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Scene 
The time is September 1949. 

The place is the Tuckerman house in  
a summer resort on the Gulf of Mexico,  

about one hundred miles  
from New Orleans. 

 

ACT ONE 

Monday night after dinner. 

 

ACT TWO 

Scene I. The following Sunday morning. 

Scene II. That night. 

 

ACT THREE 

Early the next morning. 
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Act One 
 

 

SCENE: The living room of the Tuckerman house in a town on the Gulf of 
Mexico, a hundred miles from New Orleans. A September evening, 1949, 
after dinner. To the right of the living room is a side porch, separated from 
the room by a glass door. Upstage left is a door leading into the entrance hall 
of the house: through this door we can see the hall and staircase. On the 
porch are chairs and tables. The furniture of the living room is handsome but 
a little shabby. It is all inherited from another day. (Right and left are the 
audience’s right and left.) 

ON STAGE AT RISE OF CURTAIN: GENERAL GRIGGS, a good-looking man 
of fifty-three, is seated at one side of the room reading a newspaper. His 
wife– 

ROSE GRIGGS, ex-pretty, soft-looking and about forty-three, is seated at a 
table wearing an evening dress that is much too young for her. She is 
chatting across the room with– 

CARRIE ELLIS, a distinguished-looking woman of about forty-five, who is sitting 
on a side chair, near her son, Frederick, and her mother-in-law– 

MRS MARY ELLIS, in her seventies, sprightly in manner and movement when 
she wishes to be, broken and senile when she wishes to be broken and 
senile. She has piled cushions on her chair so she can read a manuscript 
over the shoulder of her grandson– 

FREDERICK ELLIS, a pleasant-looking young man of around twenty-five. 
Occasionally he makes a correction in the manuscript, look up amused and 
annoyed at his grandmother. On the right porch– 

EDWARD CROSSMAN, about forty-six, tired and worn-looking as if he is not in 
good health, is sitting alone, his back to those in the room. There is a second 
of silence after the curtain goes up. 

 

 

ROSE  (Gets up from her chair. She finds silence uncomfortable and breaks 
into song: "We stroll the lane together"). Now where is it? Everything’s been 
so topsy-turvy all evening. If I can’t have it immediately after dinner then I just 
about don’t want it. At home you can bet it’s right waiting for us when we 
leave the dining room, isn’t it, Ben? Too bad it’s Thursday. I’d almost rather 
go and see him than go to the party. (To MRS. ELLIS) I think it’s what keeps 
you awake, Mrs. Ellis. I mean a little is good for your heart, the doctor told me 
always to have a little, but my goodness the amount you have every night. 
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MRS. ELLIS  (Pleasantly) Would you mind telling me what you’re talking about, 
Mrs. Griggs? You said if it wasn’t for the party you’d go and see him, but you 
thought I drank too much on a Thursday? 

ROSE  (Giggles) Coffee. I mean you drink too much coffee. 

MRS. ELLIS  Then it is coffee you wish to go and see? 

ROSE  Now, now. You’re teasing. You know very well I mean Robert Taylor in 
that thing. 

MRS. ELLIS   Believe me, I did not know you meant Robert Taylor in that thing. 
You know, General Griggs, after seven summers I have come to the 
conclusion that your wife considers it vulgar to mention anything by name. 
There’s nothing particularly genteel about pronouns, my dear. Coffee is 
coffee and not it, Robert Taylor is Robert Taylor and not him, I suppose, and 
a fool is a fool and not her. 

ROSE  (Pleasantly) I know. It’s a naughty habit. Ben has been telling me for 
years. (She is close to BEN.) Do you like my dress, Ben? 

GRIGGS   It’s nice. 

ROSE   Have I too much rouge? (To others) Know what she used to say? 
(Quickly) Ben’s mother, I mean. She used to say it before she died. (To 
CROSSMAN) Come and join us. (To others) She used to say that Southern 
women painted a triangle of rouge on their faces as if they were going out to 
square the hypotenuse. Ben came from Boston, and his mother was 
sometimes a little sharp about Southerners. 

