man! Look at him.
ELMA. I don’t know—after all, you did leave me alone with him for weeks for a

not too attractive woman!
ERNEST. I know—I know—(Appealing.) Elma, I know I have behaved

abominably, but if you will let me, and this man will leave us, I can explain!
ELMA. Ernest, that you could have preferred Sapphire to me, you never can

explain!
GEOFF. Never!
ERNEST. I know, but——
ELMA. And it’s too late! It may be propinquity! It may be that having lived with a

gentleman for six years one imagines qualities in a playwright that do not exist,
but as far as it is humanly possible for a woman to know her own mind, I
believe I love him. I believe I love him very much! But there is no obligation
on your part, Geoffrey—there is no reason why you should like me!

GEOFF. But I do! I realize I like you enormously—I can’t tell you how much—and
if this man would leave us for a moment, I——

ELMA. Later!
ERNEST. Elma, for God’s sake—is there nothing I can do?
ELMA. Nothing, Ernest, except do for me what Sapphire is going to begin doing

to-night for him, give me my freedom.
ERNEST. If I tell you that I am prepared to overlook——
ELMA. I don’t want you to overlook anything—I want you to act on the

information I have given you and go to London and see your lawyer to-night!
That is your wish, Geoffrey?

GEOFF. Absolutely! I insist!
ERNEST. Very well! Very well!
ELMA. Thank you! You’re certain you want to go on, Geoffrey?
GEOFF. I have never been more certain of anything! It’s difficult to tell you how



much I like you in front of a third person—but——
ELMA. There will be difficulties—unpleasantness!
GEOFF. What do I care!
ELMA. You’re positive you like me enough to do this?
GEOFF. I have never been so positive of anything.
ELMA. I’m glad! I suppose for the moment I had better go home to my mother?
GEOFF. Certainly not! You will have your things packed and we will go together

to-night!
ELMA. I would prefer that. Ernest! Shall I see you before you go to your lawyer?

(ERNEST shakes his head.)

(ELMA exits.)
ERNEST. I could kill you, Lymes?
GEOFF. I didn’t quite catch what you said, old friend?
ERNEST. I say I could kill you!
GEOFF. Well, do speak up, there’s a dear feller!
ERNEST. That you could have done such a thing to me!
GEOFF. Well, you did it to me for three weeks, and I didn’t go about saying I

wanted to kill you!
ERNEST. What did I do to you? I talked art, museums, Rome, literature, music,

and all the other things your wife knows nothing about—is that immorality?
GEOFF. Of the worst kind.
ERNEST. You traitor!
GEOFF. I am not a traitor! I’m just an attractive feller who wins women without a

word! I’m glad I didn’t know my power over women before—it might have
been very troublesome!

ERNEST. Stop smiling at nothing, you stupid ass! That you could have ever allowed
my wife to be unfaithful with you is something I can’t believe.

GEOFF. Oh! one moment! In self-defence—not a word again Elma, mind you—
but there she grossly exaggerated.

ERNEST. What do you mean?
GEOFF. What I say! That she loves me there is no doubt whatever, but the



infidelity she suggested was a gross exaggeration.
ERNEST. Are you telling me that Elma told me a lie?
GEOFF. It would be wrong of me to suggest that a woman I have just become

engaged to could tell a lie—I only say she exaggerated!
ERNEST. I don’t believe you!
GEOFF. Melton! Are you suggesting that if your wife had been unfaithful with me I

would be such a cad as not to remember it?
ERNEST. Then why did she say it?
GEOFF. Ah! that’s obvious. A determination to leave nothing unsaid that would

make it possible for her to ever have to be alone with you again! You bore her
terribly, old friend!

ERNEST. One moment! If she lied when she told me that, perhaps she lied when
she said she loved you!

GEOFF. No, Melton, that is one of the few occasions when she will have ever told
either of us the truth!

