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QUELQUES FLEURS



Quelques Fleurs – in a slightly different form from the text here printed – was first produced by Nippy Sweeties Theatre Company at the Assembly Rooms, Edinburgh Festival Fringe, on 10 August 1991. The cast was as follows:



	VERENA

	Liz Lochhead




	DEREK

	Stuart Hepburn




	GUARD (voice recording)

	Billy Riddoch







Characters

VERENA

DEREK

Note

The set for this play is two isolated spots, one containing an armchair, rug and coffee table bearing, initially, a small imitation silver Christmas tree (Verena’s home); the other a double InterCity seat and table (Derek’s ‘Rattler’ train). Verena’s costume changes indicate her passing year. Verena’s scenes span from 24 December 1990 till 23 December 1991, the date of Derek’s single journey – shown backwards from drunk till sober and measured by a dwindling mountain of beer cans – from his Aberdeen home to Glasgow.



Scene One   24th December 1990

At home, VERENA on Christmas Eve.

VERENA. His Mother’s a problem. Always has been. I don’t know what she wants. (Pause.)

Take last year, racked my brains, no help from Him as per usual, left to Him we’d end up getting a bottle of Baileys, a gift voucher and a petted lip all through Christmas dinner! Anyway I done my best, lovely wee lambswool cardi, sortofa mauvish, a blueish mauvey no pinkish, nothing too roary, not my taste but then I’m not seventy-four in February. Self-covered buttons, none of your made-in-Hong-Kongs. So. I goes into the top drawer of her tallboy looking for clean guest towels for her toilet and there it is. Still done up in the blinking glitterwrap the following November! Says she’s keeping it for a special occasion. I felt like saying Where do you think you’re going, your age, crippled with arthritis? But I bit my tongue.

Thing is too, only the week before – well, He was home at the time, you know, one of His weeks off – and we’d went to the bother of driving over there, and we’d picked her up in the car and we’d took her along with us to our Stephen’s engagement party – aye, My Mother’s losing her baby at last – well, anyway we thought His Mother would be company for My Mother while the young ones discoed. Plus it would be a wee night out for her. And naturally it was an occasion for the glad rags, Big Night for The Wee Brother exetra – even Our Joy had made somewhat of an effort. Good appearance, my sister, I’ll admit that. If she bothered. I says to her: Listen, Joy, I hope you have not bankrupted yourself paying through the nose to get that wee costume on tick, I says (because it’s a false economy yon Provident cheques and whatnot, you know!). I says: Joy, I’m sure I could’ve gave you a loan of something perfectly acceptable to put on. Because I’ve got the odd silky trouser and matching top, several dressy wee frocks jist hinging there since the last time I wis down at ten-below-target…

Anyway I was telling you about His Mother: we get there, she takes her coat off and, honest-to-God, I could of wept.

I says to her, I says: What’s up wi your wee lambswool cardigan, wee brooch on the collar and you’d have been gorgeous? She says: Och I thought I’d let my hair down, you’re only young once, and she winks at Him. I says to Him afterwards I says: Your Mother. What was she like? Telling you, talk about mutton dressed as lamb? Crimplene trousers. Thon stretchy efforts with the underfoot stirrups. And this sortofa over-blouse affair that quite frankly lukked like it came from Whateverrys. Big blooming Dallassy shoulder pads, hectic pattren, lurex thread through it, sent away for it out Myna-Wylie-Next-Door’s catalogue, cheap-lukkin wisnae the word for it. I was quite affronted, you’d think we never bought her anything decent. I caught our Stephen’s fiancée’s mother looking at her, eyebrows raised. Although what right she’s got to be so blinking snobbish, all she was was a manageress in Robertson’s Rainwear… Aye, I think my young brother’ll no have his troubles to seek dealing with that one! Looked to be the type that likes to control everything, get everybody dancing to her tune. (Pause.) Fiancée seemed to be a nice enough lassie. Pageboy. Good bone structure, but. Suited it.

I mean, you want to give, but – basically – you want to give something acceptable… So. Our Stephen’s no problem for once, something-for-the-house, naturally. Well, they’re both modren so the electric wok seemed the obvious thing. My Mother’s easy pleased, she’s had nothing all her life, give her a good thing she’s delighted. With His Mother I give up. Designer thermals. At least I’ll no know if she’s wearing them or not! For Him this – (Holds up a men’s dressing gown.) plus the exact same golfing sweater Moira-McVitie-round-the-crescent-in-the-culde-sac got for her man Malcolm last Christmas. Well, He’s been threatening to take up golf for yonks and if not… well it would always do for lounging around the house. When He’s home. Plus, I’ve got some stocking fillers for Him, nice wee items in the novelty-line hid away for months up the back of my night-dresses. Well, the July sales can be a very good time for Christmas shopping. Particularly in the discontinued toiletries.

Actually I got Moira’s wee minding then as well. We just tend to exchange a wee token thing, just to be neighbourly, nothing pricey – well what with her Malcolm only being on a teacher’s salary I think Moira was frankly quite relieved when I suggested putting a ceiling on it. Because the whole thing can get out of hand. Over-commercialised. Which is a pity.

I hope I done right. I asked Him when He was last home, I said: Country Diary of An Edwardian Lady Drawer Liners, does that say Moira McVitie to you? He goes: Drawer liners? I said: Don’t start, you know fine well it’s for fragrant clothes storage. He says that sounds like Moira to me. Definately.