MRS. ELLIS   Who could have blamed her? 

ROSE  (Calling out to CROSSMAN) Know what she told me last winter when I 
met her at the Club? 

CROSSMAN  (Turns, smiles) Ben’s mother? 

ROSE   No. Your sister, of course. She said we see more of you here on your 
summer vacation than she sees all year round in New Orleans. She says 
you’re getting to be a regular old hermit. You have to watch that as you get 
older. You might get to like being alone–and that’s dangerous. 

MRS. ELLIS   I used to like being alone. When you get old, of course, then you 
don’t any more. But somewhere in the middle years, it’s fine to be alone. A 
room of one’s own isn’t nearly enough. A house, or, best, an island of one’s 
own. Don’t you agree, General Griggs? (Very quickly) Happiest year of my 
life was when my husband died. Every month was springtime and every day I 
seemed to be tipsy, as if my blood had turned a lovely vin rosé. 

CARRIE   You’re lyrical, Mother. 
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MRS. ELLIS   (To FREDERICK) Do you know I almost divorced your 
grandfather, Frederick? During the racing season in 1901. 

FREDERICK  (Looks up, laughs) You don’t feel it’s a little late to talk about it? 

(The phone rings.) 

MRS. ELLIS   Thought you might like to write my biography –when you’re 
finished with regional poetry. 

(As the phone rings again, SOPHIE comes into the hall to answer it.) 

SOPHIE   (Into the phone) No, Sir. We do not take transient guests. No, never, 
sir. Only permanent guests. You might telephone to Mrs. Prescott in the 
village. Thank you, sir. 

ROSE (Calls into hall) Dear Sophie, where is coffee? 

(Sophie comes to the hall door. She is a plain-looking, shy girl of about 
seventeen. She has a hesitant, overpolite manner and speaks with a slight 
accent. She has on a party dress, covered by a kitchen apron.) 

SOPHIE Aunt Constance is most sorry for the delay. We bring it immediately. 

(She disappears.) 

ROSE Frederick, do you know I’ve been giving Sophie dancing lessons, or 
trying to? She’s a charming child, your intended, but she’s never going to be 
a dancer. 

FREDERICK (Pleasantly) Terrible expression, Mrs. Griggs: my intended. 
Sounds like my indentured. Did you tell Mrs. Griggs, Mother? I thought we 
agreed that since there were no definite plans as yet– 

CARRIE (A little uncomfortable) It’s natural that I should speak about my son’s 
marriage, isn’t it? 

ROSE Why, goodness, yes indeed it is. I’d have felt hurt– 

GRIGGS Don’t you know that women have no honor, Frederick, when it comes 
to keeping secrets about marriage or cancer? 

FREDERICK (Looks at his mother) No, Sir. I didn’t know. I’m too young for my 
age. 

MRS. ELLIS (Who has been busy reading the manuscript) I know I’m too young 
to be reading Payson’s book. Full of the most confused sex. I can’t tell who is 
what. And all out of doors. Is that new, so much sex out of doors? Is it, 
General? 

GRIGGS I don’t think it’s a question of "new." I think it’s a question of climate. 
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MRS. ELLIS (Points to book) But aren’t sexual relations the way they used to 
be: between men and women? It’s so twitched about in Mr. Payson’s book. 
You know, I think the whole country is changing. 

GRIGGS (As if he wished to help FREDERICK) Has Payson written a good 
book, Fred? 

FREDERICK It’s a wonderful book. I think he’s going to be the most important 
young writer– 

CARRIE You said the first two books were wonderful, Frederick. And they didn’t 
sell very well. 

MRS. ELLIS I don’t know why they didn’t– I always thought houses of 
prostitution had a big lending-library trade. 

(FREDERICK gets up, as if he were angry.) 

CARRIE Will this new book sell, Frederick? 

FREDERICK I don’t know, Mother. 

CARRIE I hope it sells. Any man is better off supporting himself. 