ERNEST. You conceited ass!
GEOFF. I’m sorry you say that; all my life I have tried in the hour of triumph to

bear myself like all great men with artificial modesty!
ERNEST. Great men! Last night I picked up one of your plays, I read the first act—

with the second I broke a window! You’ll be known to posterity as a man
who had the good fortune to live in an age when Managers couldn’t read!

GEOFF. Oh, what a mean way of attacking the Jews!
(ELMA enters from garden. She stands by the curtains of the door

listening, unknown to them.)
ERNEST. Geoff, I’m sorry I said that—for God’s sake—you don’t love her, do

you?
GEOFF. I certainly do—I didn’t realise how much until I was going to lose her—all

the time you left me alone with her I realise now, apart from the fact that it was
helping me to lose Anne, I liked being with her! I liked it very much! Without
knowing it, I was in love with her all the time!

ERNEST. Ho! Ho!
GEOFF. It’s no good going on with those noises; nothing would induce her to go

back to you!



ERNEST. If you sent her she would!
GEOFF. She wouldn’t; and why should I? I adore the girl! She’s attractive,

amusing, a grand companion, and everything I like in a woman!
ERNEST. And another man’s wife!
GEOFF. If you allowed yourself the privilege of forgetting it, surely I may?
ERNEST. If you really loved her you wouldn’t drag her through this scandal!
GEOFF. What scandal! And supposing there is, what do she and I care about

scandal? Melton, you’re an impertinent feller! You leave your wife alone with
me for weeks, you allow us to discover we have much in common—grow to
like each other—and when you are bored with my wife you calmly say, ‘Give
me back my own!’ You’re an impertinent feller, Melton!

ERNEST. I love her!
GEOFF. So do I! And she loves me! And I am confident we could make each

other very happy! I have no doubt our married life will be a great and
permanent success! And let me tell you something else, I’m putting a woman
in Percy’s cage, because I realise now canaries cannot sing by seed alone.
Anyway, I know I can’t.

(ELMA, unknown to him, blows him a kiss.)
ERNEST. Won’t you give her back to me?
GEOFF. No, I won’t!
ERNEST. Very well, then! I shall divorce her at once!
GEOFF. Good!
ERNEST. And I know it isn’t done—but I will do it—I will ask for the heaviest

damages I can get! And settle them on her!
GEOFF. That’s funny. The Court will award you a lot when I tell them what you

did.
ERNEST. And give your own wife away——

(Pause.)
that would be a charming thing to do, wouldn’t it? But I’m sure you’re
capable of it.

GEOFF. Do what you like!
ERNEST. Pretty reading it will make. Large head-lines: ‘Playwright runs away with



greatest friend’s wife.’—in larger head-lines: ‘Judge gives playwright severe
dressing down’——

GEOFF. All his business is—to pronounce the decree!
ERNEST. Very likely—but judges like their bit of fun like other people! Oh, a nice

booing you will get on the next first night you have.
GEOFF. Who cares whether they boo or not?
ERNEST. You do, or you wouldn’t have gone white?
GEOFF. I haven’t! The brandy’s worn off and I’ve become normal again!
ERNEST. And what a pretty reception you’ll receive from your club friends the first

time you go in after having run away with your best friend’s wife!
GEOFF. They’d have a damn nerve to criticise anybody else’s moral life!
ERNEST. In self-protection they’d have to—they don’t want to be found out!

There are too many unhappily married men committed to marriage for life—
too many men frightened they might lose their wives for them to let you get
away with mine, scot-free! Those men will make your life hell, Lymes!

GEOFF. Pooh! What do I care?
ERNEST. Anyway, it would do one thing for you, it would save you ever having to

bother again when the Honours list comes out—you’ll know that you are still
Mr. Lymes.

GEOFF. Pooh! What playwright ever wanted to be a knight?
ERNEST. None—until they are offered it! And then they accept, it like the lawyers,

for their wives’ sake. Every time you enter a public room, you’ll never know
whether they are saying, ‘That is Lymes, the playwright,’ or ‘Lymes, the
home-wrecker’—you’ll never know peace of mind again, Lymes—it may
interfere with your work—it may even mean you will never write another play!

