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CHARACTERS 

 

JOE PETERS: Male mid to late sixties.  Suffers from Alzheimer’s and senile 

dementia.  There are times when he’s fairly lucid but this usually precedes him 

remembering semi-connected phrases that he speaks quite quickly. 

 

RUTH PETERS:  Female mid to late sixties.  Ever patient and caring. 

 

TONY PETERS: Male early thirties.  Tall, bright, witty and caring.  Loves his parents 

dearly. 

 

 

 

 

 

SYNOPSIS 

 

The play takes place in Ruth and Joe’s lounge.  Joe suffers from Alzheimer’s and 

senile dementia and Ruth battles to keep him at home tending to his every need.  

Tony, their son, is visiting today and Ruth can’t wait to see him.  Ruth has recently 

acquired the services of a qualified carer that has enabled her to do her own shopping 

and have some time to herself.  But Joe doesn’t seem to get on with the carer and this 

is causing problems for Ruth’s newfound freedom.   
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“JOE’S COMEBACK” 

A ONE-ACT PLAY 

By 

CHRIS CARTER 

(non-de-plume) 

 

 

 

Scene: The lounge of Joe and Ruth Peters.  Joe is sitting in an armchair reading a 

newspaper; Ruth brings him a cup of tea. 

 

RUTH: Here we are then; I’ve got a nice cup of tea for you Joe.  Shall I take the 

paper?  (She takes the paper and puts it on the arm of the chair) You know you can’t 

juggle tea and papers at the same time, and we don’t want another mess like we had 

the other day, do we?  (She hands Joe his cup) Careful you don’t spill it now.  That’s 

it.  (She sits on the arm of the chair) 

JOE: Thank you. 

RUTH: (Beams and pats the back of his hand) You’re very welcome.  So how are you 

feeling today then love?  (Joe looks at her but doesn’t reply)  Are you alright? 

JOE: (A pause, then he reaches out and starts smoothing the newspaper) I’ve done all 

this today.  I’ve been really busy … I’ve done all this (He carries on smoothing) and 

all this.  (He carries on smoothing and looks at her for approval) 

RUTH: (Sighs) Yes you’ve done really well love.  (Brightly) So who’s coming to see 

you today then?  (He frowns thinking) You can’t have forgotten?  Come on Joe have a 

think who’s coming to see you today? 

JOE: (Slightly panicky) I’ve got all the jobs to do.  I’ve got all this (He points 

wiggling his index finger into the room) and this (He points to the side) all these jobs 

… all these jobs.      

RUTH: (Comforting) It’s ok Joe, I’ll help you with all the jobs don’t worry we’ll get 

them all done.  (Brightly) Tony’s coming to see you today, isn’t he!  (He looks at her 

not understanding)  

JOE: (Slowly) Tony? 



“JOE’S COMEBACK” 4 

RUTH: Yes your son, Tony.  Oh won’t it be lovely I can’t wait to see him.  Here let’s 

have a sip while it’s nice and hot shall we?  (She holds the cup up to his mouth and he 

takes a drink) Well done.  So won’t it be lovely to see Tony again?  I do miss him.  

(She moves the cup back up to his mouth) Here we are let’s have another drop, shall 

we love?  (He takes another sip then she replaces the cup in the saucer and holds 

them in her lap) D’you remember last time he was here?  He’d been working in 

America and he bought you back that Stetson.  (She holds her hands out to the sides 

of her head) You know the big cowboy hat.  (She grins) And when you put it on you 

didn’t look like a rufty tufty cowboy at all, you looked like someone out of a comedy 

sketch!  Oh it did make us laugh.  Tony said you’d got a ten-gallon hat on a two-pint 

head! (She grins remembering) He always brings you something back from wherever 

he’s been, doesn’t he?  Hey, perhaps we’ll put the hat on for when he gets here to 

surprise him.  What d’you think?  That’ll give him a good laugh, won’t it?  Right let’s 

have one more sip then, shall we love?  (She holds the cup to his mouth and he drinks) 

Well done, that’s lovely.  Right (She stands) well let’s just put your cup down and 

then we’ll do some more work on the jigsaw, ok?  (She puts the cup on the floor by 

the side of the chair.  Joe picks up the paper, lays it across his lap and starts 

smoothing it.  Ruth picks up the angled bed table and carries it over to Joe’s chair) 