FREDERICK (Smiles) Mother, sometimes I think no people are quite so moral 
about money as those who clip coupons for a living. 

MRS. ELLIS And why not? Particularly your mother, who is given the coupons 
already clipped by me who has the hardship of clipping them. That leaves 
her more time to grow moral. And then, of course, you who don’t even have 
that much trouble are left at leisure to be moral about those who have to go 
to the trouble of living on unearned money. 

CARRIE (To GENERAL GRIGGS) You mustn’t look uncomfortable, General. 
You should know by this time that my mother-in-law enjoys discussing family 
matters in public. And the more uncomfortable you look, the longer she will 
continue. 

GRIGGS Do I look uncomfortable? I was thinking how hard it is to be young. 

HOSE (To BEN) Won’t you come to the party? (To others) Ben has never gone 
to the Carter party. I am sure they’re just as insulted every year– 

GRIGGS I don’t think so. 

ROSE But what will you do with yourself? Why don’t you go to see Robert 
Taylor? It’s that war picture where he does so well and you’ll want to see if 
it’s accurate. 

CRIGGS No. I don’t want to see if it’s accurate. 

ROSE Do you like my dress? 
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GRIGGS It’s nice. 

MRS. ELLIS You are a patient man. (To ROSE) Do you know you’ve asked him 
that five times since rising from dinner? 

ROSE Well, I feel young and gay, and I’m going to a party. I wish the Denerys 
would come before we leave. I like meeting new people and they sound so 
interesting. I thought they were supposed to arrive in time for dinner. (To 
CARRIE) Is he absolutely fascinating? 

CARRIE I don’t know, Mrs. Griggs. I haven’t seen him in twenty years or more. 

ROSE (Calling to CROSSMAN) Is he fascinating, Mr. Crossman? 

CROSSMAN (Pleasantly) You’re making it a little harder than usual. Is who 
fascinating? 

ROSE Nicholas Denery, of course. 

CROSSMAN Of course. I don’t know. 

ROSE But, goodness. Didn’t you all grow up together? I mean you and 
Constance and Mrs. Ellis and– 

CROSSMAN I don’t remember any of us as fascinating. Do you, Carrie? 

(CARRIE shakes her head, laughs. SOPHIE, carrying a tray with brandy and 
brandy glasses, comes into the room. She is followed by LEON, a young, 
colored butler, carrying coffee and coffee cups. FREDERICK rises and takes 
the tray from SOPHIE. She looks at him and smiles.) 

ROSE Let’s see your dress, Sophie. (SOPHIE smiles shyly, begins to take off 
her apron as LEON pours coffee) Oh. It’s right nice. But you should wear 
tighter things, dear. (Comes in back of her, begins to fool with her hair) I’d 
like to try your hair again. (SOPHIE moves to help LEON but is cornered by 
ROSE) Now you just sit down. How’s this? 

(CROSSMAN comes into the room.) 

CROSSMAN Makes her look like everybody else. That’s desirable, isn’t it? 

ROSE What does Frederick think? We’re out to please Frederick, after all, 
aren’t we, dear? 

FREDERICK (Turns to look) I like Sophie her own way. 

SOPHIE (Smiles) I have no "way." 

ROSE But most European girls have such chic– (GENERAL GRIGGS gets up, 
as if he were annoyed) They have, Ben. You said it yourself when you came 
back, from the Pacific, and I was jealous. 

MRS. ELLIS Pacific? I thought you fought in Europe. 
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GRIGGS I did. Robert Taylor fought in the Pacific. 

(He rises, wanders off to the porch.) 

ROSE (Holding SOPHIE’S hair another way) Or is this better? 

FREDERICK (Smiles to SOPHIE) Don’t you mind being pulled about? 

SOPHIE No. Well. (Gently pulls away) I am grateful for the trouble that Mrs. 
Griggs– Thank you. 

CROSSMAN Sophie doesn’t mind anything. All she has said all summer is 
thank you. 