GEOFF. You’re talking nonsense!
ERNEST. You know I am not! It takes the most enormous courage to do what

you’re doing, and only one man and a woman in thousands has the courage to
do it! It’s public opinion that keeps men and women together in this world!
It’s a much stronger bond than love!

GEOFF. What do I care for public opinion?
ERNEST. Then there’s no point in my staying any longer—I’ll do what Elma asks of

me!



GEOFF. One moment!
ERNEST. Well?
GEOFF. Come back here and sit down!

(ERNEST sits down.)
Understand this, Melton—if I were alone in this I wouldn’t hesitate—but I
have to think of Elma. Do you understand that?

ERNEST. I’m glad to hear it!
GEOFF. And if I appear to be weakening, it is solely on her account—remember

this, I like her too much to do anything that would make her unhappy! And
from what you have described to me, I must ask myself, ‘would she be
happy?’

ERNEST. If you did such a dishonourable thing, how could she be happy?
GEOFF. Am I to understand that there is anything dishonourable in taking an

unhappy woman from a dull man?
ERNEST. Nothing! But acknowledge it and you’ll have to find hotel

accommodation for ninety per cent. of the married women of England.
GEOFF. That’s true! That’s terribly true! Melton! I shall have to seriously

reconsider my views of men who look as stupid as you do!
ERNEST. Why?
GEOFF. Because from this conversation I have gathered that underneath that

incredible face and moustache there’s brains!
ERNEST. I am always being mistaken for a Conservative!
GEOFF. Belonging as you do to an old and aristocratic family I wonder you don’t

write articles for the papers!
ERNEST. I can’t write.
GEOFF. Many other members of the aristocracy have not been discouraged by

that inability, Melton! (Rises.) But you have made me realise the gravity of
what I was threatening to do—I must forget myself and think only of Elma!

ERNEST. I should think of myself, too—if I were you—it’s you who will cop it
worst.

GEOFF. What do I care what they say of me? Leave me out of it and think only of
Elma!



ERNEST. Very well!
GEOFF. If I do the right thing and take her from you, I ruin her—if I don’t, I make

her terribly unhappy! I am in the unenviable position of either the public
thinking me a cad—or your wife being sure that I am!

ERNEST. That’s the position.
GEOFF. Do you dull men walking up the aisle of a church ever realise the

responsibilities you are about to thrust upon some other unsuspecting man?
ERNEST. No!
GEOFF. Exactly! I am disturbed. What is the solution to this story? The obvious

end is heroism and self-sacrifice on my part. Melton, painful as it is, I give you
back your wife!

ERNEST. And rightly.
GEOFF. One moment! Will Elma agree to take you back!—I’d forgotten that!
ERNEST. Naturally, at first she will make a scene, but——
GEOFF. Scene? I cannot bear scenes with women, Melton!
ERNEST. I sympathize! But you’ll have many if you marry her—and only one if you

don’t!
GEOFF. Odd you should look so stupid! Shall we run it as it were on the lines of

honour?
ERNEST. Not much good with Elma! She’s very likely listening at the door the

whole time!
GEOFF. What do you say.

(ELMA slips behind the curtain.)
Ssh. I won’t be a moment, Ernest! (Goes to door—opens it.) You have no
right to make suggestions of that kind against your wife. And I would be glad
if you did not add to my already considerable nervous condition, Melton?

(ELMA steps out.)
ERNEST. You have nothing to be nervous about, Geoff—after all, you are only

doing a very honourable thing in returning a woman to her husband!
GEOFF. Women hate having honourable things done to them! There’s going to be a

scene, Melton! and I hate scenes with women! I think it would be better if I
wrote to her.



