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Out of the darkness the voice of douglas, old and quaver-
ing, singing Bach’s ‘Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring’.

‘Jesu, joy of man’s desiring,
Holy wisdom, Love most bright,
Drawn by Thee our soul’s aspiring,
Soar to uncreated light –– ’

Lights on douglas standing, singing, in long dress-
ing gown, cravat and slippers, in the flat of his wife
Olive at No 9 Viceroy Lodge, on the seafront at
Hove. 1944. He is seventy-four years old, and it is the
year before his death. Singing, more tentatively

‘Jesu, joy of man’s desiring,
Holy wisdom, Love most bright,
(Hum) M-mm-mm-mm-mm-mm-mm –– ’

Night, but, although the curtains are closed, we can
see that this is a bright room, blue furnishings and
white walls, white glass-doored cupboards of china
and glass. A door upstage, centre. douglas turns
and peers out into the auditorium.

Oscar Wilde, did you say? That’s all you lot ever ask
about. Wilde-Wilde-Wilde-Wilde! For Heaven’s
sakes, all that was nearly fifty years ago. It’s my life
now. Why don’t you ask about the people who have
really mattered in my life? Eh? My darling son,
Raymond. My mother. My wife, Olive. Actually she’s
dying upstairs just now, poor old Olive. That’s why
I’m here in her flat, you see. Pretty, isn’t it? Always
had taste, old Olive. Marriage, oho, indeed! We are,
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He wanders to the door, opens it, listens, closes it
and comes back.

I sat with her earlier up there as she fretted about in
the bed, constantly rearranging the bedclothes with
her hands, throwing herself about, this way and
that. I said to her, Be still, dear! But she wouldn’t.
Rearing about like a damaged filly.

There’d been another of those damned air-raids,
Jerry bombers coming in absurdly low over the
rooftops, not in the least frightening, like large grey
toys. You could pick out these incredible details,
even faces in the cockpits. Couldn’t believe it when
the bombs dropped, everything shaking. I asked if
she wished to go below to the shelter. She said she
didn’t want to live, anyway. Then quite suddenly
she said I had never loved her. That’s simply ––
unfair, I cried –– untrue. She didn’t even listen to
me. I could see smoke in the distance from the
bombing and thought it might be as far away as
Brighton. She said it no longer mattered, said she
was already dead.

Then this look came into her face. I had never seen
such a look before. Part leer, part wickedness, part
cruelty. Olive was never cruel. Sharp, yes, but not
cruel.

If you’re not careful, she whispered, I may cut off
your allowance altogether. Good God, woman, I
shouted, you cannot mean that. I am already a
bankrupt! If you were to withhold the allowance
they would put me out on the street. Out on the
street!

Then I thought, how odd! I have ended up exactly
like Oscar did in his day. Both of us dependent upon
the whim of unstable, estranged wives for a paltry
monthly allowance. I do believe that should be the
epitaph of each of us. Oscar and Bosie RIP. Punished
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of course –– what’s that word the barristers use?
Estranged. That’s it. Just could never live together in
the same house. Didn’t matter in the slightest. She
is –– (distressed) best chum I ever had. Lunched
together most weeks. She always had this terrific
champagne from Hedges and Butler. Goodies. Best
chum. Absolutely. It was love at first sight, you
know, Olive and I. Or rather at first sound, because I
heard her before I saw her, her voice running
prettily up and down the scales before she entered
the room. We met as poets and married in the most
poetical fashion possible and lived tragically ever
after. Oscar was always going on and on about the
bloody Greeks but I was the one to experience true
tragedy, not he.

Do you know, the very first time I spoke to Olive,
the very first thing she said to me was that she didn’t
care what I had done with Wilde. Sex, you see. Can
you imagine that! Said she rather liked fairies, as a
matter of fact. Said they always smell so –– washed.
That’s the kind of woman she is. Utterly without
cover.

