
Characters 

 

Barleycorn (M)  - Elderly Lord of the Manor 

 

Rose (F)   - Young fiancée of Barleycorn 

 

Reginald (M)   - Barleycorn’s Stepson 

 

Vivienne (F)   - Reginald’s Wife 

 

Florence (F)   - Barleycorn’s Nurse 

 

Deidre (F)   - Reginald’s Sister and Barleycorn’s Stepdaughter 

 

Ophelia (F)   - Deirdre’s Daughter 

 

Fred (M)   - Rose’s old flame 

 

Detective (M/F)  - Summariser 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Act 1 

Scene 1 – Front Room 

 

(Lights up. Tabs open to reveal a room which has various pieces 

of furniture and an old-style telephone. There is a window at one 

side. Reginald enters looking upset. He paces up and down, 

rubbing his hands together. He looks at the telephone and paces 

some more. He approaches the telephone, dithers and then dials. 

He has to wait a little time for the operator to answer.) 

 

Reginald:  Please can you get me London 3684. That’s right. Thank you. (Taps 

fingers on item of furniture whilst waiting to be connected.) 
Hello… Can I speak to the Honourable Deirdre Withers. She works 

on the Society column. You know? Well I suppose you would. Thank 

you. (Listens tensely as waits.) Deirdre? It’s Reginald. I’m sorry to 

contact you at work, but something has er happened to father. I think 

you should come. Yes, yes, Ophelia as well… can you phone her 

or… alright I’ll do it. You’ll collect her, I’ll tell her. Alright, 

goodbye. Ring when you get to the station, John will collect you. 

(Replaces receiver and dials again, this time it is answered after a 

couple of rings.) Hello, I want London 2591, Whitehall. Yes. Thank 

you. (Looks agitated while waits.) Ophelia. It’s Uncle Reginald. 

Um, I’m afraid it’s grandfather. Can you come up? Pardon? I can 

hardly hear you for the clattering of typewriters. Er…  

 

(Florence enters and sighs heavily) 

 

Reginald: (distracted by Florence) yes, I know that’s what you do. Good. 

Good. I’ve contacted your mother and she’s calling round for you in 

the car. Mm, yes, poor grandfather. We’ll see you both later then. 

Goodbye. (He does not replace the receiver, he cradles the phone 

as he addresses Florence.) Deirdre and Ophelia are coming. I don’t 

know whether to phone Vivienne. She should be home soon, but – 
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Florence:  (She may have a Scottish accent.) She’ll be mad with you if you 

don’t tell her Reginald. 

 

Reginald:  Yes. I’ll be in trouble again. You’re right, she should be informed of 

the family crisis immediately. Oh Florence, how can this have 

happened? How can we have missed all the symptoms? When did 

this all start? 

 

Florence:  I think it’s been coming on since the autumn. Not like his old self, 

but I never expected anything like this, not in a thousand years. 

(Sniffs) All the years I’ve tended to him through bouts of gout to nits. 

Remember when we gave the tea party for the evacuees from the 

village, and he caught head lice? Oh sir, I’ve failed the family. How 

can I hold my head up after this? I ought to be wheeled out onto the 

ice to wait my end, like the old Eskimo women. 
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Reginald:  No-one’s blaming you for what’s happened to father Florence, 

(Kindly) and it’s probably your end that would ice, if you sat out 

there for long. 

 

Florence:   You’re too kind sir. 

 

Reginald:  (Angrily) No, it’s not your fault at all. I’d say it sneaked up like 

influenza and infected his whole system. First it had a bit of a hold, 

then it dug its teeth right in under our noses. 

 

Florence:   (Sniffs) You’d better phone your wife. 

 

Reginald:  (Looks at receiver in his hand almost in surprise. Replaces 

handset and re-dials. Phone is answered by switchboard 

immediately.) Goodness, that was quick. Um, can you try 

Wyndmonton 91, Jockey Club. Yes. Thank you. (Waits short 

while.) Vivienne? You sound strange, is the bar open? I, I didn’t 

mean it like that dear. I merely meant… (Listens to tirade)  I know 

dear, I know. Yes it is a bit thick. Digging up the bloody racecourse 

for potatoes. Yes, we’re all sack of potatoes, sick of potatoes. 

(Suddenly assertive) Vivienne, listen, something horrible has 

happened here. It concerns father. What? No he’s not dead. I know 

he’s old, but that’s hardly the point. I can’t tell you over the phone. 

You’d better come. (He cradles the receiver for a short time. 

There is a sneeze.) Bless you. 

 

Florence:   What for? 

 

(Reginald frowns at receiver and replaces it. Reginald and 

Florence exit. Lights off. Tabs Closed.)  
   

 

 

 

 

  



Scene 2 – Front Room 

 

(Lights up. Tabs open. All is peaceful for a short while, just the 

SFX. ticking of a clock. Vivienne enters wearing jodhpurs. She 

looks annoyed.) 
 

Vivienne:  (Shouts) Reginald… Florence… (To imaginary dogs) Get down, 

down, go on, lie down. (Walks to window and stares out.) 

 

Reginald:   (Enters. To imaginary dogs) Get down, down, go on, lie down. 

 

Vivienne:  What’s going on? I go out and when I come back the place is in 

chaos. Whose are all those motor-cars out there? They can’t all be 

doctors.  

 

Reginald:  Doctors? It’s the military transport division; you remember, they 

wrote requisitioning the east wing. We didn’t think they were coming 

until next month.  

 

Vivienne:  Just because there’s a war on, people think they can turn up at any 

time. I hope you’ve explained the house rules to them. 

 

Reginald:  I have dear. No smoking in bed. No drinking in bed. No women er...  

Shoes off when they come in the…  

 

Vivienne:   (Interrupts) What’s wrong with Barleycorn? 
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Reginald:  It’s, difficult to explain. Why don’t you sit down, take the weight off 

your… 

 

Vivienne:  (Interrupts again) How can it be difficult to explain? Is nurse with 

him? 

