CLASS
written in 1924

INTRODUCTORY SPEECH BEFORE SCENE I


Ladies and gentlemen: in the democratic England of to-day there is a good deal of discussion as to whether there are actual class differences or not. That all men are equal is undoubtedly a magnanimous theory, but strip the so-called "upper classes" of their luxurious surroundings, and the usual trappings of gilded ease, and, I ask you, what happens?

SCENE I

The scene is an extremely squalid room in the East End. The table is laid for high tea. There are shrimps, winkles, etc and a very sticky pot of jam. A canary in a minute cage in the window, and a few group photographs of ALF'S wedding on the mantelpiece. When the curtain rises ALF seated in a tilted-up chair with his feet on another reading the "Star". He is in his shirt-sleeves, and has a cap on. He is smoking a Woodbine. ADA, in a pink blouse with her hair in curlers, is laying the table.

ALF: What is Mother doing? We shall be frightfully late! 
ADA: She always takes hours dressing.
ALF: I loathe getting in in the middle of the big picture. 
ADA: Never mind, we can stay through the whole programme until it comes round again.
ALF (scratching his head): Look here, Ada, I'm a bit worried about Maude.
ADA: I don't think you need be. She's absolutely capable o looking after herself.
ALF: I'm not so sure. She's so liable to allow herself to be carried away by her emotions.
ADA: Hasn't she sent a telegram or anything?
ALF: No; she just went straight out of the house on Saturday without a word. I think Mother's getting anxious.
ADA: It's her own fault, really dear. Let's face it. She was awfully tiresome over that fried fish.

ALF: Yes, but you know what she is. I've always realised that it's necessary to humour her over trifles.

Enter MR. HIGGINS. He is an oldish man with grey hair and a very old stained suit.

MR. HIGGINS: This weather's ghastly. (He hangs up his overcoat on a peg.)
ADA: Perfectly fiendish.

MR. HIGGINS: Isn't tea ready yet?

ALF: We're waiting for Mother, as usual.

ADA: Where have you been?

MR. HIGGINS: Well, as a matter of fact I dropped into the "Green Man" and had a couple of Guinnesses with Joe Harris and some other fellows. Any news of Maude?

ALF: Not a thing.

MR. HIGGINS: It's really extremely inconsiderate of her. Enter MRS. HIGGINS, blowzy and overdressed in third-rate flashy clothes.
MRS. HIGGINS: My dears, I'm frightfully sorry, my hair's been driving me mad. Is the kettle boiling yet?

ADA: The tea's been made for hours, it will be black as ink.

MRS. HIGGINS: Don't exaggerate, Ada darling. (To MR. HIGGINS.) Cheer up, Bertie dear, we've got shrimps as it's your birthday.

MR. HIGGINS: Oh! good!

MRS. HIGGINS: You appear to be utterly plunged in impenetrable gloom.

ALF: Father's worried about Maude.

MRS. HIGGINS: So arc we all, but I've been trying not to think about it.

ADA: She'll be all right.

MRS. HIGGINS: I feel dreadful about it. Where in heaven's name can she be?
ALP: She's probably gone down to the Bennetts.
MRS. HIGGINS: No, I saw Mary Bennett yesterday; she
hadn't heard from her either.

ADA: Oh well, we'd better have tea. Come along.
They all draw up their chairs and begin to have tea.

MR. HIGGINS (helping himself to winkles): Lend me a hairpin, Emily dear.
MRS. HIGGINS: You'd better have my brooch, it's much sharper. (She unpins her brooch and hands it to him.)
MR. HIGGINS: Thanks. I hope these are going to turn out better than the last lot you had.
He proceeds to pick out winkles, the door opens and MAUDE enters. She is flashily dressed, but she looks pale and rather furtive.