Wrote some tremendously moving sonnets to her,
you know. People say some of the finest love
sonnets in the language. Since Shakespeare, that is.
Mustn’t brag. Still. Always say exactly what I mean.
Can’t abide sneaks.

Would you care to hear some of my poems? No?
No? No. I don’t suppose this is the appropriate time
for that.

Of course our runaway wedding created this
fearful rumpus. I was told that King Edward was
terribly cross, although what it had to do with him
I’ve never been able to make out. What on earth am
I doing, going on with this rubbish! Actually, I think
marriage may be one of the most dreadful institu-
tions in human history.
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Worse was to follow, I’m afraid. You see, what
she’s never been able to accept, Olive, is the damage
her own father did to poor Raymond. Oh, yes,
Colonel Frederic Custance, late of the Grenadiers.
A sclerotic landed gent with a mouth full of rotten
teeth. Knew how to land a salmon, though, the shit.
Kidnapped his own grandson, would you believe!
Can you believe that?

He had always wanted a son, Olive said. She
spent her own childhood trying to be a boy, cutting
her hair, building muscle, spitting and cursing and
all the rest of it. Trying to impress Daddy. This
whole business of sexual difference is greatly
exaggerated, don’t you think? Ça va sans dire.

Of course I blame Olive too. Despicable the way
she behaved. When the chips were down she went
over to Daddy’s side. For over two years siding with
the Colonel in his campaign against me. Against
Raymond.

(Distress, mimicry) Want to be with Mamma and
Grandad, Raymond screeched. Don’t say that,
Raymond! I want to be with Mamma and Grandad!
Calm down, Raymond! Come and sit. There’s a good
chap!

Bosie, Mother called from another room, Bosie,
take the boy to his mother and grandfather in
Norfolk, he is wetting himself again! Want to be
with Mamma and Grandad! No, Raymond, I said, I
am your father. (Fury) Look at me, damn you, look
me in the eye! He smelled of urine and perspiration
and was holding some kind of blanket or towel or
perhaps merely a fragment of cloth in both hands
as if strangling something. Look me in the eye,
Raymond! Bosie, Mother called and her voice
appeared to come from a great distance –– Bosie! ––
she called out in her best military manner –– this is
not a battle to be won! Her voice was like cannon
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by wives who wouldn’t cough up. Circles, every-
thing circling and circling back to everything else!

The door is thrown open behind him. A gigantic
woman –– wild, straggling red hair with several
bald patches, wearing assorted clothing, marches in.
She completely ignores douglas who watches this
apparition with astonishment. Weeping copiously,
with the odd inarticulate groan and using a large
cloth as handkerchief, she makes one or two rounds of
the room, throwing her arms about in extravagant
grief. Then, just as quickly, she sweeps out the door
again. douglas closes it, nervously, behind her,
shaking his head.

(Stage whisper) That’s Olive’s Irish maid! Her name is
Eil-eeen! Comes with the furniture, I’m afraid. Bit of
a buffalo, what? For some extraordinary reason she
doesn’t seem aware that I’m actually present here.
Very odd. She seems to be already engaged in some
kind of Celtic wake. Does she think Olive’s actually
dead? Very odd.

Poor Olive! Why do we always end up fighting!
Why? Even now. As she lies there, dying. One of
our fearful rows. Started when I said, shouldn’t
Raymond be taken out from –– (difficulty) from ––
dammit, man! Spit it out! St Andrew’s Hospital for
the Insane, Northampton! There! I’ve said it. My son
is –– a lunatic. She wouldn’t hear of it. I said, for
God’s sake, Olive, he’s our son! He should be here
with you! I never wish to see him again, she
screamed. No-no, you mustn’t say that, dear, he’s
our boy. Don’t care, she cried, hate him, hate him,
tears streaming down her face, and I knew at once
that what she was saying was that she hated me. In
him. Poor Raymond! He’s forty-two years old now,
you know. Difficult to believe, isn’t it? Forty-two!
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