 

Reginald:   (Slowly) He doesn’t want nurse. He wants Rose. 

 

Vivienne:  Rose, the Land Army girl? What does he want with that minx? If he’s 

ill he needs Florence. I can’t believe you haven’t asked Florence to 

sit with him. Has the doctor been? (Impatiently) Well? 

 

Reginald:  Have you finished Vivienne? 

 

Vivienne:  Get on with it. Why have you sent for me if you haven’t even 

organized nurse? …Is he dead? Is that it? 

 

Reginald:   Some things are worse than death. 

 

Vivienne:  What do you mean by that? What could possibly be worse than 

death? 

 

Reginald:   Marriage. 
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Vivienne:   What! 

 

Reginald:   To Rose 

 

Vivienne:   What! 

 

Reginald: That’s exactly what I said. I’ve sent for Deirdre and Ophelia. I really 

think he’s gone mad. 

 

Vivienne:   Rose must have tricked him into it. We’ll soon sort her out. 

 

Reginald:  Father is adamant. They’re announcing their engagement tonight at 

dinner. 

 

Vivienne:  Does Cook know?  What is there to eat?  No, no, it can’t go ahead. 

When are they getting married? 

 

Reginald:   As soon as possible he said. 

 

Vivienne:   My God, what if she has a child? 

 

Reginald:   Don’t be disgusting. 

 

Vivienne:  She might. People get up to all sorts of things when they’re left alone. 

He hasn’t signed your official adoption papers yet has he? If he 

doesn’t sign them, it will inherit everything. You’ll be passed over. 

 

Reginald:  I’ll try and get him to sign them, there are enough people around to 

witness it. 
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Vivienne:  You should have dealt with it before. This is what comes of leaving 

things. 

 

Reginald:  Deirdre and I were children when he married mother. I shouldn’t 

have to sort out my adoption at my time of life. 

 

Vivienne:   Deirdre’s going to lap this up, she’s always been jealous. 

 

Reginald:  Why should she lap it up?  She’ll have her nose put out of joint just 

like us, and Ophelia. I didn’t want to mention this, but – 

 

Vivienne:   What? 

 

Reginald:  I had an anonymous phone call last week, saying I wasn’t the 

legitimate heir. 

 

Vivienne:  You will be when the papers are sorted out, you’re older than 

Deirdre. 
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Reginald:   It wasn’t about Deirdre. 

 

Vivienne:   Who was it about then? 

 

Reginald:   She didn’t say.  

 

(Reginald and Vivienne exit. Lights down. Tabs Closed.) 
 

 

  



Scene 3 – Barleycorn’s house 

 

(Lights up. Tabs Open. Rose and Barleycorn enter holding 

hands. She is wearing a Land Army uniform. He is wearing a 

country style suit, maybe plus fours.)  
 

Barleycorn:  Thank goodness we’re on our own for once. I can kiss you. (Grabs 

her and kisses her brow and cheeks.) 
 

Rose:    Not lips. Not lips until we’re married. 

 

Barleycorn:  But I can kiss you here, and here, (top of each shoulder) and here, 

(each elbow) and, (gets down on his knees with difficulty) here, 

(wrist) and, (to imaginary dogs) get out of it, go on, lie down. 

 

Rose:  Oh look Barleycorn, out of the window, rows and rows of cars 

(points) 
 

Barleycorn:  Military transport unit, east wing. Major’s a decent fellow; I’ve 

invited them to dinner tonight. I want the world to know about us, 

and I don’t see why they should be left out of the celebration. 

 

Rose:    All of them? 

 

Barleycorn:   There’s no stinting when it comes to my little sugar pot. 

 

Rose:    Oh Barleycorn, do you mean that? 
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Barleycorn:   You know you’re my little sugar pot. 

 

Rose:    Not that, that there’s no stinting. 

 

Barleycorn:  Well, no stinting within my means, my little sugar pot. (He is still on 

his knees and goes to kiss her knees.) 
 

Rose:    Is (She moves towards window) a car within your means Barley? 

 

Barleycorn:  Oh you won’t need a car; if you want to go anywhere John will drive 

you, as long as we can get hold of the petrol. You’ll just say John and 

he’ll say yes my Ladyship, and you’ll say drive me John…  

 

(Barleycorn motions to one of the imaginary dogs, leans on it and 

helps himself up. Goes to join Rose at the window.)   
 

Rose:    Won’t John mind? 

 

Barleycorn:   Why on earth should he mind? 

 

Rose:    I thought he was, some sort of relation. 
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Barleycorn:  Why should you think that? 

 

Rose:  Village gossip, you know. And you’re nicer to him than to Reginald. 

 

Barleycorn: John, as anyone here, including John himself will tell you, is the child 

of my old gamekeeper and his wife; he’s the general factotum. 

(Getting louder) And if I’m nicer to him than to Reginald, it’s 

because Reginald is an insufferable stuffed shirt and irritates me to – 

to apoplexy. 

 

Rose:    (Tickles his chin) And there was I thinking he was your love child. 

 

Barleycorn:  (Crossly.) Don’t say things like that. John’s a sensitive sort of chap, 

it would upset him if he heard you. 

 

Rose:  (Puts her arm through his) Don’t be cross with me Barley, it was 

only a joke. 

   

Barleycorn:  I’m not cross with you. How could I be cross with you? I’m annoyed 

with those muttonheads in the village, spreading silly rumours. Now 

give me a kiss, and I’ll give you a tour. You can decide which room 

you like the best for when we’re married. 

 

Rose:  (Yawns affectedly) I might have to lie down in one now Barley, I’m 

feeling awfully sleepy. 

 

Barleycorn:  (Gives her a squeeze) I might just have to lie down with you…you 

can tell me if I snore (Yawns genuinely.)  

