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SETTING: The space used for the entire play is a well-decorated sitting room. Classical paintings interrupt the beautiful walls, a strange noise made by the piano twitches softly in the background and the furniture is so baroque it seems to reach out and grab people. Two couches stand dueling on opposite sides of a small round table behind which, at center stage is a single, dignified chair. On this chair stays Alfonso.
ALFONSO: ...Ahh, a reception. I believe it to be just lovely to receive uninvited guests. Don’t you think so, Picard?

[He looks around. When he’s sure Picard is not in the room, he picks up a small bell on a stand by his chair and rings. Picard enters.]

PICARD: Sir?

ALFONSO: Yes?

PICARD: You rang Sir.

ALFONSO: Ah yes. (he rubs his chin) So I did. Is the tea quite steaming?
PICARD: The tea is quite steaming, Sir.

ALFONSO: Then please pour it out and make more. I find I cannot trust steaming tea. Liquid that disappears without being drunk makes me dreadfully nervous. 

PICARD: As you wish, Sir. Anything else?

ALFONSO: Have you heard from my guests? 
PICARD: You didn’t invite any guests, Sir.

ALFONSO: Of course I didn’t! But everyone knows what time I take guests. The thing is, I’ve never been very good with time. You see, it just goes in circles right in front of my very eyes. 
PICARD: Mine too, sir. I assign it to the fact that it is constantly changing.

ALFONSO: Indeed, I think it absurd to pay mind to anything that changes every second. Still, I wonder when my guests will arrive...

PICARD: Sir, I strongly discourage your wild expectations. How do you expect to have guests if you didn’t invite any?

[Alfonso and Picard exchange glances. The lights slowly fade. Seconds. Lights up. Alfonso is still in his chair. He tries to cover up his bored excitement with a roaring yawn. After the ordeal, he rings for Picard. Enter Picard.]

PICARD: You rang, Sir?

ALFONSO: Any new developments with the tea?

PICARD: I poured out the old kettle and brewed up a new one. It was steaming, and disappeared, just as you predicted.

ALFONSO: I’m afraid if this trend continues, invisible tea will have to suffice, as it did on previous occasions.
PICARD: You know, Sir. The tea is perfectly black as long as it stays in the kitchen.
ALFONSO: Then I suppose the servants will have to make do with black tea. Making do is certainly the most important part of a servant’s job. 

PICARD: Certainly, Sir.

ALFONSO: Plus, I find I have gotten to like having my tea clear. It leaves me with a hollow feeling. But I find emptiness far superior to the full, sentimental feeling left by black tea.

[A pause.]

ALFONSO: Sentimentality is so old fashioned. It has become clear to me that those without it achieve the greatest standing in society. I believe servants to suffer a great deal from it, do you not agree?

PICARD: Unquestionably, sir. If it were not for our heavy feelings, we would quickly rise to the status of dukes and duchesses. 

ALFONSO: Any word on my guests?

PICARD: Sir, I beg your pardon, but you cannot possibly expect to receive guests you did not invite.

[A second. And a buzzer sounds. Alfonso lights up. Picard is unmoved.]

ALFONSO: Here we are. A guest!

[A dashing fellow in distinguished eye glasses enters. Picard announces professionally without as little as a glance towards him. A sound instinct developed to perfection over time.]
PICARD: Mister Fredrick Finnegan!

[Picard exits as Fredrick enters towards Alfonso who remains sitting.]

FREDRICK: Hello Alfie!

ALFONSO: Greetings Fredd... (Extending a hand.)
FREDRICK: (Not noticing the extended hand.) Not Freddy...From now on call me “Inspector”!

ALFONSO: Inspector?!? (Raising an eyebrow or two.)
FREDRICK: Yes, yes. I have found, my dear Alfie, that being an inspector is the perfect way to get closer to any lady. Every woman finds inspectors strangely irresistible. Yes, I was surprised at first too, then I realized that ladies love to be inspected! The whole lot of them find it absolutely thrilling to be under close supervision of a trained eye! That is why I have taken on these horrid glasses, they are the only downside, really. But one cannot be a true inspector without a pair of truly hideous spectacles.