ERNEST. Wouldn’t that be cowardly, Geoff! You couldn’t do that—you must face
her!

GEOFF. Melton! I will either write to your wife, or run away with her! My sensitive
nature forbids me to argue with her!

ERNEST. Forget you are a writer and be a man, Geoff. Listen! There are far
greater things in the world than love! To break asunder those who have been
joined together. It is not for you to have the unhappy married people of the
world pointing the finger of envy at the one you love—and all the similar
platitudes that men have been telling women for years!

GEOFF. Melton! I will write all that to her.
(ELMA leaves the curtain.)

ERNEST. She’ll follow you—you’ll have to have the scene! And you could do it so
convincingly!

GEOFF. I doubt it very much.
ERNEST. I’m certain you could.
GEOFF. You really think I could?
ERNEST. I shall be very surprised if I don’t find myself crying bitterly! If you can

only get going, it ought to be very beautiful. You have such an amazing
personality, Geoff!

GEOFF. Fetch her! One moment! in the event of my being able to persuade Elma
to take you back, what is my position with Anne? Ah! That has to be
considered.

ERNEST. After the things she has said to you, she couldn’t possibly expect you to
take her back!

GEOFF. You’re sure? Because if——
ERNEST. Of course! How could she! You’re as free as the air.
GEOFF. Fetch her. (Makes movement towards door.)

(ELMA enters.)

(GEOFFREY and ERNEST look at each other anxiously.)
ELMA. (To ERNEST.) Still here, Ernest? I thought you promised to go to your lawyer

at once?
ERNEST. I know! But——



GEOFF. After you left us, Elma, he had what might be called a manly attack of
hysteria—and I had no option but to let him stay!

ELMA. I’ve packed, Geoffrey—and I find there’s a train we can catch at seven
o’clock!

GEOFF. Yes—yes—we will catch it. Ernest, be a good feller and ask Morton to
pack for me!

ELMA. He has! Your things are with mine in the hall!
GEOFF. Good! Ernest, old chap, tell Morton to order us a taxi.
ELMA. I have already asked him to do that, too!
GEOFF. Good.
ELMA. Does this obvious endeavour to get rid of the good feller—and good chap

—mean you wish to speak to me alone?
GEOFF. Good heavens, no! What makes you think that?
ELMA. I thought perhaps Rasputin had been busy during my absence!
GEOFF. Ras—— Ernest has said only the most charming and attractive things

about you, Elma!
ELMA. Really!
GEOFF. If your life with me would be happy he is not only willing but anxious to

give you your freedom at once!
ELMA. Why doesn’t he do it?
GEOFF. His one thought is for you—he has none for himself.
ELMA. How nice.
GEOFF. His unselfish love for you has touched me very deeply—I never thought

Ernest capable of such fine affection!
ELMA. I am a little bewildered—are you running away with me or Ernest?
GEOFF. Elma! please! this is a very sacred moment.
ELMA. Sorry! But I thought if you were trying to get out yourself—it was a pity to

waste all these words—as you only have to say so.
GEOFF. Elma! As long as I live—with you—or without you—you will always be

the most divine woman I have ever known!
ELMA. Then what are we waiting for?



GEOFF. Because before you take this plunge into the abyss of—of—I think it my
duty to warn you of the grave step you are taking.

ELMA. Geoffrey, you’ve only got to say—‘Elma, I made a mistake—I haven’t the
courage—I am not big enough to face the criticism of the world’—and I shall
be very understanding! I shall be very sympathetic.