 

(Barleycorn and Rose exit. Lights off. Tabs Close.) 
 

 

 

  



Scene 4 – Barleycorn’s house 

 

(Urgent knocking or ringing at door… Repeated. Lights up. 

Florence enters front of tabs, then walks across stage and out of 

view to answer. Tabs open. There is a fruit bowl with fruit 

upstage. Fred enters, dashing onto stage in his Home Guard 

uniform, rifle pointing outwards, surveying the scene. Florence 

enters. Fred puts his finger to lips silently and proceeds to search 

the room. Hurries offstage, presumably into next room. There is 

a SFX. baying of dogs and he returns quickly.) 
 

Fred:  It’s alright. Everything’s under control. The Local Defence 

Volunteers have got the estate surrounded. 

 

Florence:   Oh my goodness! It’s a wonder I didn’t faint clean away. 

 

 (Vivienne enters) 

 

Vivienne:  (Notices Fred) What are you doing in the drawing room? Military 

goings on are to be confined to the east wing. That’s what was 

agreed. And you’ve got your boots on! 

 

Florence:   He’s from the Local Defence Volunteers. There’s an escaped P.O.W. 

 

Fred:    Armed. 
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Vivienne:   Well he’s not in the house is he? 

 

Fred:    He might be. 

 

Florence:  This is Viscountess Withers; take your boots off when she speaks to 

you. 

 

(Fred lays down rifle and removes boots. His socks have holes in.) 
 

Vivienne:  We’ve got an entire division of the Military Transport Corps to 

protect us. We’ve only got to raise our voices and a hundred men will 

come running.   

     

Fred:  It’s their job to sort out the transport. I’ve been assigned to protect 

you. Fred Truelove at your service. 

 

Vivienne:  Another mouth to feed. I don’t know what it is about Cook’s food, 

but men are beating a path to her door. You’d better give her the bad 

news Florence.  

 

(Florence exits.) 
 

Vivienne:  Funny, I’ve just seen the Major and he didn’t mention anything about 

an escaped P.O.W. 
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Fred:  It’s all hush hush. We don’t want to start a general panic do we? Stay 

calm at all times. Loose lips lose ships. Be like Dad keep Mum. 

 

(Vivienne stares at Fred’s boots on floor, picks them up and exits. 

Rose enters a few moments later. Stops when she sees Fred, who 

is about to help himself to a piece of fruit from the fruit bowl.) 
 

Fred:    (Familiarly) Hello Rose. 

 

Rose:    What are you doing here? 

 

Fred:  That’s a fine greeting from my best girl. I’m working; escaped 

P.O.W. 

 

Rose:    I didn’t know you were in the LDV. 

 

Fred:    You haven’t been in touch lately to know. 

 

Rose:    There’s a war on if you haven’t noticed.  I’ve been busy. 

 

Fred:    Oh I heard how busy. 

 

Rose:  If you don’t believe me, just look at the state of my hands.  

 

(Rose holds out her hands. Fred goes over and takes her hands in 

his. Turns them over, stares at them, then kisses them; then he 

kisses her; she kisses him back; then stops and slaps his face.) 
 

Rose:    Don’t. Things have changed. War changes people. 

 

Fred:  War doesn’t change people. It’s people that change people. I’ve 

heard what’s been going off, and with who. Seems it’s been too much 

for the old feller. 

 

Rose:    What are you talking about? 

 

Fred:    Lord Withers, on his deathbed, so I hear. 

 

Rose:    On his deathbed? What are you talking about? 

 

Fred:    He’s not? 

 

Rose:    (Laughs) I’m sorry to disappoint you, but he’s in the best of health. 

 

Fred:    Oh. 

 

Rose:  And you may as well know, because you’ll find out later anyhow, 

we’re engaged to be married. I’m going to be Lady Withers. Please 

don’t make trouble. 

 

Fred:  You said you’d marry me; you didn’t say it was unless you got a 

better offer. 

 

Rose:    I was young, and inexperienced. 



 

Fred:  (Bitterly) You’re making up for it now though aren’t you? What 

about the other one? 

 

Rose:    What other one? 

 

Fred:  Don’t play the innocent with me; the one that’s been driving you. 

You must think people are blind! 

 

Rose:  (Somewhat menacing) I don’t know what you’re talking about, but 

you’d do well to keep it to yourself. This family don’t like gossip; 

you could find yourself in a lot of trouble. 

 

Fred:   What kind of trouble could I find myself in? 
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   (Florence enters and glares at Fred and Rose) 
 

Florence:  (To Fred) What are you both doing in the drawing room? You’d 

better get on with what you’ve come here for; if there’s an escaped 

prisoner you haven’t looked very far.  

 

(Fred stands to attention with rifle, then marches off in socks.)  

 

Florence: (To Rose) And you! You had better get on with what you’ve been 

sent here for; cook needs some potatoes digging for dinner. 

 

Rose:    There’s bags of potatoes in the store house. 

 

Florence:   She needs more, lots more. 

 

Rose:  (Passing Florence) When I’m mistress here, the boot will be on the 

other foot… 

 

Florence:  You’ll be mistress here over my dead body. (Points to outside.) 

Potatoes!  

 

(Rose exits followed by Florence.)  
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Scene 5 – Barleycorn’s house 

 

(SFX. Slamming, like a car door, offstage.) 
 

Deirdre:   (Off stage) Thank you John. 

 

Ophelia:   (Off stage) Thanks John. 

 

(Lights up. Florence enters front of tabs and then crosses stage 

and exits. Deirdre and Ophelia enter, followed by Florence. Tabs 

open. They are carrying small valises and Florence has a bundle 

of gloves and scarves from the car that she puts down in view of 

the audience) 
 

Deirdre:   John’s such a nice man. 

 

Ophelia:   (Seriously) He thinks the world of grandfather. 

 

Florence:   We all do. 

 

Deirdre:   (To invisible dogs) Get down, down; go and lie down. 

