





FIRST PUBLISHED DECEMBER 1958
BY BLANDFORD PRESS LTD,
16 WEST CENTRAL STRELT,

LONDON W.C.I

Reprinted Janvary 1959
Reprinted February 1959

© in Great Britain 1958 by Phyllis Austin
No performance of this play may be given without
the written permission of the author

Printed in England
by W. & J. Mackay & Co. Ltd, Chatham









2 HE WAS NOT THERE

She is dressed in a long, wine-coloured velvet house coat, and
she has an expensive embroidered shawl around her shoulders.
Everything about her, her pearls, the diamond pin and the cut of
her clothes is expensive)

EmiLy Who is it, Margaret:

MarGarer It’s for you, Mother.

EmiLy (Impatiently) Yes, but who is it:

Marcarer It’s Aunt Kate, Mother.

EmiLY (Snatching the receiver) Then why didn’t you tell me:
(Sweetly into the receiver) Hello—yes, dear. Oh, it's you,
Kate. No, you're not disturbing me. I was through my
dinner. I don’t cat much these days.

Marcarer  (With disgust) Mother !

EmiLy I seem to have lost my appetite. I've not been at all
well lately. I scem to get more and more of these terrible
heads. Thank you, dear, thank you. You're so sympathetic.
I wish I could say the same about my family. No, I'm sorry
to say they don’t scem to understand. And now this niece
of Arthur’s is turning up out of the bluc from Germany.
Yes, his sister’s girl. Goodness knows what she wants. And
just at Christmas time when there’s so much to do.

MARGARET  (Throwing herself angrily on to the sofa) Mother!
It’s Father’s—

EmiLy (To Margaret) Please be careful, Margaret, how you
sit on thosc new covers. Do you know how much they
cost a yard2 Of course, you don’t have to pay the bill. (Into
the phone) Yes: Sorry, dear, I didn’t hear what you said.
Yes.We're having the new carpets done right after Christ-
mas. Exactly. Having this girl come at that time is so
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AnNA  Ye old Yuletide spirit.

EmiLy What did you say:

ANNA  Thesc family parties are such fun.

ArtHUR (Trying to smooth things over) Sh! Anna!l

EmiLy Exactly. [ always have tried to have a happy time but
you scem to deliberately go out of your way to make
things unpleasant and difficult.

MARGARET  (Trying to change the subject) Father, tell us about
Lili. She’ll be here quite soon and we ought to know
something about her before she comes.

ArtHur I'd like to. You know, of course, she’s my sister
Blanche’s girl. Extraordinary her turning up after all these
years out of the blue.

ANNA  How long ago did Blanche die:

ArtHUR It was during the war in an air-raid—1943, I think.
I made every inquiry about the girl but I could never find
any trace of her. I thought she must have gone too.

MarGarer  Blanche was your favourite sister, wasn't she,
Dad:

ARTHUR  Yes, we were inseparable as children. Shortly after
the First World War, on a holiday in the Black Forest, she
met Ernst von Briilow. There was the Rhine, and wine
and picnics and he was a good-looking fellow. She married
him. It was a great shock to your grandmother. My
brother, Bill, had been killed in France during the war.
There was a lot of feeling in the family. Blanche was torn
in her loyalty. She drifted further and further away from
the family. I saw her once in Frankfurt just before the
Second War started. She was pathetically glad to sce me.






































































































38 HE WAS NOT THERE

there is hope. (Her face suddenly becomes serious) But I forgot.
I can’t stay here.

ARTHUR My dear, you're going to stay.

Lit No, it'll only cause more trouble. I seem to have
caused so much already.

Joun  (Firmly) Lili, you're not the cause of the trouble.
Mother’s been like this all her life. But it’s not going to go
on. This is Christmas Day, but it’s going to be a very dif-
ferent kind of Christmas, not a sentimental “Jingle Bells”.

ANNA  Not a pagan binge, as Alec calls it.