Big sigh. Several beats.

So, basically, that just leaves me with the recurring nightmare of Our Joy and family. Because recently I’ve frequently had the feeling I just cannot say or do anything right as far as my sister is concerned.

I blame My Mother. I mean to her my man’s God Almighty. Fair enough. He is a Good Provider, unlike some.

I said to My Mother though, I said: Fair enough you worshipping Him, fine you being over the moon we’ve a new shagpile but, Mum, I said, there’s no need to rub Our Joy’s nose in it! Causes resentment. (Shakes head.) I said: Mum, think about it. Use your imagination.

Families, eh? This is the pretty one. This is the clever one… (Shrug.) Basically Our Joy’s always been jealous. Don’t like to think that about my own sister but I’m afraid it’s true.

Naturally, we’re good to the kids. Me and Him. Having the none of a family ourselves. Although Simeon’s getting to be a wee shite! Semi-adolescence I suppose… Kellymarie, and Kimberley, and that wee monkey Charlene are gorgeous all the same. Easy! Money, record tokens, clothes, merr money… (Big sigh.) My Little Pony…

But that wee new one! Now he is a sweetheart. I could eat him up, so I could! Went to yon designer-baby shop in Princes Square, yon, you know, that imports everything from Milan and France exetra. Well, I’d got him this, you know, down-filled mini-skisuit, arm-and-a-leg-time, still it’s not every day you become a godmother, all the thanks I got from Our Joy was her sneering at the make: and turning her nose up at the pattren, which was of Babar the Elephant skiing down a hill saying French things in a bubble. Goes: Oh, a ski-suit, very handy in Easterhouse! My, that must’ve cost your Auntie Verena a not-so-small fortune! (Pause.)

Which I don’t think was a very pleasant remark.

Consequently I’ve restrained myself Christmas-wise with regard to the baby. Well, that was the master plan, just the matching hat-and-pawkies to complete his ski rig-out… Until the girl says to me: Have you seen our wee Italian dungarees? Just in. I says: That’s his name, she goes: What? I says: Justin, my new wee nephew. (Beat.) Fatal. (Beat.) Born to shop, that’s me! Honest to God if Magnus Magnusson done a Mastermind on Brand Names and Merchandise of the House of Fraser I’d be champion, no question. I can resist everything but temptation I’m afraid, so basically I’ll just have to reconcile myself in advance to another slap-in-the-face from my sister…

Her man’s no bother. Bottle of Bell’s and he’s happy, wee Tommy. Pleasant enough, mind. Basically a nonentity. Hate to say it about my own sister’s husband, but she could’ve done one helluva lot better for herself than yon. Chances she had. Her looks! And smart! All brains, nae bloody common sense…

So. Five weans. Man that’s no worked since nineteen-canteen. Steys in a three-up in Easterhoose that’s that bogging damp the paper’s curling aff the walls, has to humph that pram doon three flights past pish, broken glass, auld hypodermics and Alsatian shite. Excuse my French. (Beat.) Anyway I thought I’d get her something nice. Something-nice-for-herself… Upshot, I splashed out over-the-odds at Arnotts, got her a jumbo gift basket. Matching cologne, talc, perfume-creme and body lotion. Gorgeous. ‘Quelques Fleurs.’

Scene Two   23rd December 1991

Between Springburn and arrival at Glasgow Queen Street.

On the Rattler, the Aberdeen to Glasgow train, DEREK by the end of his journey, is very, very drunk and giving it laldy. Although it will only be apparent by the end of the play, it is one year later. He sings the third part of ‘Winter Wonderland’by Felix Bernard and Richard B. Smith.

He breaks off his singing, speaks out.

DEREK. My wife is a dog. Merry Christmas.

He is interrupted by the two blows into the intercom and the pre-recorded voice of the GUARD announcing –

GUARD’S VOICE. This train is about to arrive in Queen Street Station where this train will terminate. This is the sixteen thirty train from Aberdeen to Glasgow Queen Street. Would all customers please check that they have all luggage and personal belongings with them before they de-train. We hope you will travel with British Rail again soon.

Halfway through, DEREK lurches to his feet, gets himself drunkenly together and exits belting out his version of –

DEREK. C’mon over to my place,
Hey girl! We’re having a party.
We’ll be swining,
Dancing and singing,
C’mon over tonight.

He remembers he has forgotten a small white teddy with a Christmas hat, goes back for it, picks it up.

Oh, fuck! (Shakes teddy, its bell jingles.)

Scene Three   6th January 1991

Twelfth Night. VERENA takes down the tree, talks.

VERENA. Of course, one year we dispensed with the tree entirely. Tried something I seen in a magazine. Just this barren branch flat-whited with emulsion, very sparingly glittered up, you know, just where the twigs forked and just… very, very sparsely hung with just – mibbe five or six, maximum seven – giant silver mirror-balls. Sort of monochromatic. Quite effective, but. (Pause.) Depressed me. It wisnae the same.

Moira McVitie came round this morning for a cappuccino. Phoned up and said: Is that your man away back? I says: Uh-huh footloose and fancy free that’s me! She says: Yes I thought so. Saw you both getting into the car together and I thought that’s unusual. I suppose that’ll be her driving into Queen Street for the Aberdeen
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