 

Ophelia:   (Bends to pat them) Hello you darlings.  

 

Florence:   Thank goodness you’ve come. 

 

(Deirdre and Ophelia give Florence a kiss. Florence gives them a 

peck and a hug.) 
 

Deirdre:  It’s lovely to see you Florence, even though it’s in such sad 

circumstances. What a journey. The train stopped at every single 

station. Do you know at one the stationmaster even invited us off, to 

go and look at his garden; and there were teas!  People in the country 

have no idea there’s a war on. (Gravely) What’s the situation with 

poor daddy? 

 

(Rose giggles loudly off stage.) 
 

Ophelia:   (Crossly) Who’s making that racket when Grandfather’s so poorly? 

 

(Rose rushes in laughing uproariously, followed hotfoot by 

Barleycorn. Rose runs straight past all onstage and off stage on 

the opposite side. Barleycorn stops momentarily, puffing. Deirdre 

and Ophelia look astounded.) 
 

Barleycorn:  (Out of puff) Deirdre, Ophelia, good to see you. I’m so glad Reggie 

asked you to come. I’ve a very important announcement to make at 

dinner tonight. Wear your glad rags, make yourself at home; I’ll see 

you later. (He stumbles offstage after Rose calling) Come here my 

little sugar plumpkin…  

 

Deirdre:   He doesn’t look very ill to me. Who on earth is that… that.     

 

Florence:  Rose. I’ll go and get your brother.  

 



(Florence exits. Deirdre and Ophelia exchange ominous glances.) 
 

Ophelia:   Grandfather used to call me that when I was little. 

 

Deirdre:   What, Rose? 

 

Ophelia:   No, his little sugar plumpkin. 

 

Deirdre:   I’m going to find out what’s going on!  

 

(Deirdre exits and Ophelia follows. Lights off. Tabs close.) 
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Scene 6 – Barleycorn’s house 

 

(Deirdre screams off stage. Tabs open. Lights up. Reginald enters 

followed by Deirdre and Ophelia.) 
 

Reginald:  Keep control Deirdre, no matter what the situation, remember your 

position. 

 

Deirdre:  My position? What is my position? I’ll tear her limb from limb the 

hussy, luring father from his sick bed and getting him to marry her. 

 

Reginald:  He wasn’t sick; they met while she was delivering vegetables to the 

kitchen one day and he started inviting her in for cups of tea.  I 

thought he was just interested in her pumpkins, and what have you; 

you could have knocked me down with a feather when he said he was 

going to marry her. 

 

Deirdre:  She’s just after his money, well she’s not having it.  Do you realise 

where this leaves you and me? 

 

Reginald:  I’m afraid we’re in a worse situation than we realised, father’s never 

signed our official adoption papers, keeps making excuses. 

 

Deirdre:  We’ll be left without a penny, what shall I do?  I can’t support myself 

in the manner to which I’m accustomed. 

 

Vivienne:  (Enters) You could always make an honest man of what’s his name, 

Frank, Morris, Fred? 

 

Deirdre:  You know very well his name is Forester, and he can’t support me in 

the manner to which I’m accustomed either. 

 

Vivienne:  I thought he was in Intelligence. He can’t be very intelligent if he 

can’t support you. You should get yourself a real man. 

 

Deirdre: Like Reggie you mean? How are the horses Vivienne? Shame 

racing’s off at the moment isn’t it? I hear the racetrack’s been dug up. 

What are you going to do with them all? Stew tonight is it? 

 

Ophelia:  Oh stop it, stop it, all of you! I’ll ask grandfather if he’ll sign your 

papers. He’d do anything for me once. I can’t believe you’re 

squabbling about when he’s dead, he’s not dead, you should be happy 

for him. And I’m sure he’ll carry on being as kind and generous as 

he’s always been to us. 
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Vivienne:  How naïve the young are. I think Rose is going to be a very bad 

influence on him as far as generosity to this family goes; perhaps 

someone could ask the Germans to drop a bomb on her…  
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Reginald:  Don’t talk like that! We may have poor prospects, but we haven’t 

been reduced to – to wishing someone’s demise. 

 

Deirdre:   Not someone’s demise Reggie, Rose’s! 

 

(SFX. Sudden loud explosion from outside. Reginald, Vivienne, 

Deirdre and Ophelia rush to window. Florence enters and joins 

them at window.) 
 

Reginald:   There’s a huge crater in the potato field… 

 

Vivienne:   It’s a good job no-one was working there. 

 

Ophelia:   How do you know no-one was working there? 

 

Reginald:   Bomb disposal chaps warned us to keep everyone away. 

 

Florence:  (Innocently, to Deirdre and Ophelia) I’ll show you to your rooms.  

 

(Vivienne and Reginald remain looking out of window, while 

Deirdre and Ophelia pick up their valises, gloves and scarves. 

There is one scarf left, unclaimed from the car, preferably 

distinctive. Deirdre notices this. Florence, Deirdre and Ophelia 

exit.) 
 

Reginald:   I’m going to take a look outside  

 

(Reginald Exits. Vivienne wanders over to the alcohol area and 

pours a large drink, downs it, shudders with pleasure as the 

alcohol kicks in. Notices the remaining scarf. Looks at it for a 

moment, picks it up and absently and somewhat sensually wraps 

it around her neck.) 
 

 

 

 

  



Scene 7 – Barleycorn’s house 

 

(Tabs open. Lights up. Barleycorn enters, sits down and begins 

crossword puzzle. Florence enters with tea tray. It is probably 

shaking and rattling a fair bit. Sets it down and pours Barleycorn 

a cup.) 
 

Barleycorn:   Pour one for yourself Florence and sit down. 

 

Florence:  Thank you sir.  

 

(Florence pours a cup for herself and sits. Barleycorn and 

Florence sit sipping quietly for a short time.) 
 

Barleycorn:   Florence.  

 

Florence:   Yes your Lordship? 