Joun  No, it’s not. It’s going to be the real, genuine article
because everything’s going to be different—

(There is a ring at the front doorbell)

ARTHUR Margaret, will you sec who that is, my dear.

Mary ErLen (Enters with a tray with tea and cups) Here’s a nice
hot cup of something. (She sees Lili mopping her tears) Just
come at the right time. A nice hot cup of tca makes all the
difference.

(There are sounds of voices in the hall and Margaret appears
looking scared and shaken)

Marcarer  Father. There’s been an accident.

ARTHUR (Rising quickly) Your mother:

Marcarer It’s Alec. He’s been hurt. In a car. They are
bringing him in now.

(Mary runs to the front door. Two men carry in Alec. There is
a gash on his head, and he is unconscious. The fam:ly gather
round)

FirsT MAN Make room, please. Give him air. Where shall
I put him:?


































































60 HE WAS NOT THERE

raincoat. She goes over to the fire. She shivers and warms her
hands. Then she goes to the window and looks out. There is a
noise of the front door opening and voices. Lili starts and looks
for some way of exit but the door opens and she shrinks back by
the window. Val and John enter.)

Joun  Well, that’s that.

Var 1 feel so disappointed.
(Margaret enters)

MarGARer You're back. Did you find her:

VaL No. We were right. She was at the drugstore, at least
the man at the counter described someone just like her.
We must have just missed her by seconds.

Joun We went all around but couldn’t find her. But I have
a real fecling she’ll come back.

Litt  (Coming forward) And you are right.

(They are all startled and speak at once)

Arc  Lili! You're back!

Lt I'm sorry to have given you so much trouble. I really
am.

VaL Come and sit down. You must be tired.

Marcarer I'll get you one of Mary’s hot drinks.

Litt  No, don’t, Margaret, I've drunk enough coffee to keep
me going for a week. (She sits on a stool by the fire)

(They all watch her and there is a moment’s silence)

VaL  Tell us what happencd.

Lii Well, you remember just before dinner, what Aunt
Emily said.

MARGARET (Nods) Yes. I thought so. You couldn’t stand it.
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L No. I felt angry and humiliated and hopeless, that the
only thing was to get away. So I went. I did go to the
drugstore to get a cup of coffee and think where I should
go. I actually saw you drive up. I managed to hide behind
the bookstall and slipped out while you talked to the man
at the counter.

VAL Good heavens! Then where did you go: We drove all
around.

Litt I knew you’d come looking for me, so I waited in a
doorway until you drove past again. Then I went to the
bus stop and got a bus going up town. I went into a small
café and had more coffec. I really felt terrible. All kinds of
things raced round in my mind, angry, bitter, resentful
thoughts. And then I became calmer and began to think
what I could do, how to get a job temporarily and carn
enough money to get back to Europe. (She panses)

MARGARET And then:

Litt Then a woman came and sat down opposite me. She
looked desperate. I asked her what was the matter. She
poured out a terrible story. Her home was breaking up and
she had three small children. She said she felt helpless and
hopeless and didn’t know what to do. I sat there not know-
ing what to say. (She pauses)

JouN  And then:

Litt  Then I caught sight of the headlines of a newspaper a
man at the next table was reading. The news was terrible.
I thought the whole world has gone raving mad. Everyone
at cach other’s throats. Chaos, confusion, fear—then sud-

denly—(She pauses)
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day, day in, day out for their idea to conquer the world.
Easy-going sclfishness is no match for it. You must believe
me or it will be too late. So very much later than most of us
thinkL]ohn and Val, I want to fight, to give cverything
with you—and all of you—to bring this, this illumination,
this new light to every home in the nation.—\J

(There is a silence)

JonN A new light in every home. I suppose before Thomas
Edison invented the clectric light, no one could believe that
every house could be lit up. You're right, Lili, we nced a
new illumination in the hearts of men everywhere that
the America of Lincoln and Washington and the vision
and the simple truths they stood for becomes a reality in
all our lives.

VaL  Iwant to live my faith so compellingly that the millions
behind the Iron Curtain and the Bamboo Curtain say,
“This is it. This is how we want to live for ourselves, our
nations”’.