(Through his speech the phone rings. FREDERICK starts for the phone. At the 
same time, CONSTANCE TUCKERMAN comes through the hall. She is a 
handsome woman of forty-three or forty-four. She is carrying two flower 
vases. She puts down one of the vases in order to answer the phone.) 

CONSTANCE Yes. Just a minute. Frederick. Mr. Payson would like to speak to 
you. (She picks up the other vase, comes into the door, as if she were in a 
hurry. FREDERICK immediately moves to the phone) Sorry coffee was late. 
You all want more just ring. And do, Carrie, explain to the Carters why I can’t 
come to their party this year– 

ROSE Any news from them, Constance? 

CONSTANCE (Carefully) News from whom? 

ROSE (Laughs) Oh, come now. Stop pretending. When do the Denerys arrive? 

CONSTANCE Don’t wait up for them, Rose. You’ll see them at breakfast. 

(She turns, goes out and goes up the stairs.) 

ROSE My, Constance is nervous. Well, I suppose I should be if I were seeing 
an old beau for the first time in– But I don’t believe in old beaux. Beaux 
should be brand-new, or just friends, don’t you think? (CROSSMAN starts 
out to porch, carrying his coffee and the brandy bottle. ROSE points outside, 
meaning GENERAL GRIGGS and CROSSMAN) Now are you boys just 
going to sit here and share the bottle–  

CROSSMAN General Griggs is only being kind when he says he shares the 
bottle with me. 

(He goes off. FREDERICK comes in, starts to speak, changes his mind.) 

CARRIE (Carefully) Was that Mr. Payson on the phone? Is he coming to the 
party? 

FREDERICK How many generations do you have to summer in this joint before 
you’re invited to the Carters’? 
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MRS. ELLIS Oh, that’s not true. They’re very liberal lately. (Points to ROSE) 
After all, the last few years they’ve always included Mrs. Griggs. (To ROSE) 
And nobody can be more nouveau riche than your family, can they? I mean 
your brother during the war and all that. 

ROSE (Giggles) My. Everybody is so jealous of Henry. 

MRS. ELLIS Well, of course we are. I wish we were nouveau riche again. 

FREDERICK (Sharply) All right, Grandma. 

ROSE Oh, I don’t mind. I enjoy your grandmother. 

FREDERICK (To his mother) I’m sorry I’m not going to be able to take you to 
the party. I hope you’ll excuse me, Sophie. Mother. Grandma. 

CARRIE (Carefully) What has happened, Frederick? 

FREDERICK Payson has a wire from his publishers. They want the manuscript 
in the mail tomorrow morning. (He goes to take the manuscript from the 
table) So I’ll have to proofread it with him tonight. It’s a nasty job alone, 
almost impossible– 

CARRIE (Slowly) I don’t understand. 

ROSE (Hurriedly) I must fix my face. As you get older your face needs 
arranging more often. 

(She goes off.) 

CARRIE We’re ready to leave, Frederick. 

FREDERICK Mother, I’m not going to the party, I wasn’t making a joke– 

CARRIE Oh. I hoped you were. You have no obligation to us, or Sophie? An 
appointment broken, because Payson summons you? 

FREDERICK I am sorry, Sophie. Maybe I can pick you up later. (Haltingly) I am 
sorry. 

SOPHIE I do not mind, really. It is better this way. 

CARRIE Don’t you? Why not? (No answer) Why don’t you mind, Sophie? 

SOPHIE (Smiles) I do not like parties. I did not want to go. Now Frederick has 
some important business and must leave quickly– 

CARRIE Perhaps you are going to make too good a wife. 

FREDERICK Suppose you let me decide that, Mother. Good night. Have a 
good time. See you in the morning– 

CARRIE I want to talk to you, Frederick. 
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FREDERICK (Stops, smiles) When you use that tone of voice you need two 
hours. Let’s make it in the morning, Mother. 

(SOPHIE has turned away, gone upstage, as if she wanted to be as far away as 
possible.) 

CARRIE I ask you to break your appointment with Payson. As a favor to me. 