 

Barleycorn:   Florence, did you ask Rose to fetch potatoes from the field earlier? 

 

Florence:  I did indeed. With so many mouths to feed all of a sudden, Cook is 

having to pad everything out. 

 

Barleycorn:  We were warned this morning there was an unexploded bomb in the 

field. 

 

Florence:  Was it only this morning? It seems a lifetime ago. I thought it was 

resolved. 

 

Barleycorn:  Well it wasn’t; you must have heard the explosion? We must pay 

attention to reminders of war that land in our midst. Thank God Rose 

wasn’t potato picking at the time. 
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(Florence noticeably silent.) 
 

Barleycorn:  Florence, you’ve been with us a long time; I want you to understand 

that I’m very fond of Rose, very fond. I want you to take as good care 

of her as you do of us. 

 

Florence:   I’ll do my best sir. 

 

Barleycorn:  I know I can rely on you. Now there’s something else I want to ask 

you about, something important. 

 

Florence:   Yes sir? 

 

Barleycorn:  We haven’t spoken of this for a very long time. In fact I don’t think 

we’ve spoken on the subject since he was born. 

 

Florence:   You’re talking about John aren’t you. 
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Barleycorn:  Now I want you to answer me as truthfully as if you were in a court 

of law. 

 

Florence:   I’ll try your Lordship. 

 

Barleycorn:  Florence, have you ever mentioned to anyone, and I mean anyone, 

that he’s mine? Think carefully, because someone has told me there 

are rumours in the village. 

 

Florence:  Indeed I’ve never heard of any such rumours! His mother, that 

governess, went to Australia with the nest egg you gave her didn’t 

she. The best place for a woman of that type… 

 

Barleycorn:  (Musingly) Reginald and Deirdre know nothing about it; not that it’s 

any of their business; and the gamekeeper and his wife would hardly 

have mentioned it. (Now addressing Florence more directly) They 

loved John as their own. I mean they were childless, they were 

grateful for the child. 

 

Florence:   I’m sure it was an act of charity on your part sir. 

 

Barleycorn:   – Unless – 

 

Florence:   Unless what sir? 

 

Barleycorn:   Unless they spoke, in the hope that he would inherit. 

 

Florence:   But Reginald will inherit… won’t he? 

 

Barleycorn:  I suppose so; but I would hate John to find out and think… but 

you’ve never heard anything in the village, tittle tattle that kind of 

thing? 

 

Florence:  Never in all my days! It’s never been spoken of to my knowledge… 

but you know sir, there is a resemblance… and you’re nicer to John 

than Reggie. 

 

Barleycorn:  That’s exactly what, what someone else said. If you hear such a 

rumour Florence you must scotch it right away. It’s unfair on John 

and he’s grown to be such a fine fellow hasn’t he? 

 

Florence:   He has sir, everyone likes him; (Innocently) particularly Rose. 

 

Barleycorn:   What do you mean particularly Rose?  

 

Florence:  Oh only that she likes him, as well as we like him. She’s always 

asking him for lifts into town, that sort of thing. Does he know about 

you and Rose? 

 

Barleycorn:  (Crossly) What does it matter if he knows or doesn’t know? I’ve a 

right to a bit of romance in my old age haven’t I, without informing 

every Tom, Dick and Harry? 

 



Florence:  Yes sir. Excuse me sir. I must see if Cook needs help. Deirdre has 

managed to get hold of some oysters, though there’s not enough for 

the army tonight. 

 

Barleycorn:   Don’t give Rose oysters, she’s allergic to shellfish. 

 

Florence:  That will be one less then, we haven’t got oysters to waste.  
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(Florence takes the tea tray and exits. Barleycorn sits puzzling. 

Ophelia enters and creeps up behind him; puts her hands over 

his eyes. Barleycorn grabs her hands and kisses them 

passionately. Ophelia squeals.) 
 

Barleycorn:  (Looks round and speaks crossly) For goodness sake! What are you 

doing, creeping up on me like that? 

 

Ophelia:   I’m sorry, I… 

 

Barleycorn:   I thought you were Rose. 

 

Ophelia:   (Upset) Obviously.  

 

Barleycorn:  (Apologetically) I’m sorry I was a bit short with you. (Awkwardly) 

Come and sit down and tell me your news. 

 

Ophelia:  (Doesn’t sit.) I haven’t got any news.  We came to see you because 

we thought you were ill. 

 

Barleycorn:   And your mother’s upset to find me in the best of health no doubt? 

 

Ophelia:   That’s not fair! 

 

Barleycorn:  I’m sorry Ophelia, it’s just that, when you get old, people seem to 

think you should just fade away without inconveniencing anyone. 

 

Ophelia:  (Sits) Grandfather, they – mother and Uncle Reggie, are just worried 

about what will happen when you and Rose get married. I mean 

Uncle Reggie has looked after the estate all this time and mother – 

 

Barleycorn:  You mean, what will happen to my money? Your mother expects to 

be kept in a certain style, I know; and what about you?  What do you 

expect? 

 

Ophelia:   I don’t expect anything. 

 

Barleycorn:  Well that’s good to hear anyhow. I suppose I should sign Reggie’s 

papers.  It’s not been a deliberate act on my part not to… 

 

Ophelia:   And mother’s papers? 
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Barleycorn:  No. Your mother will get a nice lump sum, I’ll see to that. It’s up to 

her to make it last. Perhaps she should ditch Frank or Fred or 

whatever his name is and get a cheaper model. I might sign Reggie’s 

papers tomorrow, remind me. But I’m not planning on going 

anywhere yet. I don’t look too decrepit do I? 

 

Ophelia:   You look very well grandfather. 

 

Barleycorn:  (Confidingly) Rose is good for me. Before she came along, one day 

was much like the last and the next; but now I’m seeing things as if 

for the first time. 

 

Ophelia:   Through Rose coloured spectacles. 