Right here we are again then Joe.  Let’s put that over here, shall we?  (She picks up 

the paper and puts it back on the arm then slides the table into place) Mind your arm 

there Joe … that’s it good.  (There is an unfinished jigsaw on the table with a box of 

pieces on top.  Ruth lifts off the box and sits on the arm with the box on her lap) 

RUTH: (She puts some pieces in front of Joe on the table) Right there’s your pieces 

then Joe and here’s mine.  (She puts some pieces in front of her on the table)  Right 

let’s see who can fit all their pieces in first then, shall we?  Are you ready then Joe, 

I’m about to start on mine and I don’t want you accusing me of cheating, do I?  Right 

off we go then.  (She picks up a piece and starts scouring the board trying the piece 

here and there)  Come on Joe you’re good at this.  Although I’ve got a feeling I’m 

going to beat you today, so come on. 

JOE: (Enquiringly) Tony? 

RUTH: (Pleased) Yes that’s right, he’s coming to see you today, isn’t he? 

JOE: (He shakes his head) I don’t know.  Nobody told me. 

RUTH: (Kindly) Yes I have told you you soppy old thing.  Tony’s been in France, 

hasn’t he?  So I dread to think what he’s bought you back this time.  I hope it’s not an 
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exotic dancer from the Moulin Rouge or something; we’ve only got the two 

bedrooms!  (She grins, Joe remains passive.  A beat, then she takes his hand and gives 

him a piece of the puzzle) Come on then Joe, there’s one of your pieces.  D’you need 

to see the picture on the box again?  There’s not a lot more to do.  We might even 

finish it today if we’re lucky.  (Playfully) But only if someone gets a move on.  (She 

smiles at him then tries again to fit her piece of the puzzle) 

JOE: I’ve done all the shopping. 

RUTH: (Not surprised by what Joe says and carries on with the puzzle) Well that’s 

good of you Joe, that’s helped me out a lot that has.  Thank you very much.   

JOE: I’ve done it all and I’ve done all this ...  (He starts waving his index finger about 

the room) and this … 

RUTH: Yes you have been very busy today, haven’t you?  Well done.  Now come on, 

let’s see how you do with your puzzle, shall we?  (She fits her piece) Ah-ha!  Did you 

see that?  I’ve got one of my pieces in already; come on it’s your turn Joe.  See if you 

can get one of your pieces in come on.  (She moves his hand reminding him) 

JOE: (Tries to fit the piece in anywhere) It won’t fit its wrong.  (Starts to get a little 

upset) It w-o-n-t, it w-o-n-t!  (He flings the piece down) 

RUTH: (Gently admonishing) Hey you!  Don’t get silly now, come on.  (She picks up 

the discarded piece) It’s got a straight edge to it look.  That’s why it won’t fit there 

Joe, look.  (She shows him the piece rubbing her finger along the edge to emphasise 

her point)  See?  So what does that tell us then Joe, Mm?   

JOE: (He shakes his head) I don’t know.  Nobody told me. 

RUTH: Yes you do, you can’t kid me you know.  You’re king of the jigsaws you are.  

It means its part of the outside edge doesn’t it?  All the outside pieces have straight 

edges to them, don’t they?  

JOE: (Shakes his head) I don’t know.  Nobody told me. 

RUTH: (Smiling) Oh you old fibber you!  I’ve told you loads of times.  Here you are 

(She gives the piece back to him) now see if you can find where there’s a piece of the 

edge missing.  (He takes the piece from her and starts to move his hand over the 

board searching for the place) That’s right go on.  Oh you’re cold just there Joe.  (He 

starts to move his hand around the board) Ah now you’re getting warmer (He moves 

again) ow keep going you’re getting warmer.  (He moves again) Oh you’re boiling 

now Joe that’s it!  Can you see where it goes?  Joe? 

JOE: (Tries to fit the piece but is having difficulty) It won’t … it w-o-n-t! 
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RUTH: (Putting her hand over his hand) Look at the shape of the piece Joe.  

