Characters
Housekeeper (F)
Gentleman (M)
Boy (M)

-

Woman in her 50s
Man in his 60s
In his mid-late teens

Scene 1 – The Library

(Lights up. Set in the 1820s, the tabs open to reveal a distinguished
looking gentleman seated at large writing desk in the library of an
elegant townhouse. He is looking through some papers. Housekeeper
enters stage right, and moves to stage centre.)
Housekeeper:

A clerk from Messrs Tweedie and Prideaux is at the door sir. He has
some correspondence about him for your attention.

Gentleman:

Please show him in.
(Housekeeper leaves stage right and re-enters with boy)
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Gentleman:

(Looking up and indicating an area on desk) Place the papers down
there young man, and I will deal with them directly.

Boy:

(Boy standing, cap in hand.) Very good sir. There are a number
amongst them that are to be signed and returned to my employer. I have
been asked to wait sir.
(Boy places papers on desk)

Gentleman:

(Unties ribbon of portfolio and leafs through papers. Briefly looks up
at boy.) Very well. Your face is new to me. How long have you been in
the employ of Tweedie’s?

Boy:

I have been in my post as clerk and errand boy but three days sir.

Gentleman:

And what of your predecessor, err – Mr – Birdwhistle? Is he no longer
with the company?

Boy:

Mr Birdwhistle has been fortunate enough to be promoted to senior clerk,
so I am now obliged to carry out his former duties. He is an old
schoolfellow of mine, and a trusted friend, to whom I owe much.

Gentleman:

Excellent. Please convey my congratulations to Mr Birdwhistle, and I
wish him well in his new post. Tweedie’s is a firm held in high regard,
and you would do well to study hard and keep a keen eye on all that
passes through their offices. Pledge yourself to their will, and progression
will be assured.

Boy:

I will endeavour to do as you say, I am sure. I am under the instructions
of Mr Threadneedle, who treats me most kindly.

Gentleman:

Ah - Mr Threadneedle - Quite - Quite so - Mrs Underling – bring this
young gentleman a glass of beer and some buttered scones whilst I attend
to the matter in hand. You do like scones?

(Housekeeper leaves stage right)
Boy:

Very much sir – thank you.

Gentleman:

(Indicates towards a chair by a large bookcase. Boy gazes up at the
vast array of books) Pray, be seated. I see you are admiring my
collection of books. Do you like to read?

Boy:

(Sits down) I do sir.
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Gentleman:

As you can see, my taste in books is diverse. I believe that between the
covers of these histories, essays, treatises, letters, poems and novels, is
concealed all of the complexities of mankind’s nature. What kind of
books do you like to read?

Boy:

I find myself very much drawn to the novels of Tobias Smollett and
Henry Fielding, and I am greatly taken with the book Arabian Nights,
having read it perhaps upward of a dozen times!

Gentleman:

Gracious heavens! Upon my word! You must know it backwards. Do you
have many books?

Boy:

Unfortunately not sir. Due to recent family misfortune, resulting in a
change of my circumstances and lodgings, a great number of my
belongings have been lost to me. There have been times of recent cruel
hardship when my books have been my only company, and kept me
hopeful of something beyond that place and time.

Gentleman:

(Pauses, pondering on what to say next) Indeed, this is most
unfortunate! Most unfortunate! (Pauses again) Do you like history?

Boy:

I do sir.

Gentleman:

An acquaintance of mine, Mr Robert Carlyle is in the act of compiling a
history of the French Revolution in three volumes. When it is published, I
advise you to acquire a copy of it at all costs, for I believe it will contain
a great insight into the human spirit. Mr Carlyle and I have much in
common, though we cross swords on one particular issue: the abolition of
slavery. But that is another matter.
(Pause. Gentleman continues signing papers as housekeeper delivers
beer and scones, placing them on a table)

Gentleman:

Please allow yourself to look upon the shelves.
(Boy stands and begins removing books and turning pages)

Gentleman:

The book to your left there - No! The one next along. I think you would
find this volume most interesting. Do you know the work of Elizabeth
Inchbald?

Boy:

I don’t believe I do sir.

Gentleman:

If you have enjoyed the books previously mentioned, I thoroughly urge
you to read this book, and others of her works. You will certainly find
Mrs Inchbald to be a competent writer, with a sureness of touch, and the
subtlety of her characterisation is unsurpassed.