 

Barleycorn:  (Laughs) Very good! Yes, with Rose, I’m growing younger by the 

day; she makes me feel I could run a mile, swim an ocean, dance all 

night. Why soon, I’ll be the same age as her! 

 

Ophelia:  Uncle Reggie and Mummy are worried that she’s after your money. I 

mean why choose you when she could marry someone much 

younger? 

 

Barleycorn:  (Gruffly) I’m not stupid Ophelia. She loves me well enough, and I 

can give her the things to make her happy. There’s not many younger 

men can give her what I can. 

 

Ophelia:  (Stands up.) That’s what I mean grandfather. Would she love you for 

yourself if you lost all your money? 

 

Barleycorn:  I don’t intend losing my money. I’ve earned every ha’penny of it. 

Our breweries made every man, far and wide, drunk for generations. 

We gave the local population a hangover to remember. In fact when 

people have a hangover today, they still say they’ve got a Withers. 

Don’t worry about money Ophelia, I’ve put some by for you, we 

won’t spend your share. 

 

Ophelia:  What about our love; your family’s love? Are you going to spend all 

your love on Rose and – and throw us aside as if we had never really 

mattered? And doesn’t showing people they matter, mean not treating 

them differently when you find another – distraction.  I’ve never 

wanted anything but for you to be happy; and I thought you loved me 

enough back to know that! I may only be your step-grand-daughter 

but you can be sure I think more of you than that that – floosy!  

 

(Ophelia Storms away. Barleycorn rubs chest as if in pain. Rose 

enters as Ophelia is leaving; they exchange looks. Rose creeps up 

to Barleycorn and places her hands over his eyes. Barleycorn 

freezes. Rose bends over Barleycorn and drops kiss on his head.)   
 

Barleycorn:   (Weakly) My little sugar plumpkin! 

 

Rose:    (Seeing Barleycorn rubbing his chest.) What’s wrong? 

 

Barleycorn:  Just a spot of angina; upsets, shocks, that sort of thing bring it on. 

I’ve got some tablets in my pocket. Get me one will you.  



 

(Rose removes tablet bottle from Barleycorn’s pocket and hands 

him one. She puts bottle on table.)  
 

Barleycorn:  It’ll pass off if I sit quietly. 

 

Rose: You might call it angina, I call it your ruddy family. Let me rub it 

better. (Rubs his chest. Barleycorn gets up after a few moments 

and with Rose’s arm round his waist, they exit. He has left his 

tablet bottle on the table. Lights off. Tabs closed.)  
 

  



Scene 8 – Barleycorn’s house 

 

(Lights up. Tabs open. Ophelia enters sniffing. Fred enters in 

socks.) 
 

Fred:    Oh excuse me miss, just patrolling. 

 

Ophelia:   Carry on, an escaped P.O.W. is the least of my problems. 

 

Fred:    I’m sorry to hear that miss. Dare I ask if your problem is called Rose? 

 

Ophelia:  Since it seems to be public knowledge, or will be after dinner, yes it 

is. Do you know her? 

 

Fred:  She’s got a bit of a reputation has our Rose. It wouldn’t surprise me if 

she didn’t swap the old feller later on when it suited her. I don’t like 

to see a fine gentleman like him upset. 

 

Ophelia:   Grandfather’s stuck on her, he won’t give her up. 

 

Fred:    Perhaps Rose could be persuaded to give him up? 
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Ophelia:  Why should she give him up? She knows which side her bread is 

buttered.  

 

Fred:  Lucky are those that gets butter. Perhaps you could let it be known 

that say, there wasn’t any butter? 

 

Ophelia:   No butter? 

 

Fred:    Yes, tied up like or willed away or something. 

 

Ophelia:   But it’s not. 

 

Fred:  That’s a problem then, if he won’t give her up, and she won’t give 

him up. 

 

Ophelia:   Till death do us part. 

 

Fred:    Looks like it. 

 

Ophelia:  Shouldn’t you be looking for the prisoner? Is that rifle loaded? If he 

creeps in when we’re having dinner, will you be able to protect us? 

 

Fred:    I’ll be able to protect you. If I see anything suspicious I’ll fire. 

 

Ophelia:   Well don’t fire too near grandfather, he’s got a dicky heart. 
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Fred:  You can rely on me. (Thumps his chest.) Truelove by name and 

truelove by nature. 

 

Ophelia:   What’s your name got to do with anything? 

 

(Vivienne enters and Fred excuses himself.) 
 

Ophelia:   Hello Aunt Vivienne. 

 

Vivienne:   Did you ask him? 

 

Ophelia:   Pardon? 

 

Vivienne:   Your grandfather, did you ask him to sign Reggie’s papers? 

 

Ophelia:   He said he’d think about it, maybe tomorrow. 

 

Vivienne: Ah tomorrow – is that tomorrow tomorrow, or tomorrow, tomorrow, 

tomorrow. What a good job you asked him. Excuse me, I’ve a 

hundred things to do, people to see. (She spots Barleycorn’s tablet 

bottle on table and picks it up.) He leaves these everywhere. It’ll be 

the death of him one day.  

 

(Vivienne exits as Deirdre enters in dressing gown. They glare. 

Deirdre notices the scarf, still around Vivienne’s neck.) 
 

Deirdre:  There you are Ophelia. Are you going to take a rest before dinner? I 

feel we’re all going to need one. Did you hand the oysters into the 

kitchen from Forester? He’s very good at getting hold of luxury 

goods, even if he can’t afford to pay for them. 

 

Ophelia:  Yes. Cook says Rose is allergic to shellfish, but the family can have 

them. 

 

Deirdre:  They weren’t for Rose. We’ll have to make sure they don’t find their 

way down the slut’s throat by accident won’t we? 

 

Ophelia:  Mummy! Actually I didn’t know whether to give them in or not. The 

packet smelt funny, perhaps it was the train journey. I mentioned the 

smell to Cook. 