Remember what I just said about the straight edge?  That’s got to go on the outer 

edge, hasn’t it?  See just like the other pieces?  (He has a fiddle and the piece clips in.  

Ruth is delighted) Oh well done Joe well done!  I said you were good at jigsaws, 

didn’t I?  Try another piece then come on.  (He just sits staring down at the board)  

We might finish this if we get a move on and then we can show Tony when he gets 

here, can’t we?  

JOE: (A beat) Are we going fishing today? 

RUTH: (Taken aback) Fishing?   

JOE: I’ve got the rods in the back of the car I did it this morning.  And worms.  I’ve 

got some really big worms I dug them out the garden.  Fish like worms don’t they? 

I’m all ready to go.  (He beams, then almost theatrically)  “Ready when you are!  All 

present and correct Sir!  Roger, over and out!” 

RUTH: (Puts her hand on his hand, kindly) Oh Joe ... we can’t go fishing. 

JOE: (Quite firm) We can.  I’ve got everything ready; I’ve done all this.  (He points 

around the room) and all this … and this …  

RUTH: (Takes his hand and holds it) Joe … we’ve been married for more years than I 

care to remember, and in all our years together I’ve never heard you mention one 

word about fishing.  Not one.  Ever. 

JOE: I’ve got everything ready.  I’ve cleaned the car.  (Starts to get a little edgy and 

speeds up remembering phrases) Posh frocks.  Shiny new.  Bright as a button.  See 

your face in it.  (Getting louder and more upset) Yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir!  

RUTH: (Calming) Joe, Joe it’s alright come on, come on.  We can go fishing later if 

you want.  After we’ve seen Tony, alright?  He’s coming to see us today, isn’t he, our 

Tony? 

JOE: (He shakes his head) I don’t know.  Nobody told me. 

RUTH: Well he is.  So we’ve got to be here when he arrives haven’t we, we don’t 

want to miss him.  He’s coming all the way over from France.  That’s why we’re 

trying to get the jigsaw done, so we can show Tony how clever you are, remember?         

JOE: I’m always very busy ... I’ve done all the shopping.   

RUTH: That’s good of you Joe thank you. 

JOE: I went on an open-topped bus and the trees were nearly touching my head. (He 

pulls his hand free and holds it over his head) The clouds were this low.  I went in all 
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the shops.  (He waves his hand about the room) And I’ve done all this today … and 

this. (He points up to the ceiling) 

RUTH: It’s ok Joe, its ok.  (She takes hold of his hand, brings it down and pats it) 

Now come on Joe, I’m starting on my next piece now (She picks one up) I bet I can 

find where my piece goes before you.  Come on Joe; you pick up your next piece as 

well, eh.  (He stares at her and she holds her piece up for him) We want to try and 

finish this puzzle before Tony gets here don’t we?  Come on.  (He looks down and 

picks up a piece) That’s it well done.  Now see if you can find where it goes.  (She 

moves her hand across the board and Joe follows suit)  My piece has got blue on it, 

so that’s part of the sky, isn’t it?  What’s your piece got on it Joe? 

JOE: Blue. 

RUTH: Well done that’s right.  So if it’s blue what do you think that means then Joe?   

JOE: Blue. 

RUTH: Yes that’s right it is blue Joe.  But can you remember what I just said about 

that?  What did I say it was part of?  Can you remember Joe?  Try, come on? 

JOE: Blue, they’re both blue.  (He points at both pieces in turn and starts getting 

edgy) This one and that one.  Yours and mine.  His and hers … 

RUTH: (Cutting in, calming) It’s ok Joe its ok.  But you’re right; they are both blue, 

well done.  But look at the jigsaw Joe.  Where can you see blue?  (He looks down) 

That’s right Joe, now where can you see blue like your piece of puzzle?  You can do 

this Joe because you’re king of the jigsaws you are, aren’t you? 

JOE: I’m king of the jigsaws I am. 

RUTH: That’s right you certainly are.  So where’s the blue then Joe, show me the 

blue come on. 

JOE: (Taps the board) At the top.  In the clouds. (He starts speeding up remembering)  

Up in the air.  Up in the sky.  Up with the lark.  The early bird catches the worm.  