FREDERICK There’s nothing important about my being at the party and it is 
important to him. He wants to consult me– 

CARRIE (Sharply) He is always consulting you. You talk like a public 
accountant or a landscape gardener. Why should he want to consult you 
about his work? 

FREDERICK (Hurt) Maybe because I try to write and maybe because he thinks 
I know a little. I realize that’s hard for you to believe– 

CARRIE I didn’t mean that. 

FREDERICK I think you did. Good night. 

CARRIE You have no sense of obligation to me. (Looks around for SOPHIE, 
who is trying at this minute to leave the room) And none to Sophie. Who 
evidently won’t speak for herself. Do stay here, Sophie, it’s your business as 
well as mine– (SOPHIE stands still) I am getting tired of Mr. Payson, 
Frederick, and with good reason. When he came to stay with us in town last 
winter, I fully understood that he was a brilliant and gifted man and I was glad 
for you to have such a friend. But when he followed you down here this 
summer– 

FREDERICK (Slowly, angrily) He did not follow me down here and I wouldn’t 
like you to put it that way again. He came here for the summer and is that 
your business, Mother? 

CARRIE There is just too much of Mr. Payson. Every day or every evening– 
How often do you take Sophie with you? (Sharply) How often have you seen 
Mr. Payson this summer, Sophie? (There is no answer) Please answer me. 

FREDERICK And please stop using that tone to Sophie. Say what you have to 
say to me. 

CARRIE (Turning to MRS. ELLIS, who has been watching them) Mother– 

MRS. ELLIS I’ve been dozing. How many hours have passed? 

CARRIE (Slowly) You are always dozing when there is something unpleasant to 
face out with Frederick. 

MRS. ELLIS   What better time? You all want to know something’s been 
worrying me all day? Nobody in the South has tapeworm any more. In my 
day that was all you ever heard. Tapeworm, tapeworm, tapeworm. (Gets up) 
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Now kiss your mother good night, boy. Otherwise she’ll be most unhappy. 
And say you forgive her. 

FREDERICK   I have nothing to forgive her for, Grandma. 

MRS. ELLIS   Of course not. But even when your mother starts out being right 
she talks and talks until she gets around to being wrong. 

(She exits. There is silence.) 

CARRIE (Softly) I’m sorry if I spoke unfairly, or at the wrong time– 

FREDERICK (Comes to her, smiling) You didn’t, you didn’t. Now don’t feel bad. 
Nothing’s happened. And don’t let Grandma tease you. 

CARRIE I know. (She turns to go) You go ahead, dear. Try to join us later. 

(He kisses her. She smiles, pleased, and goes out. FREDERICK turns to 
SOPHIE.) 

FREDERICK   Sophie, Mother didn’t mean to be sharp with you. But when she 
is, you mustn’t let her. She’s a little bossy from time to time, but no harm in it. 
You look so worried. 

SOPHIE (Very puzzled) Your mother is not angry now? 

FREDERICK   Of course not. You mustn’t take these things too seriously. 
Mother is like that. 

SOPHIE (Smiles) You know it is most difficult in another language. Everything 
in English sounds so important. I get a headache from the strain of listening. 

FREDERICK (Laughs) Don’t. It’s not worth it. (Looks at her, then slowly) Mother 
is right: I have been rude and neglectful. But I haven’t meant to be, Sophie. 

SOPHIE   No, no. You have not been. 

FREDERICK And in two weeks Mother and I will be going off to Europe. I hope 
you don’t mind about the European trip. It was all arranged long before you 
and I (Stares at her, smiles) got engaged. (SOPHIE smiles at him as if she 
were embarrassed, then she coughs and clears her throat) We’re an 
awkward pair. I like you, Sophie. 

SOPHIE (Warmly) I like you, Frederick. 

FREDERICK Sophie, I think we’ll have to sit down soon and talk about 
ourselves. I don’t think we even know how we got engaged. We haven’t said 
much of anything– 

SOPHIE Sometimes it is better not to say things. There is time and things will 
come as they come. 

 