 

Deirdre:  Well they should smell a bit fishy shouldn’t they, they’re shellfish. 

I’d better go and see cook. I should hate perfectly good oysters to go 

to waste. (Exits.) 

 

Florence:  (Enters) Did your grandfather leave his tablets here? He’s looking 

for them. 

 

Ophelia:  Aunt Vivienne’s taken them to him. (Sniffs) Oh Florence, isn’t 

everything horrible! That girl, she doesn’t really love granddad does 

she? 

 

Florence:  (Puts arm round her shoulders.) There, there, Miss Ophelia. A bad 

wind blew her into our lives; perhaps a bad wind will blow her out 

again.  



 

(Ophelia and Florence exit. Lights off. Tabs closed.) 
 

End of Act 1. Interval. 

 

 

 

  



Act 2 

Scene 1 – Dining Room 

 
(All cast assemble in evening dress for dinner. Lights up. Tabs 

open.) 
 

Reginald:   Come on father, lead us onwards. 

 

Deirdre:   (Under breath but audible) Into battle! 

 

(Barleycorn goes to the table with Rose, Reginald with Vivienne, 

Deirdre with Ophelia. Florence follows, with Fred marching 

behind with his rifle. Table seating: Fred sits at one end, Ophelia 

at the other end. Which ends depends on the best for Fred in 

forthcoming action. Next to Ophelia is Deirdre. Deirdre sits 

between Ophelia and Reginald. Reginald sits between Deirdre 

and Rose. Rose sits between Reginald and Barleycorn. 

Barleycorn sits between Rose and Vivienne. Vivienne is between 

Barleycorn and Florence. Florence is between Vivienne and Fred. 

If the entertainment doesn’t include a meal, the cast go straight 

into play. If there is a meal, the audience should be told 

beforehand that nothing will happen until end of meal. If the cast 

do join the audience in eating a meal, they should remain in 

character.) 
 

Deirdre:   (To Ophelia) I told you the oysters were fine. Nobody’s dead. 

 

Ophelia:   The oysters were. They were really tough. 

 

Deirdre:  You never chewed them! What a waste, you’re supposed to let them 

just slip down. 

 

Ophelia:   Grandfather chewed them. 
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Deirdre:   I should have thought he’d have known better at his age. 

 

Barleycorn:  (Stands.) I think you all know what I’m going to say, but that won’t 

take away the pleasure of me saying it. I have invited this young lady 

to become my wife and she has accepted. 

 

(All remain silent for a moment.) 
 

Reginald:  (Belatedly jumps to feet.) Well, it obviously comes as a er shock, er 

surprise, to the family, but let me be the first to congratulate you 

father. Allow me to fill your glass for a toast. This is a rather a 

special bottle of  ’99 I’ve been keeping for er such an occasion.  

 

(Reginald fills Barleycorn’s glass.) 
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Barleycorn:  That’s very good of you Reggie, but champagne, unlike people, 

doesn’t improve with the keeping. 

 

Vivienne:  (Mutters under breath as if to Barleycorn) One of these days 

Reginald will do something that pleases you. 

 

Florence:   There, there Miss Vivienne, he doesn’t really mean it. 

 

   (Reginald goes round filling glasses.) 
 

Florence:   None for me thank you Reginald, it gives me a funny head. 

 

Rose:    (Overhears Florence and remarks sotto voce) A funnier head! 

 

Barleycorn:   What’s that dear? 

 

(Reginald gets to Fred with bottle and looks at him indecisively.)  
 

Fred:    (Covers glass with hand and looks pointedly at Rose.) Not for me. 

 

Reginald:   No, of course not, not while you’re on duty. (Returns to his seat.) 

 

Rose:  (Noticing Fred staring at her, replies to Barleycorn) I said it’s 

funny the prisoner hasn’t been found. I mean if the house has been 

searched, and he isn’t here, what’s he doing sitting at our dinner table 

with his gun? 

 

(Fred strains to hear her. Barleycorn  gets out a distinctive 

handkerchief and blows nose. The distinctive handkerchief is a 

clue.) 
 

Deirdre:  Did you hear that. Our dinner table she calls it! I’d like to turn the 

table on her, we’ll be left without a stick of furniture to call our own! 

 

Ophelia:   Ssshh mother. 

 

Barleycorn:   (Replying to Rose) I’ll ask him later why he’s still here. 

 

Rose:    Why don’t you ask him now?  He’s getting on my nerves. 

 

(Barleycorn and Rose are both now looking at Fred.) 
 

Fred:  (Suddenly stands up and shouts) There he is! Get back to where 

you belong you varmint!  

 

(Fred points gun at something off stage then rushes behind seated 

cast. When he is behind Barleycorn he stops and fires high as if 

to scare someone away, creating a loud bang. Fred runs out. The 

family all jump with fright.) 
 

Florence:   Oh oh, my goodness me! 

 

(Deirdre gives a little scream.  Barleycorn chokes on something 

he’s eating, puts hand to chest.)  
 



Rose:  Oh has it brought your angina on? I’ll get you a tablet. (Puts her 

hand in Barleycorn’s pocket and rummages about.) Are they in 

your other pocket? 

 

Vivienne:  (Rummages in his other pocket) They’re not here. I warned you 

Barleycorn, your tablets will be the death of you one day! 

 

Reginald:   This is hardly the time for a lecture. Where are they? 

 

Florence:  (Stands up and puts her hand in her pocket.) It’s just as well I 

always keep a spare. You’ll never come to harm your Lordship, as 

long as you’ve got your old nanny by your side.  

 

(Florence goes between Barleycorn and Rose and offers him a 

tablet. She puts an arm around his shoulder.) 

 

Barleycorn:  (Between coughs) Thank you everyone, but I’m fine. Just a coughing 

fit. 
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Florence:  Have a sip of champagne, just in case. Alcohol’s a good stimulant for 

the heart. (Puts her hand on Rose’s glass of bubbly – Rose and 

Barleycorn’s glasses are quite close together.)  
 