(Speeds up and starts getting upset) We’ve got worms for fishing.  We’re going 

fishing!  (He starts trying to push the table away to stand up)  I’ve done the shopping 

and everything I’ve … 

RUTH: (Cutting in grabbing the table) No hang on Joe stop a minute please!  We 

don’t want to tip the puzzle on the floor, do we!  Its ok Joe, you did very well 

remembering about the sky being blue, but we’ve got to fit the rest of our pieces in, 

haven’t we?  Come on Joe or I’m going to finish up all my pieces before you today 

and then I’ll end up being king of the jigsaws instead, won’t I?   
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JOE: (Alarmed) No you can’t!  You can’t be king of the jigsaws because you’re a 

lady!   

RUTH: (Cutting in, thrilled) Oh well done Joe, that’s brilliant!  Ok, so if I can’t be a 

king, what will I be then? 

JOE: (Triumphantly) Blue! 

RUTH: (Sighs) No Joe, no.  Um, that’s nearly right, but it’s the sky that’s blue, isn’t 

it?  Look up here on the puzzle.  See? (She points it out to him and he looks where 

she’s showing him) That’s where our blue pieces go, isn’t it?  So if you’re the king of 

the jigsaws and I can’t be king because I’m a lady, that means I’ll be queen of the 

jigsaws, doesn’t it Joe?  Joe? 

JOE: (He starts smoothing the newspaper on the arm of the chair) I don’t know.  

Nobody told me.  I’ve got all this to do … 

RUTH: (She puts her hand over his and stops him smoothing, kindly) You’ll wear the 

paper out you will working so hard.  I won’t be able to read a single word, will I?  I 

think its nice and smooth now, don’t you Joe? 

JOE: I’ve been very busy today I have. 

RUTH: (Sighs) Yes you have Joe, you’ve been very busy.  (She gently shakes his 

shoulder and smiles at him.  After a moment his hand moves up to cover hers) 

 

 

Fade down lights 

 

 

 

SCENE TWO 

 

The lounge later the same day.  Joe is asleep in his armchair.  The newspaper is on 

the arm of the chair.  The bed-table with the unfinished jigsaw has been moved to the 

side.   

 

RUTH: (Ruth and Tony enter.  He is carrying a plastic bag that he puts on the table) 

He hasn’t been asleep for very long.  He always has a little nap after his lunch.  I’ll 

wake him up.  (She moves towards Joe) 
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TONY: No leave him mum, let him sleep on for a bit.  It’ll give us a chance for a bit 

of a chat.   

(Moves over to the bed-table and looks at the puzzle.  He picks up a piece) This all 

part of the therapy then, is it? 

RUTH: Yes it’s supposed to help with co-ordination and keep his mind active.  But 

I’m not entirely convinced it does.  It’s pretty slow going at the best of times I have to 

say.  But at least it’s something we can still do together.  (Tony clicks a piece into 

place.  Kindly) Hey you!  You’re not supposed to do that!   

TONY: (He grins) Only trying to help.  D’you want me to take it out again? 

RUTH: No leave it. I don’t suppose it will matter much in the great scheme of things, 

do you? 

TONY: (Remembering) You know I haven’t done a jigsaw for years.  I couldn’t find 

the time to do one nowadays even if I wanted to.  Yet I used to do dozens of them 

when I was a kid.  I remember every Christmas and birthday there they’d be, the 

bigger the better.  (Smiles and shakes his head) Seems like a lifetime ago now.  (Sighs 

and comes over and puts his arm around her) So, how you doing then mum?  (She 

lays her head against him) 

RUTH: Oh you know me; it takes a lot to get me down. 

TONY: Yeah I know, tough as old boots you are. 

RUTH: (Lightly) I’ll take that as a compliment shall I?  

TONY: You are looking a bit tired though mum I have to say. 

RUTH: Well you know … 

TONY: You can’t do it all you know mum; you’ll work yourself into an early grave 

you will. 

RUTH: (Moving away) Well that’s a cheery thought I must say. 

TONY: Oh you know what I mean.  Look all I’m saying is, there’s lots of help out 

there, you don’t have to do it all by yourself you know. 

RUTH: I know, and that’s why I’ve got Clive now.  Oh it’s been wonderful for me.  