MRS. HIGGINS: Maude! (Kisses her absently.)
MAUDE: Hullo, Mother.
ALP: Where on earth have you been?
MAUDE: Don't be tiresome and brotherly, Alfred. I can't bear it. (She kisses MR. HIGGINS.) Many happy returns of the day, Father. I've got a dreary little present for you. (She gives him a small parcel.)
MR. HIGGINS (undoing it and disclosing a pair of coloured braces): Thank you, Maude, you couldn't have given me anything I like better.
MAUDE (taking off her hat and sitting down): I'm glad you're pleased with them. I've been wracking my brains to think of something for you. Pass the shrimps, Ada.
ADA. (passing them): Here you are, the salt's near you.
MRS. HIGGINS: Where have you been, Maude?
ALP: Leave her alone, Mother, it's much wiser.
MAUDE: I've been away.
MRS. HIGGINS: Yes, but where?
MAUDE: With the Bennetts.
MR. HIGGINS: What?
MAUDE (impatiently): Oh! what?

MRS. HIGGINS: That is a deliberate lie.

MAUDE: Now look here, Mother...

MRS. HIGGINS: I met Mary yesterday, she hadn't seen you for days.

MAUDE: How unfortunate. You shouldn't go out so much, Mother, it would save complications.

MR. HIGGINS: Maude, what have you been doing?

MAUDE: For heaven's sake, Father, don't you start being tiresome too.

MRS. HIGGINS (bursting into tears): Oh, my God! Some​thing terrible's happened. I know it, I can feel it in my bones.

ADA (patting MRS. HIGGINS shoulder): Don't, dear; don't give way.

MR. HIGGINS (sternly): Maude, tell us where you've been and put an end to this suspense.

MAUDE (rising angrily): Very well, I will. If you all persist in being so ridiculous and browbeating me. I determined to take a decisive step a long time ago, and now I've done it. I've been away with Harry Norfolk.

MR. HIGGINS: What?

MRS. HIGGINS (moaning): Oh! Oh! Oh!

MAUDE: Don't go on like that, Mother. It's absurd. It's my life, and I fully intend to do what I like with it. I love Harry and he loves me, and we both love one another too much to marry. We neither of us feel that we could face the hideous little intimacies that constitute marriage. It kills all the romance and glamour, and ultimately love. How could it be otherwise? Particularly in these days of women's emancipa​tion. When you and Mother married things were different; women were content to run houses and have babies and allow themselves to be lulled into a squalid domestic security. Nowadays women demand more. They demand passion and Adventure and thrill. I'm in love for the first time in my life And I don't intend to sacrifice it for convention. I've done what I've done deliberately with my eyes open, and far from being ashamed, I'm positively elated. I mean to have complete freedom, physically and morally, and you can all exactly do what you choose about it.
INTRODUCTORY SPEECH BEFORE SCENE II
You have witnessed an orthodox upper-class family in low-class surroundings dealing with the situation which might quite conceivably be common to both. We will now endeav​our to present to you the reaction of the lower-class mind in higher-class surroundings in identically the same situation.

SCENE II

The scene is a beautifully furnished dining-room in Mayfair. Everything rich, luxurious and in exquisite taste. When the curtain rises ALFRED (in dinner-jacket) is reading the "Tatler" and smoking through a long onyx cigarette-holder. ADA is looking out of the window. She is wearing a beautifully simple dinner-dress and pearls. She is also smoking and sipping a cocktail. She turns and comes down and helps herself to an olive.

ALP: Where the 'ell's Ma? We shan't ad be late.
ADA: She always takes 'ours doing 'erself up.
ALP (grumbling): We'll get there bang in the middle of the six-reel drama.
ADA: Oh, shut up! We can sit the 'ole programme through 'til it comes round again, can't we?
ALP: I've got the wind up about Maudie.
ADA: Well, you needn't 'ave. Maudie's all right.
ALF: Oh, is she?
ADA: Ain't she sent a telegram or nothing?
ALP: No! She banged out of the 'ouse on Saturday.
ADA: It's all Ma's fault, she's such a "nagger". Look ow she went on over that grouse being a bit 'igh.
ALP: Oh, you know what she is; she wants a bit of getting )und.
Enter SIR HERBERT HIGGINS; he is appropriately dressed in a dinner-jacket.