Rose:  That’s mine. (Takes it from Florence and moves it away from her, 

towards Reginald.) 
 

Deirdre:  Does it matter whose it is when he’s choking! Give him a drink.  

 

(Deirdre puts her hand on Rose’s glass. Rose pulls her glass 

back.)  
 

Barleycorn:  (Takes his own glass in both hands, sips and retains it.) That’s 

better. Don’t fuss. (Takes out serviette and dabs at surface of his 

glass – this is a clue. Says casually) Bit of cork. (Angrily) That 

fellow should be shot, absolutely disgraceful, letting fly right next to 

us. 

 

Rose:  Oh Barley, you frightened your Rosie.  

 

(Rose puts an arm around Barleycorn’s shoulders, brushing off 

Florence’s arm harshly. Florence goes and sits down.) 
 

Barleycorn:  (Struggles to feet) Before the bubbly goes flat, Rose and I are going 

to drink to our future, and I hope that you’ll join us.  

 

(Barleycorn holds his hand out to Rose to stand. He interweaves 

his arm, glass in hand with hers.) 
 

Rose:  (Giggles) I get all mixed up when you do that.  
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(Barleycorn and Rose carry on mixing their arms up, her 

giggling, finally ending in a position where he sips from her glass 

and she sips from his. His arm movement has been the last 

manoeuvre. Take care audience can see. The others reluctantly 

stand, raise their glasses and sip. Florence doesn’t sip as she 

doesn’t have champagne. Then they all sit down except 

Reginald.) 
 

Rose:  (Sleepily) Champagne makes me come over all funny  

 

(Rose lays her head on Barleycorn’s shoulder.) 
 

Reginald:  Well father, we wish you and Rose, all the er, um, and we’ll do what 

we can to make things run smoothly. 

 

Deirdre:  (Sotto) They might not be yours to run smoothly for very much 

longer. 

 

Vivienne:   (Aloud) They say that rats are first to leave the sinking ship. 

 

Reginald:   (Sits down.) 
 

Deirdre:   (Replying across the table) Well you should know. 

 

Reginald:   (To Deirdre) And what do you mean by that? 

 

Ophelia:  Oh stop it! Stop it, all of you. Argue later. This is grandfather’s party. 

(She is a little drunk.) Don’t hic spoil it. (Gets up unsteadily and 

goes to Rose.) Never let it be said hic, Rose, that I bear grudges. I’m 

not King Lear. Whatever I think of you, no matter how low and 

horrible, you make Grandfather happy, and and that’s good enough 

for me.  

 

(Ophelia grabs Rose’s hand and shakes it vigorously. After a 

second or so, Rose lurches forward.) 
 

Ophelia:   Oh, oh. 

 

Deirdre:   Disgusting, dead drunk. 

 

Barleycorn:  She’s not had that much to drink. Rose. (Shakes her gently.) Rose 

(Shakes her harder. Shouts) Rosie! My Rosie! 

 

Florence:  (Scurries over and takes Rose’s pulse) Oh dear, oh dear. I’m afraid 

you’re right your Lordship. She’s not dead drunk she’s - dead! 

 

(All freeze in stunned attitudes.)  
 

Detective: (Rises from his seat at a table, where he is ostensibly a guest of 

the family or the Major. He ad libs something to the effect) Never 

fear. It is I, the Belgian detective who is here by chance, visiting my 

old friend the Major. Take the body away, I will examine it later. So 

who is responsible for this dastardly crime, hm? Line up and let me 

look at you ugly lot.  

 



(All on stage form a line facing the audience)  

 

Detective:  Now then, tell us your names and who you are. 

 

(Cast, without Rose, take it in turns to say a few words about 

who they are. Detective explains to the audience that they have a 

certain amount of time (depending on your production) to solve 

the mystery. 
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Audience Interaction 

 

The cast will mingle with the audience to be questioned. A good system is to number tables. 

Each character will spend 3 minutes at each table, when a bell will ring for cast to move on. A 

bit like speed dating! The murderer is the only character allowed to lie. The winners or winner 

of the prize is the person or team who gives the most correct and detailed answers.  

 

The questions are:  

 

a) Who dun it?  

b) Why?  

c) How?  

d) Where, can be included if wished.  

 

The cast must be fully aware of the back-story of the other cast members. Answer truthfully 

in character. What you don’t know – make up. Remember, it’s just for fun!) 

 

When the audience have filled in their answer sheets and handed them in, the cast is once 

more lined up. The detective asks the culprit to step forward. There is much wavering in the 

line, but then the guilty party steps out and says why they did it. Then the detective gives a 

quick low down on the motives of the other characters, and presents the prize-winner with 

their prize. 

 

Detective: Barleycorn was the killer.  Why? He realised too late that Rose was a good 

time girl who had guessed that John, the chauffeur, general help, is his 

illegitimate son. He suspected she would try and seduce John if he proved a 

better bet. Indeed Rose had already started spreading rumours that John is his 

son. Barleycorn was unsure who would legally inherit even if he signed 

Reginald’s papers. He loved his real son better than his two step-children and 

better even than Rose. He was desperate for John to remain ignorant of his 

real parentage. The only way to do that was to silence Rose. How did he do 

it? Ophelia was correct, Barleycorn did chew his oysters. Deirdre was 

also correct in that he would have known better than to chew them. He 

chewed them so he could transport little fragments into his hankie. 

Later when he pretended to blow his nose he transferred the fragments 

back to his mouth. Fred firing the gun made him choke on them.  But 

there were enough small pieces left to transfer to his glass. He then 

dabbed them around with the serviette, making the comment about 
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cork in his glass. By jiggery pokery with arms, he made sure that Rose, 

who was allergic to oysters, took a sip from his glass.  
 

The End 

 

 


