Characters
Narrator (M/F)
Sophie (F)
Craig (M)
Bob (M)

-

The Story Teller
Barmaid
Pub landlord
Customer

It is intended that this script is performed as a monologue; one actor performing all characters. It could
alternatively be played by more than one actor with an onstage or offstage narrator.

Scene 1 – The Lady in Grey Pub
Narrator:

Somewhere, there is a pub; it might be called the Wagon and Horses, the Queen’s Head, the
Carpenters Arms or even the Toad and Turnip. Outside the walls may be half timbered, of
white pebbledash, hard blue brick or shiny tile. The name of the pub may have been changed,
the insides knocked about, landlords come and gone. What is certain, is that inside this pub,
there is a snug or failing that, a corner where friends keep up with the latest gossip,
acquaintances exchange views and strangers confide. You may think when the heavy doors
are bolted at the end of the day, the stories depart with their speakers into the night air; that
nothing remains; this is not so. Once spoken or even thought, they enter the patina that builds
up with the heat and light and smoke on the horse brasses, the old photographs, the oak
beams, the mirroring behind the bar. Some stories are from the present, some have been
around for aeons.

Narrator:

You might have seen the sign for the Lady in Grey hanging at the top of the lane. The building
stands pale and gaunt, adjacent to the wharves, warehouses and canals, where canal boats once
hauled honey coloured Swindon stone for Londoners to pave their streets of gold. Due to its
watery neighbourhood, there is usually a hovering mist, and the tumbledown outbuildings
resemble slumbering grey ghosts. Further along the canal, developers are buying up these
sleeping giants to convert into executive properties, but not here, not yet. Sophie spotted the
sign from the road, indicated and pulled her car sharply into the car park. She was surprised to
find it empty, despite it being nearly Christmas. About to enter, she gazed upwards at the
weathered sign of a woman in a grey trailing dress. She guessed it was the eponymous lady in
grey. Not that she believed in ghosts. As a student she was taught to question dogma. Inside,
she found herself in a large room, with red tiled floor and nicotine stained high ceiling. There
was little in the way of Christmas decorations, apart from a few balding strings of gold and
silver tinsel clutching dispiritedly at window catches. Empty, the room carried an emptiness of
its own. Footsteps made her jump, and she saw that a young man had come through from the
bar in the adjoining room.

Sophie:

Hi, I’m Sophie. New bar staff.

Craig:

Another one! Sorry, I don’t know what it is, but the tenant can’t seem to keep staff. I’m Craig.
Done this line of work before?

Sophie:

In the holidays. If you show me where the things live, I’ll be ok.

Narrator:

Enigmatically Craig echoed her words, as if tasting them on his tongue.

Craig:

The things live?

Sophie:

Glasses, tea-towels, lemon, you know.

Craig:

Ah, those things. Sure. You look after the snug tonight. We’re not exactly rushed off our feet
as you can see. Old Bob will probably be the only one in.

Narrator:

Apart from being smaller, the snug was similar to the lounge. On the walls, sepia photographs
of boatmen and their cargoes. Sophie could almost hear the ghostly cacophony of long ago
sounds; whistling, hammering, the lub-dub of water as boats passed, thuds as they moored.
Now, only silence; the building grown cold and tired, like an old maid waiting in vain for men
who would never return. Presently an old man entered wearing a white suit and carrying a
silver-topped cane; in his buttonhole a red rose. Doffing his white peaked hat to Sophie, he
made his way to a throne like wooden chair with arms worn shiny with use. Turning his face,
uncannily like that of a Toby jug towards the bar, he said,

Bob:

Usual please my dear, a pint of the best.

Narrator:

No sooner had she taken him his drink, than Craig stuck his head round the doorway.

Craig:

It’s dead in here tonight. I’m popping out for a bit. Bob knows where everything is.

Narrator:

He paused before adding,

Craig:

There’s no call to go down the cellar, in fact please don’t.
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Narrator:

When he had gone, Sophie asked,

Sophie:

Is that where the haunting goes on?

Narrator:

Bob took a deep draught before replying, beer froth glistening on his moustache like sea
spray.

Bob:

A hundred and fifty years ago, night such as this, mist rolling along the road like phantoms.

Narrator:

Sensing he was enjoying the recounting of an old tale, like caressing a well-worn pipe, or
familiar ale pot, she said lightly,

Sophie:

You won’t scare me you know. I don’t believe in ghosts.

Narrator:

Despite herself, she added,

Sophie:

What happened?

Bob:

She was the landlady, always wore a grey silk gown. Lovely looking woman, but her husband
was madly jealous. If she so much as smiled at one of the bargees, there’d be an upset. One
night she’d shared a joke with a group of the boatmen, then went down to the cellar to fetch
another bottle. Well he was waiting. Nobody knows what happened, but she was found lying
in a pool of her own blood.

Narrator:

Sophie repressed a shudder,

Sophie:

And the landlord?