SIR HERBERT: Watcher, Alf, this weather's bleeding awful. 
ADA: You've said it.
SIR HERBERT: Ain't dinner ready yet?
ALP: We're waiting for Ma; she's mucking about upstairs. 
ADA: What you been up to?
SIR HERBERT: I been round to the Embassy and 'ad a Duple of 'ow-d'yer-dos wiv Joe. Anyone seen our Maudie? 
ALP: What a hope!
SIR HERBERT: COO! Lummie! What a cow!
Enter LADY HIGGINS in an exquisite cloak, dress and fan.

LADY HIGGINS: My 'air's been driving me fair batty. Why in't the food up?
ADA: It ain't no use us ringing for it 'til you've finished xing your face. (She rings for it.)
LADY HIGGINS: Oh! look a bit brighter, Bert, for the love f Gawd! It's yer birthday, ain't it?
SIR HERBERT: Yus.
LADY HIGGINS: Well then, Gloomy Gus.
ALP: Pa's worried about Maudie.
LADY HIGGINS: SO I should think; ungrateful little slut.
ADA: Oh, Maudie's O.K.
LADY HIGGINS: I don't know where she's got to; she ain't with May Bennett 'cos I saw 'er yesterday.
Two FOOTMEN enter.

ADA: Oh well, let's 'ave a bite. Come on.
They all sit down.

FOOTMEN serve the soup and go out.
SIR HERBERT: This soup's blarsted 'ot.
LADY HIGGINS: Oh! shut yer face.
The door opens and MAUDIE enters. She is attractively dressed in travelling clothes.
Maudie!

MAUDIE: What oh! Mum. (She kisses her.)
ALF: Wat 'ave you been a-doing of?

MAUDIE: Now look 'ere, Alf, you just keep your tongue between your teeth and leave me be. (She kisses SIR HERBERT.) 'Ere, Pa old cock, comps of the season and all that; there's something to go on with. (She gives him a small parcel.)
SIR HERBERT (opening it and disclosing some wonderful links): Blimey! Look, Ma, ain't they bonza?
MAUDIE: Oh well, as long as you're pleased. This 'at's giving me a 'eadache. (She takes it off and sits down.)
LADY HIGGINS: Maudie, where 'ave you been?

ALF: Oh, cheese it, Ma; leave the poor girl alone.

MAUDIE: Where d'yer think I been?

LADY HIGGINS: 'OW the devil do I know?

MAUDIE: I been with May Bennett.

LADY HIGGINS: You dirty little liar.

MAUDIE: Now look 'ere...

LADY HIGGINS: I saw 'er yesterday at the Grosvenor 'Ouse Bazaar.

MAUDIE: You ought to stay in more, nosy parker.

SIR HERBERT: Wat's 'appened to you?

MAUDIE: Nothing.

LADY HIGGINS: You've gone wrong; I can feel it in me bones. I'm like that. Not clairvoyant, but septic.

MAUDIE: Well, if you want it you shall 'ave it. I bin off with 'Arry.

SIR HERBERT: 'Arry. 'Arry Norfolk?

MAUDIE: Yus. Now then!

SIR HERBERT: You ... you...

MAUDIE: Now you shut up, Pa. I know which side my bread's buttered.

LADY HIGGINS: Oh, my Gawd!

MAUDIE: 'E loves me, and I love 'im, and we ain't the marrying sort neither. There ain't nothing in marriage nowadays, any'ow. Women know a damn sight too much; they've learnt 'ow to 'ave a bit of fun when they want it w out tying theirselves up until Kingdom comes. I'm in love good and proper. You can lay your shirt on that. All right, all light. And I ain't goin' to do it in by muckin' about, see? Wat I've done I've done, and I'm proud of it, and if you don't like It you can all bloody well go to 'ell.
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