It’s given me a bit of life back again. 

TONY: And how’s that going? 

RUTH: Look why don’t we sit down love?  It seems a bit strange talking to you and 

standing up all the time.  (They sit next to each other on the settee)  Well Clive’s been 

coming in twice a week for a couple of months now, which frees me up to do a few 

things for myself.  (Meaningfully) Which is absolutely wonderful! 
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TONY: Well that sounds good to me.  If anyone deserves a break mum it’s you.  

RUTH: Well it is good to know that dad’s being properly looked after; I mean that’s 

the main thing.  It means I can have a quick dash round the shops now without having 

to worry too much.  And d’you know what I actually managed to do the other week?  

TONY: No what? 

RUTH: I actually had time to go to the hairdresser’s and have my hair done.  

(Meaningfully) Oh and I can’t begin to tell you what a “lovely little boost” that gave 

me, having my hair done properly for a change.  (She primps her hair almost sub-

consciously)  

TONY: (Puts his hand over hers) Well everyone needs a bit of time to themselves 

sometimes you know.  It must be hard work looking after someone twenty-four hours 

a day all by yourself.  You’ve got to have a break every now and then otherwise 

you’ll end up being ill yourself. 

RUTH: Oh I don’t mind.  It’s not that bad. 

TONY: Yeah but even so mum, all work and no play.  (Gently but firmly) You need 

to look after yourself too you know; I don’t want to have to start worrying about you 

as well.  So how does pop get on with Clive then?   

RUTH: (A little reticent) Ah well … that’s the down side to it all you see; 

unfortunately I’m starting to have second thoughts about it now.  I’m not so sure it’s 

such a good thing for your father. 

TONY: Oh in what way?   

RUTH: Well he seems to get a bit upset by it all lately. 

TONY: What d’you mean upset? 

RUTH: (Fidgets with her hands) Well, when I mention Clive’s coming, he starts to 

get edgy, moody, you know. 

TONY: Really?   

RUTH: (She nods) Yes and it seems to be getting worse.  I mean he’s pretty dreadful 

remembering anything I tell him at the best of times, but whenever I mention Clive’s 

coming, I don’t know he seems to always remember that, and he starts getting really 

edgy and irritable.  

TONY: Oh that’s not so good then.  I wonder what that’s all about? 

RUTH: (Sighs) Well I’m not sure, but we did have a bit of an upset when I came back 

last Tuesday; well … well it looked like he’d been crying to me.  And as you can 

imagine, that really upset me.  But Clive said he’d been fine.  (Getting a little upset)  



“JOE’S COMEBACK” 11 

He said dad does get a little bit anxious when I first go, but then he said he soon calms 

down and after a few minutes he’s normally all right. 

TONY: (Puts his arm around her, sighs) Oh mum, its ok, come on don’t get yourself 

upset.  (A beat) Maybe he just gets confused when you’re not there?  You know this is 

something new for him to get used to, isn’t it?  It’s going to take a while I guess. 

RUTH: Yes you’re probably right, I hope so anyway.  I must admit some days it is 

quite hard going and I’m never entirely sure whether or not I’m doing the right thing.  

(She shrugs) Anyway, at the end of the day, I do my best and that’s about all you can 

do really, isn’t it? 

TONY: Oh I’m sorry mum.  (He removes his hand and stands) 

RUTH: What are you sorry for?  It’s not your fault.  It’s not anyone’s fault.  It’s just 

what is.  Plain and simple.  (She shrugs) We’ll be all right don’t you start worrying 

about us; you’ve got enough worrying to do with your job. 

TONY: Oh well that’s just a job at the end of the day; I can always get another one.  

But I’m worried about dad, and I’m worried about you working so blessed hard all the 

time. 

RUTH: Oh you don’t have to worry about us love, we’ll be all right, it’ll work itself 

out, you’ll see.  It’s like you said, it’s just something new for dad to get used to that’s 

all.  It’s just going to take a bit of time that’s all.  He’ll be fine.  Don’t worry.   

TONY: (Looks back at his father) I see he still likes to read the paper then? 

RUTH: Mmm, well not really.  I think he just looks at the pictures nowadays, and 

then I’m not even sure if he really understands what he’s looking at.    