Boy:

Ahh! I see you have a copy of Robinson Crusoe sir! This was one of my
most treasured books. Alas, it is in my possession no longer.
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Gentleman:

If you were to take it from the shelf and open its cover, you will note the
signature of none other than the author himself! I agree it is an excellent
book and a much-prized part of my collection. I regard Mr Swift’s
writing to be of the highest order. There are books of which the backs and
covers are by far the best parts, but you will find no such book on these
shelves.
(Gentleman rises from his chair and carefully chooses two books
from the shelves, handing them to the boy)

Gentleman:

I sense we have a kindred spirit young man, so I urge you to read this
book at your leisure. When you have finished with it, please return it to
me. I place my trust in the honesty that your face betrays in every look
and glance. And this one, you may keep, for I have two copies.

Boy:

(In surprise) Robinson Crusoe! Sir – I couldn’t possibly –

Gentleman:

Nonsense, I’ll hear no more of it. Take them. A discreet word of warning
before you leave; you mentioned previously that you are under the ever
watchful eye of Mr Threadneedle. It is of my opinion that he is a man of
two faces, neither of which being particularly agreeable, and beneath that
diffident exterior is a heart and soul as hard and sharp as flint. But these
are words that you have not heard from my lips. Do you understand? You
would be well advised to tread carefully in his company, but by all means
place your trust in the honest hands of Mr Tweedie and his partners. You
have an intelligent eye, and if law is the path that you choose to follow,
I’m sure you will be a great asset to that fraternity.

Boy:

(Finishing his beer and scones) Are you acquainted with Mr
Threadneedle sir?

Gentleman:

I am indeed.

Boy:

(Adopting comic and humble pose, and impersonating his employer)
“Though at present I’m not yet considered to be worthy of advancement

from my current position at Tweedie and Prideaux, I hope that in time,
through my modest and unpretentious demeanour, those above me will
see fit to reward in some small way my meek and unassertive qualities.
And as for you young sir, if you are to get on, may I suggest you do it in
a quiet and inconspicuous manner.”
Gentleman:

(Roaring with laughter) Upon my soul! Had I not witnessed those words
emanating from your very mouth, I would have staked my life on that
gentleman being in my presence. There is nothing in the world so
irresistibly contagious as laughter and good-humour! You have a
remarkable talent for mimicry young man! Remarkable! Quite
remarkable!

Boy:

(Also laughing) Thank you sir.
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Housekeeper:

(Enters stage right to pick up tray) I am to remind you sir, that you
have an appointment with the Prime Minister at three of the clock. Spratt
has ordered a carriage, which is to arrive at two thirty.

Gentleman:

Thank you Mrs Underling. It wouldn’t do to keep Mr Pitt waiting now
would it? I believe our business is done sir, so kindly return the signed
documents to Mr Threadneedle. May I press upon you this: on your
return route to Grays Inn, be sure to avoid the poor unfortunate citizens
who inhabit the lanes around Clerkenwell, where, in the grip of poverty
and wretchedness thrust upon them through no fault of their own, they
are liable to rob you of these books, and sell them for the price of a pint
of gin.
(He places the papers back in the portfolio, ties the ribbon, and
hands it to the boy)

Boy:

I know this area well sir, my lodgings being quite close by.

Gentleman:

Unemployment, and idleness generated by it, is a malady that has
befallen the city in recent times as the population has grown out of all
proportion, and is a situation that brings me a great deal of sorrow. I feel
it the duty of all those in a position to do so, to work together in
alleviating their suffering. Knowledge and education is the key sir, and
reading and writing the starting point of that journey.
(Boy nods politely)

Gentleman:

Mrs Underling - Instruct Spratt to lay his hands upon a sixpence, and
press it into the palm of this young gentleman.

Housekeeper:

Very good sir. Dotty will be serving your luncheon presently sir. Will
Mrs Wilberforce be joining you?

Gentleman:

Sadly not. My wife is feeling rather unwell today, so please ask Dotty to
make up a tray of broth and bread, to be delivered to her chamber. Thank
you Mrs Underling. (Turning to the boy) Good day to you - err - I don’t
believe I have your name young man.

Boy:

Dickens sir, Charles Dickens. A very good day to you sir!

Gentleman:

Good day to you Master Dickens, and I shall follow your career with
great interest.
(Boy and Housekeeper leave stage right. Boy is carrying books and
portfolio. Lights down. Curtain)
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