ALFONSO: But...What do you inspect? You surely aren’t qualified to inspect anything.
FREDRICK: I’m afraid you are incorrect on that point. In fact, there is one thing in the world I am very qualified to inspect and that is a lady. I have seen so many that I value myself positively an expert on the subject...
ALFONSO: (More to himself.) This logic makes us all inspectors.
FREDRICK: (Going on.) There is nothing in this world as worthy to inspect as a lady and her dowry.
[A buzzer sounds. Enter Picard.]

PICARD: Miss Elizabeth Arbour.

[Enter Elizabeth. Fredrick is delightfully surprised at the beauty of the young lady. He goes forward to meet her. Alfonso stays in his chair.]
ALFONSO: Good afternoon, Elizabeth. You do look lovely today. Surely you are not here alone, where is my dear aunt?
ELIZABETH: She is to be up promptly, presently she is busy in the coach. 

ALFONSO: Busy?! Pray, may I ask with what?

ELIZABETH: Of course you may ask. But I shall only supply a ridiculous answer to such a ridiculous question. It is simple arithmetic. 

ALFONSO: If that is arithmetic, then I must prompt your mother to consider getting you a new tutor.

[Fredrick makes a noise drawing attention to him.]

ALFONSO: Ahh, my apologies. This is my friend...Inspector
...Fredrick Finnegan.

FREDRICK: How do you do?

ELIZABETH: Very well, thank you. I’m sorry, what was your name again?

FREDRICK: Inspector Fred Finnegan.

ELIZABETH: Oh, an inspector, how absolutely delightful. (To Alfonoso.) My dear cousin, why is this the first I hear of you having an inspector friend? (To Fredrick.) So what exactly do you inspect, Mister Finnegan?

FREDRICK: Oh everything really. Lately, I’ve developed a special interest for ears.

ELIZABETH: May I ask you to inspect mine without sounding too forward?
ALFONSO: No...

FREDRICK: Emphatically!

[Elizabeth leans in and Fredrick looks at her ear and whispers something into it. Elizabeth giggles.]
ALFONSO: Well! To flirt shamelessly in front of one’s own relation! I will have to have a talk with your mother about the influence French Drama is having on you. It seems you have adopted morals far below the English standard. And you Fredrick, to inspect an impressionable young lady you have just barely met like a married woman is something I almost didn’t expect from you. I understand when you are called upon for a close inspection of a woman long married, where it is sometimes necessary to incite a light emotion to get results. That, however is not the case here. 
FREDRICK: Before I answer your charge, please promise to call me by my title from now on. It is of an utterly despicable nature to address a man by his name when you are fully aware of his title.

[Alfonso looks as if he is about to explode.]
ELIZABETH: It’s true, Cousin. You cannot mistake a man with those illustrious glasses as anything but an inspector. He is very well-titled, in my opinion.

[Fredrick mocks Alfonso behind Elizabeth’s back. Alfonso - by this time - is purple in the face and is about to open his mouth when Picard enters.]
PICARD: Lady Arbour.

[Enter Lady Arbour.]
LADY ARBOUR: Hello Alfonso. Quickly, I must have some tea. Call that butler of yours to bring some.
ALFONSO: Right away Aunt Julia.

[He rings the bell. No one comes. Silence until...]
LADY ARBOUR: Where is that no-good butler of yours, Alfonso? I have often told you that good help shall never make you wait. In fact, I once read that the worse the help, the longer you wait. I, myself cannot bear waiting, it makes my head hurt. I’m glad I’m not a servant, then I’d have to wait on people left and right. I don’t know how I’d survive. Waiting even a few seconds is a major loss of time. But then again, how can you lose something you never actually had. What is time anyway? Who invented it...

[Picard enters.]
LADY ARBOUR: ...Probably the French, they always come up with things and let them run on far too long, look at the Revolution! I absolutely detest revolutions, they make people so greedy. I hate greed. Where IS my tea? 
[She turns around and sees Picard.]
LADY ARBOUR: Oh. 

ALFONSO: The tea please, Picard.

PICARD: Of course, sir.

[Exit Picard. Silence, then...]
LADY ARBOUR: Have I told you what I thought about waiting? (She pauses and before anyone can say anything...) I absolutely detest it! I remember when I was a small girl waiting was fashionable, but it has long since moved on to the lower rungs of society. It is my opinion that this is why a servant is called a waiter. Really there could be no other reason. Frankly...

FREDRICK: ...If I may interject...

LADY ARBOUR: ...And who are you?!?

FREDRICK: I am Inspector Fredrick Finnegan, or just inspector.