GEOFF. I? I? What do I care for criticism? Good God! How curious women are!
Here am I offering to make the greatest sacrifice I have ever made—and you
suggest that I am thinking of myself! It’s you I am thinking of. Supposing in the
years to come—you realise there are far greater things in the world than love
——

ELMA. —Or had one the right to break the promise to the Vicar——
GEOFF. Yes.
ELMA. —Or is it a good example to those who follow us.
GEOFF. Yes, if you like!
ELMA. In brief—before I take this serious step, you feel I should consider all these

things—do you suggest I should also consider returning to Ernest?
GEOFF. I realise to leave a man whom I now recognize as one who loves you very

deeply—I am right, Ernest, in saying that?
ERNEST. Yes, Geoffrey.
GEOFF. —For ever to have it on your conscience his lasting misery is due to you

—I sincerely say we should both consider it very seriously.
ELMA. Your view being it is wrong to accept any happiness at the cost of others—

it is better to be miserable oneself than make another.
GEOFF. I say, conscious of the sorrow it will cause me, we should pause before

doing anything so serious.
ELMA. Most touching. I had no idea you had such a beautiful nature, Geoffrey. Do

you know why you are a second-class playwright?
GEOFF. What do you mean?
ELMA. Because you are a second-class man. A plumber with a gift of dialogue.

You neither have nor ever could furnish the world with an idea—you haven’t
the courage to have one. You would sacrifice the greatest happiness in the
world rather than be criticised by the man who lives next door—even though
you don’t know him. In your little life of egoism you never pass a church



without hoping and wondering if there will be a lot of people at your memorial
service. Your only idea of love is to take a little flat and hide the little lady in it.
To possess the good opinion of all men you even cheat yourself—a man
without an idea—a man without courage. (To ERNEST.) With all your faults you
are a better man than your little friend.

ERNEST. I think so.
GEOFF. I protest. What I have suggested is purely out of consideration for you.
ELMA. If you believed your wife was still in this house and not on her way to her

lawyer’s, would you have made these suggestions?
GEOFF. Yes, I should.
ELMA. If it were proved to you—not loving her—that she cares for you as much

as Ernest cares for me—would you sacrifice yourself and take her back?
Why don’t you answer?

GEOFF. If Anne cares for me as much as Ernest cares for you—I should.
ELMA. She does. Fetch her, Ernest—she is sitting in the hall, crying.
GEOFF. One moment!
ELMA. Fetch her, Ernest!

(ERNEST goes out.)
GEOFF. What does this mean?
ELMA. It means that I gathered from those tears that within a few minutes of your

wife leaving this house for ever—she who was contemptuous of everything
normal—anything ordinary, realised that, after all, she was as conventionally-
minded as you are. She discovered for the first time what being respectably
married meant to her—she discovered it might be infinitely easier to live with a
man you despise than face the smile of public opinion—in a flash she
discovered what a silly thing she was doing—and having discovered how
stupid it would be to live on only a little of your income instead of nearly all of
it—she decided to return and tell you that she loved you.

GEOFF. But—but——
(ERNEST and ANNE enter.)

ANNE. You want me, Geoffrey.
ELMA. Am I right in saying that you suddenly discovered within a few minutes of

leaving your home for ever, your feelings as regards that home and your



husband underwent a serious change—you suddenly discovered how deep
your affection was for both of them?

ANNE. Yes.
ELMA. And I am happy to tell you Geoffrey feels the same—he feels that there are

far greater things in the world than love—to break asunder those who have
been joined together—and the many other platitudes all men discover when
they don’t wish to do a thing. In effect, Geoffrey has told me there is no other
happiness in life for me other than with my husband—consequently there can
be none for him other than with his wife—so, feeling as he does, I ask you to
forgive him and take him back.

ANNE. Very well.
ELMA. I’m glad. (Moving towards door.) So there’s only one thing left for me to

do—and that is to wish you all good-bye.
(ERNEST rises.)

Why do you move, Ernest?
ERNEST. I’m going with you, aren’t I?
ELMA. Don’t be absurd. I’m not as good, perhaps, as Geoffrey and Mrs. Lymes

—but I have courage, Ernest—I could no more think of going back to that
awful life I have known with you, than fly.

ERNEST. Where—where—are you going?
ELMA. I? I’m going to find another co-respondent.

(ELMA exits.)

[CURTAIN]
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