TONY: (Sourly) Oh Christ is he really that bad now? 

RUTH: It’s not always easy to tell.  Some days he’s better than others.  There’s no 

clear pattern to it I’m afraid.  Some days we can almost have a sensible conversation, 

certainly for a few minutes anyway, and then all of a sudden he’ll start talking 

complete nonsense that has no bearing or relevance to anything we’ve said.  He’ll be 

totally in a world of his own.  (Sighs) It’s heartbreaking at times but what can I do?  

(She shrugs) He’s my husband and I love him.  In sickness and in health we promised 

each other and that’s the way it is. He’d look after me if the boot was on the other 

foot, you know he would, so that’s all there is to it.    

TONY: Yeah you’re right there mum he would, definitely.   

RUTH: (Irritably) Oh no damn! 

TONY: (Concerned) What is it?  What’s up mum? 
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RUTH: (Brushing his concern aside) Oh no it’s nothing like that don’t worry.  Its just 

dad was going to surprise you and wear the Stetson you bought him and we’ve 

forgotten all about it.  Oh damn! 

TONY: (Kindly) Oh well its no big deal mum, it doesn’t matter. 

RUTH: No but apart from the joke aspect, it would have been nice to see whether or 

not dad actually remembered.   

TONY: Ah I see.  (Smiles remembering) Here pop did look funny though, didn’t he?  

He definitely wouldn’t have made a very convincing baddie in that hat, that’s for 

sure!  (They both grin)  

RUTH: Yes you’re right.  Anyway, I think I’ll go and put the kettle on now and make 

your dad a nice cup of tea and then we can wake him up.  What would you like me to 

get you love? 

TONY: No I’m all right at the moment thanks mum.   

RUTH: Are you sure?   

TONY: Yeah I’m fine. 

RUTH: I can make you some hot chocolate if you’d like? 

TONY: (Smiling, kindly) I’m not seven any more mum. 

RUTH: No but you’re still my son. 

TONY: Yeah I know, but I’m fine mum really.  I’ll probably have a cold drink or 

something later. 

RUTH: Well you just say when you want something, it’s no trouble.  Right I’ll go and 

stick the kettle on then.  (She starts to move away) 

TONY: Oh no hang on a minute mum just before you go, I’ve got something in here 

for pop I’d like to show you.   

RUTH: (Knowingly) Ah I thought you might have. 

TONY: (He picks up the plastic bag) Well I like to bring him back something when 

I’ve been away. 

RUTH: Well at least it’s not what I thought you’d bring him back if you’ve got it in 

there. 

TONY: Oh aye, and what did you think I’d bring him back then? 

RUTH: (Smiling) Well I told your dad you were in France and I told him you’d 

probably bring him back an “exotic dancer from the Moulin Rouge!”  (She gives a 

little dancing wiggle) 
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TONY: (Grins and peers in the bag) Well she’d have to be a very small one to fit in 

here!  (They both grin)  No I got him this.  (He holds up a small digital recorder) 

RUTH: Oh.  I’m not sure what it is.  What is it? 

TONY: Well you’re always saying pop can’t remember things, so I thought this 

would come in handy for him. 

RUTH: Yes but what is it exactly? 

TONY: It’s a digital recorder.    

RUTH: (Sighs) Oh I’m sorry Tony; but I don’t think it will be any good for your dad.    

TONY: Yeah of course it will!  With this you see dad can record things he wants to 

remember.  Things he wants to ask you if you’re not around.  It’s a piece of cake to 

use.  It’s basically single buttons for each function.  Look.  (He holds it towards her 

and clicks a button)  See.  You click that for record, (Clicks) that for rewind and that 

for play.  There’s nothing complicated about it, honestly.  That’s why I chose this 

particular model. 

RUTH: (Sighs, then sadly) Oh Tony that’s a lovely thought, but I really don’t think 

your dad’s up to it.  I don’t think he could use it.  We’re not very good with modern 

gadgets, you know us. 

TONY: Oh come on mum, you said that about the microwave I bought you, now you 

couldn’t do without it. 

RUTH: Oh well that was different, that was cooking. 