ELIZABETH: An inspector, mamma! 

LADY ARBOUR: As a general point of order, I would not let a person interrupt, or interject, if you will - while I am speaking, but on the account of your title, and the fact that I forgot what I was to say, you may interject.

FREDRICK: Thank you. It is only that I have recently overheard that waiting has – once again – come into fashion. In fact, many are saying that suspense is the best cure for headaches, of course, it is also the cause. My conviction is – and this is naturally based on my professional experience – that to wait is almost as enjoyable as doing nothing. It is only right to do plenty of each before every task.
ELIZABETH: Oh, I quite agree!

ALFONSO: I myself have not heard anything about it.

[Enter Picard holding a tray of empty tea cups and perhaps biscuits, there are more cups on the tray then there are guests. He places it down on the table. Both Lady Arbour and Elizabeth find it strange that the cups are empty, but shrug it off.]
ALFONSO: Picard, have you heard any talk of waiting from among the lower classes?

PICARD: Why, yes sir, I have. Only this morning in the market, when I was myself waiting I heard something about it. Unfortunately, the weight of the conversation was too much for me and I let it go.

ALFONSO: Good deal, Picard. 

PICARD: Thank you, sir.

[Exit Picard.]
ALFONSO: That was close. As I always say: to remember a serious conversation is grave, but to report it is deadly.
[Alfonso reaches for a cup of tea.]
LADY ARBOUR: Alfonso, drop your hand this instant! Did you not hear what the good inspector said? We must do nothing and wait before we have our tea. 

[Alfonso puts his hand down and glares at Fredrick.]
LADY ARBOUR: My, it is quite refreshing to have an inspector around. To be quite frank, I oftentimes feel so foolish because I do not know what is in fashion. Sometimes Elizabeth lets me know, but other times I am left to guess for myself. Fashion is one of the world’s most slippery things, just when you think you’ve grabbed it, it slips out of your hands just like, like...Oh...Oh my...Never mind.

[Lady Arbour is both embarrassed and titillated by her thought.]
ALFONSO: Waiting makes me thirsty!

[They skip a beat.]
FREDRICK: Okay, I’m ready for tea.

ELIZABETH: Me too! I have also become ready just now. How I love synchronization! I am not sure what it means, but it sounds so musical!
[They all take cups of tea. Everyone except Alfonso (even Fredrick) is a little taken by the absence of any liquid in the cups. But none try to show it, each taking little sips, as if to taste it. Each trying to appear in-the-know and up-to-date with the latest tea trend.]
ALFONSO: (Breaking the awkward silence.) I hope all of you are enjoying the tea. 

ALL: Oh yes, definitely, top-notch.

ALFONSO: I got tipped that it’s the latest thing in Germany and had to try it. It may not look like much, but the taste is superb. It is the perfect answer to that sentimental tea everyone is so used to drinking.

LADY ARBOUR: Yes, yes, I think taste is least important about seeing and most important about perceiving. And let me be the first to tell you, this tea is delicious.

FREDRICK: (Not to be outdone.) Here I was thinking I was the only one serving clear tea. I sure am glad it has finally caught on.
ALFONSO: You have done no such thing! I have never drunk anything in your house but black tea and cheap wine!

FREDRICK: My dear fellow, it has been very unfortunate, but seems I have run out of this superb tea before your every visit. Truly if it was not so difficult to obtain you would have tried it sooner.

ALFONSO: You are the most notorious liar I have ever known. For one thing, if you would have had this tea I would most certainly have heard about it. And another thing, I’m done playing along with your silly scheme. It is about the right time for you to tell my dear Aunt and Cousin the truth.
ELIZABETH: Please don’t, inspector, I find after hearing lies the truth becomes awfully boring.

LADY ARBOUR: Just wait, Elizabeth. This may be interesting; after all it isn’t coming from just any man.

FREDRICK: Fine. If that’s the way it must be I will let you in on my secret...

[A buzzer sounds.]
FREDRICK: More guests, how fortunate!

[Enter Picard.]
PICARD: Miss Hartford and Miss Bigolo!

[Enter Vivian Hartford and Josephina Bigolo. When Elizabeth sees them, she immediately whispers something to her mother and motions to the direction of the new arrivals. They shift towards the door.]

LADY ARBOUR: I’m sorry, Alfonso, but we really must be going. I’m afraid we are expected elsewhere.