Narrator:

Bob leant forward as if on central stage, in the limelight. Pointing in the direction of the canal
he said,

Bob:

He took one of the boats moored outside, disappeared into the canal network like a rat. They
found the boat, but not him. Some say he made his way to the coast and got a passage to the
continent; others that he drowned. Maybe they’ll dredge him up one of these days; they find
rum things in canals. In the cellar those that have heard, say there’s this swish, swish,
swishing.

Sophie:

It’s probably just the water lapping. If you have something fixed in your head, you think that’s
the answer. There’s always a logical explanation.

Bob:

You’d believe it if you saw! It’s reduced grown men to jelly. No one stays here long, and you
can see what custom is like. The whole place is biding time.

Sophie:

Biding time?

Bob:

Look at it! The owners won’t put money in. There’s only a year or two left on the tenant’s
lease, and he’s losing heart and interest. Anyway, I feel a chill now I’ve been speaking on the
subject. Brandy please my dear.

Narrator:

Gazing along the row of upturned bottles, Sophie’s eyes returned to an empty silver holder.

Narrator:

Bob, watching her said,

Bob:

Don’t worry. I’ll wait awhile till Craig gets back.

Sophie:

The new bottles are in the cellar aren’t they? Something may reduce grown men to jelly, but I
assure you I’m made of sterner stuff!

Narrator:

Eyes drooping like bloodhounds, Bob said,

Bob:

Oh you mustn’t. Craig would never forgive me. We’ve only had you for five minutes. I’ve
seen too many go down those stairs, never to cross the threshold again! By gad you’re easier
on a poor old man’s eyes than Craig.

Narrator:

Walking resolutely towards the cellar door she heard him call,

Bob:

Bottom of the stairs, turn right – cream box – make haste!

Narrator:

In the cellar, one yellow eyed bulb flickered. Sophie located the box of brandy and was about
to return when she heard a swish, swish, swish. Motionless, her heart echoed the sound,
resonating in her eardrums. Fighting an impulse to fly screaming upstairs as fast as her legs
would carry her, she tip-toed to a dusty wine rack. Sliding a bottle quietly from its’ pigeonhole, she peered through. Back upstairs, Bob asked tentatively,

Bob:

Everything, alright?

Narrator:

Unscrewing the bottle top, Sophie answered breezily,

Sophie:

Absolutely fine. As I said before, there’s a simple explanation for everything, if you just look.

Narrator:

Bob fingered his red rose buttonhole,

Bob:

And, er, what is the logical explanation my dear?

Sophie:

I heard the swishing sound, just as you said, and it nearly unnerved me, but I made myself
look for an explanation and – it was just the cleaning man. He was hunched over a bottle of
red wine someone had spilt, and he was sweeping it away – swish swish.
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Narrator:

Bob’s fingers stilled, relaxed.

Bob:

Better have one with me then in that case.

Narrator:

Surprised Sophie asked,

Sophie:

Why?

Bob:

The pub hasn’t got a cleaner. What cleaner in their right mind would go down there? No – that
was him you saw, the old landlord – the murderer!

Narrator:

Sophie protested,

Sophie:

But, it’s the Lady in Grey who does the haunting surely; the swish, swish of her grey skirts?
The pub’s called the Lady in Grey!

Bob:

Better name for it than the Mad Axeman!; the swish, swish is his broom, sweeping up her
blood till eternity. It’s him that they all see, horrible, horrible! Oh do come and sit down my
dear. Have a sip of the brandy.

Narrator:

Sophie stuck it out till near the end of the shift. Bob said he’d wait for Craig to lock up.
Driving home, she felt disquieted. The ghost had seemed so very real. It was scary to think
they looked so normal. You could pass one in the street and not notice. She wondered whether
she’d go back tomorrow. No, she wouldn’t resign! it would take more than a stupid ghost to
scare her away! She would go back if she wanted to. Yes, if she wanted to, she darned well
would! On the other hand, it was a bit of a trek …and the pay was peanuts…and there must be
more fun places to work in the run up to Christmas? Craig put two drinks on the table with
satisfying clicks. Bob said,

Bob:

Nice girl, but I don’t think she’ll be back.

Craig:

Really? That was quick! As far as the tenant goes, this will be the last straw. The way’s clear
for the owner to ask him to rescind the lease. I’ll phone him tomorrow. This time next year,
this will be an executive property. He’ll be happy

Bob:

And grateful Craig.

Craig:

Oh yes, and grateful. Quite a few quid grateful! You must have been good in your day, you
old raconteur.

Bob:

You should have seen my Hamlet. Decent parts for older men are so hard to come by these
days.’

Craig:

So, she didn’t even go down the cellar then Bob? Still, I suppose the whole place is a bit
creepy.

Bob:

Yes, she went down. I did the usual, you know, said I’d wait for you, for the brandy, but she
wouldn’t hear of it.’

Craig:

But she can’t have heard the swishing of skirts.

Bob:

No, of course not. But she was a cool one, she looked through an opening in the wine rack,
and saw you with chalk in your hair, sweeping away the red wine. I gave her the old story of it
not being the lady in grey, but the old drowned landlord, sweeping away blood until eternity.

Craig:

But I didn’t go down the cellar.

Bob:

You didn’t? You must have Craig!

Craig:

No, my mate phoned up and asked me to jump start his car!
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