TONY: Mum, this is really simple, honestly.  I don’t think pop will have a problem … 

RUTH: (Cuts in putting her hand on his arm) Tony, Tony listen to me.  Some days I 

even have to clean your dad’s teeth for him, he forgets how.  He stands there with the 

toothpaste on the brush and he doesn’t have a clue what he’s supposed to do with it.  

He’d stand there all day if I didn’t do it for him. 

TONY: (Turns away throwing his head back clearly upset) Oh mum I didn’t realise 

things were that bad.  Why didn’t you tell me?  (He shakes his head frustrated and 

upset) 

RUTH: (She touches his arm) I didn’t want to worry you, we manage.  We just make 

light of it.  We treat it like a game; he’s all right, really.  You know, in himself. 

TONY: Oh God.  (He slumps down) 

RUTH: (Puts her hand on his shoulder) It’s not that bad.  Me and your dad have been 

together a long time, we muddle through.  It’s a case of having to but we do all right.  

We’ve still got each other and that’s the main thing.  Oh now don’t you start getting 
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upset or you’ll only start me off.  (He holds her hand on his shoulder)  Come on now 

you, pack it in.   

TONY: You’re a bit of an old trooper on the quiet, aren’t you? 

RUTH: I told you, we manage.  Now I’m going to put the kettle on.  If there’s one 

thing that hasn’t changed, it’s your dad and his tea. 

TONY: (He holds the recorder up) I still reckon it’s worth a try though mum.  It can’t 

do any harm surely?  What d’you reckon? 

RUTH: Well I honestly don’t think he’ll be able to do it, but as you say, it can’t do 

any harm to try. Right, well I’ll be back in a jiffy then.  (She starts to move away) Are 

you sure I can’t get you anything? 

TONY: No I’m fine thanks mum. 

RUTH: Righto, well you just say when you want something then, won’t you?  (She 

stops) Here I’ll tell you what I have got, shall I?   I’ve got some Angel Cake in 

especially for you.  I know how much you like it.  So can I get you a piece now when 

I do dad’s tea? 

TONY: (Smiles) No I’m fine mum really.  I’ll have some later. 

RUTH: Ok whatever you say then.  Right well I won’t be long.  (She exits.  Tony 

takes the handbook out of the plastic bag and starts to read) 

 

 

 

The lights fade down. 

 

SCENE THREE 

 

The lights fade up. 

 

 

The lounge a little later the same day.  Joe is sitting in his armchair; Tony has 

brought one of the dining chairs over and is sitting next to his father holding a cup of 

tea.  Ruth is sat on the sofa.  The plastic bag with the recorder is on the dining table. 
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RUTH: I thought it would be nice if you did the honours and woke dad up.  Be a nice 

surprise for him, but I should put the tea down first if I were you, just in case he 

jumps when he sees you. 

TONY: Oh right yeah that’s a good idea.  (He puts the cup and saucer on the floor by 

his chair.  To mum lightly) Right, well have you got a sharp stick then so I can give 

him a good old poke with it? 

RUTH: (Kindly admonishing) I’ll give you a blooming poke in a minute!  Just give 

him a gentle shake that’s all. 

TONY: (Sourly but joking) Oh alright then, forget the stick; we’ll stay with traditional 

methods then.  (He gently shakes dad’s arm) Pop?  Wake up pop, it’s me.  (He gently 

shakes him again)  Come on, it’s no good pretending you’re still asleep, it’s time to 

wake up, come on.  (He shakes him again and he stirs.  With American accent) “Ah 

Houston, we have lift off!” (He grins keeping his hand on dad’s arm) 

JOE: (Disorientated) What?  (He shakes his head)  

RUTH: Look who’s here Joe, its Tony?  I said he was coming to see you today, didn’t 

I?  (She points) 

JOE: (Turns to Tony) Oh … 

TONY: (Holds his dad’s hand) Hi pop, how you doing?   

JOE: I … (Shakes his head) 

RUTH: (Stands and comes over.  She bends down and gently rubs Joe’s arm) Aren’t 

you going to say hello to Tony then Joe?  He’s come all the way from France to see 

you today, hasn’t he?  Go on, say hello. 