ELIZABETH: Thank you for the marvelous tea!

LADY ARBOUR: (Towards Fredrick.) We really must make arrangements to see you again, inspector. Alfonso will handle it, (To Alfonso.) will you not?
ALFONSO: Only if he will admit what I had said...

FREDRICK: Okay. You were the first to serve this tea.

ALFONSO: No, not that. The other very crucial point we previously discussed.

LADY ARBOUR: Now Alfonso, he has already admitted about the tea. Now you are bound to arrange a visit. That is all.

ALFONSO: But...

[But Lady Arbour and Elizabeth had already swept out. Right before exiting, Elizabeth looks back at the Miss Hartford and Bigolo and whispers a little too audibly to her mother, “to consort with such riff-raff.” The two women present are slightly confused and taken aback by all that has happened in front of them, but they are certainly happy that Elizabeth and her mother had left. Fredrick strides up to the ladies.]
FREDRICK: Inspector Fredrick Finnegan, at your service.

BIGOLO: I thought I heard correctly.

HARTFORD: Yes, he is an inspector. Just our luck, to meet an inspector here!

ALFONSO: Good day, ladies.

BIGOLO: Good day. 

HARTFORD: Our apologies for barging in uninvited, but we were making our rounds and I simply had to have some tea. But it appears you are all out.

FREDRICK: On the contrary, my good lady, this is the newest fashion in tea. It is imported from Germany and a most interesting flavor. Do try it. 

[Both ladies pick up cups and sip the tea.]
HARTFORD: A most inviting taste, I must remember to order some.

BIGOLO: Yes, yes, exquisite. I will order some too.

HARTFORD: I was a slightly nervous about trying this new type of tea, but the good words of the inspector put me very at ease.

BIGOLO: Very!

HARTFORD: We must invite you to at Tea we’ll be having sometime. To have an inspector have tea with us! Mamma will be so proud!

ALFONSO: He’s not really an inspect...

[The buzzer sounds. Enter Picard.]
PICARD: Mister Earnest Worthing!

[Enter Earnest Worthing.]
HARTFORD AND BIGOLO: EARNEST!!!

EARNEST: Has anyone here come across a somewhat large, black leather hand-bag...With handles? 

ALFONSO AND FREDRICK: (Looking around.) No, no handbag here. Sorry Ernie. 

HARTFORD: Don’t worry, Earnest. We’ll help you find it. Come on Josie.

[They start looking around the room. The men look at each other confusedly.]

EARNEST: I don’t believe it’s here. In fact, for the moment I feel out of place here. Like I belong somewhere else. Oh well, perhaps it is just my anxiety at losing the hand-bag.

ALFONSO: Is Jack still giving you trouble?

EARNEST: No, he passed on a few weeks ago. Apoplexy or the chill or something. Well, I must be going.

[He heads towards the door.]

FREDRICK: Good luck with the bag.

HARTFORD AND BIGOLO: Wait, Earnest! We’ll come along and help you.

[They run out behind Earnest.]
FREDRICK: I cannot believe it. Every title seems to be a close second to the name Earnest. By the way, do you think Jack really died?

ALFONSO: Funny that you bring that up. I heard from Bunbury just the other day that Jack was good and well. Earnest can be mistaken, but I’m almost positive he’s lying. Though it is most peculiar to get such queer facts from someone with such an honest name.
FREDRICK: Yes, indeed. Well, I must be off. For an uninvited guest I’ve overstayed my welcome.

ALFONSO: Nonsense! You didn’t get a welcome, so how can you overstay it? But if you are bound to leave, I will not stop you. I find that stopping a man from leaving is quite natural and nature has - for some time - been the scapegoat of the fashionable. We really should arrange that next week I go inspecting at your house since it worked so well here.

FREDRICK: Certainly, it is only fair. 

[He walks to the door, then turns around suddenly.]
FREDRICK: A joke: What is the greatest word to be heard from a Frenchman?

ALFONSO: I’ve no idea...

FREDRICK: Adieu!

[And he exits. Once again, we see Alfonso sitting on his chair. He rings the bell. Enter Picard.]
ALFONSO: You were saying about uninvited guests?

PICARD: Yes sir, ahem, you cannot possibly expect to receive guests you did not invite.
[A pause. A buzzer sounds. The lights fade.] 
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