(The door opens and Anna comes in. She is radiant and peaceful)

ANNA  (Walking over to her father she kisses him lightly on the
head) Hi, everyone! Well—

Joun Well:

ANNA  Well, you're all invited to a wedding.

Joun  What do you mean:

ANNA  Terry and I are getting married again.

VaL  Boy! Wc'll all be there. (They all laugh)

ANNA  So you'd better be. This time it’s for life. Terry will
be over in the morning and we’ll wait to tell you all about
it. (She turns to Lili) You know, Lili, my father-in-law’s in
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the Senate. He makes great speeches about peace and new
rclations between the peoples of the world, but he couldn’t
do a thing to help his own son and daughter-in-law. We
just fought like cat and dog. It docsn’t make sense, docs it:
His father’s working on the new Forcign Relatiens Bill.
We've got a few points for him that might come in useful.

Lt It’s just what we've been talking about.

ANNA  You know I'm not very clever—not an intellectual
type and perhaps that’s a good thing, because they don’t
scem to have done very well lately. But tonight talking
with Terry it seemed so simple. People have forgotten how
to get along together. We fight in our homes, at work, in
the nations. When you add it all up it spells war. And now
with these horrible ballistic—whatever you call them—and
atomic bombs, well, we’d better find a new way of doing
things and fast. (She laughs) Do you know what Terry said
tonight:

Joun No, what:

ANNA  He was talking about Mum. She hasn’t exactly been
his favourite pin-up girl, and so many of our fights started
over her. Well, he said, “Think of it—man can fly in the
air, build great bridges, fire off rockets into outer space,
but he’s not yet learned how to get on with his mother-in-
law.” (They all laugh)

Joun We have gone ten thousand years ahead of ourselves
technically and scientifically, but morally and spiritually we
are in the kindergarten. Unless we grow up fast, we will be
like destructive children and blow ourselves off the face of
the carth. So we’d better not waste any more time.
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EmiLy (Taken aback) Well, that’s very nice of you to say so,
I'm surc. (She pauses) You know my grandfather had a
terrible temper, too. We lived with him when I was a
child. We lived in fear and terror of him. I hated him for
what he did to my father. (She pulls herself up) I don’t know
why I'm talking about these things. I'd rather not think of
them.

MaARrGARET But I never knew. Will you tell me about it
sometime? I'd love to hear.

EmiLy (Looking at her) If you want to, maybe sometime I
will, but not now. (She is lost in thought) It’s the nights that
are difficult. All kinds of things I'd rather forget.

Marcarer 1 understand, Mother, really I do—but I know
now there’s an answer to all my greatest fears.

EmiLy You've changed quite a lot, Margarct. You're so
much more understanding. I suppose you've all found me
rather difficult, too, sometimes. But let’s be a little more
cheerful. It's New Year's Eve. It's nearly time, isn’t it:
Let’s open the front door and let it in. Let’s hope the New
Year will be better than the last one.

ArTnur My dear, I'm quite sure it will be.

(Over the radio comes the sound of bells)

Lt (Rising, her face is alight. She turns to all of them) A very
happy New Year.

ANNA  Mother, Terry is coming home.
(The door from the dining room opens and Mary Ellen rushes in)

Mary ELLeN  (Breathlessly) Well, I never! I couldn’t hardly
have believed it. 1 searched everywhere—all over the
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house—honestly I did, but it was there all the time—right
under my very nosc—and I couldn’t see it.

VAL What was, Mary:

Mary ELLen (Holding out her hand) Why look! The Christ
Child. He was there all the time.
(The family gather round as she goes over and kneels and places
it in the crib. They all stand silently looking at it. Over the
radio voices are singing ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem”. As the
words come over the air Lili listens and quietly repeats them to
herself)

Lit (Quietly) “The hopes and fears of all the years are born
in you tonight.” (As she says the words the curtain slowly closes
with the family standing around the manger. The bells peal out)

CURTAIN
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