JOE: Oh … (He starts pointing around the room with his index finger) I’ve done all 

this today … and this … (Tony looks questioningly at his mum and she shakes her 

head and dismisses his look with a wave) and this … 

RUTH: (She takes hold of Joe’s hand and brings it down, to Tony) Joe’s always busy 

helping me.  Some days we barely have time to fit all the jobs in.  (She nods at Tony 

to continue) Go on. 

TONY: So apart from all the work you’ve been doing then pop, how are you, eh?  

(Joe looks to Tony then to Ruth confused) 

RUTH: (Kindly) Come on you you old sleepy head snap out of it.  Tony’s here to see 

you, isn’t he? 

JOE: (He shakes his head) I don’t know.  Nobody told me. 

RUTH: (Gently rubs his arm then straightens up) Oh you!  Of course I told you. 



“JOE’S COMEBACK” 16 

TONY: Hello pop.  Now am I going to get a hello out of you or what?  (He grins) 

JOE: (To Tony, a bit vacant) Hello. 

TONY: (Beams at him) Hello mate, how you doing?  (Joe nods then looks at Ruth)  

I’ve got a cup of tea for you here pop, here are hang on.  (He bends down, picks up the 

teacup and saucer and hands it to Joe) There you go then pop. (He places the tea in 

Joe’s hands)  

RUTH: (Takes a step forward) Just make sure he’s holding it properly Tony will you?  

He sometimes forgets it’s there and spills it.  (To Joe) We had a bit of a mishap last 

week didn’t we?  (She sits on the arm of the chair) I’m just telling Tony about the 

mishap we had with the tea last week, what a mess that was, wasn’t it?  Oh it’s so 

lovely to see Tony again, isn’t it Joe?  (To Tony) I’m so glad you’re here; we’ve both 

missed you.  (Joe tries lifting the cup to his mouth and is struggling) Whoa hang on 

Joe steady!  Here you are let me help you.  (She moves to take the cup and Tony takes 

it) 

TONY: I’ll do it mum, let me yeah? (He moves the cup up to Joe’s mouth) There you 

go then pop have a sip of that.  (Joe sips and Tony lowers the cup) There that was nice 

wasn’t it pop eh?  (Looks at his father, a beat) D’you know who I am pop?  (Joe 

stares at him) Do you? 

JOE: (Nods once) Yes … 

TONY: (Looks at mum then back to Joe) Well that’s good then.  Come on then pop, 

who am I?  What’s my name?   

JOE: Joe. 

TONY: (Grins) No, not your name, my name.  What’s my name pop?  

RUTH: It’s our son Joe remember?  I said he was coming to see you today, didn’t I? 

JOE: (Shakes his head) I don’t know.  Nobody told me. 

RUTH: (She smiles) You!  You know I did.  Look he’s come all the way from France 

to see you today, hasn’t he?   

JOE: (He blurts out) Paris! 

TONY: (Surprised, grins) That’s right pop yeah, Paris is in France.  So what else 

d’you know about France then pop eh?  

JOE: Edith Piaf! 

TONY: Blimey yes well done pop you’re right!  Well I didn’t expect that, Edith Piaf?  

I think we’re on a roll here mum.  (He grins at her and she smiles back) 
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JOE: (Starts speeding up and his voice rises getting edgy) The Eiffel Tower, The Arc 

de Triumph, Notre Dame, Bonjour Messier, Bonjour Madame, (Loudly becoming 

agitated) Gendarmes!  Gendarmes!   

TONY: (Alarmed cutting in holding Joe’s arm) Whoa hang on pop hang on, what’s, 

what’s happening! 

RUTH: (Strokes Joe’s arm, calming) It’s ok Joe, its ok. 

TONY: (Concerned) Christ mum what was that all about?     

RUTH: Mind the tea love. 

TONY: (He realises he’s still holding the cup and saucer in his lap) Oh yeah, sorry. 

RUTH: He does this sometimes, I’ll say something that will trigger off a whole string 

of semi-connected words or phrases and he’s away. 

TONY: Strewth.  (Slightly sourly) Something else you haven’t told me about then. 

RUTH: Oh well, there’s no harm in it.  It’s quite funny sometimes what he comes out 

with you’d be surprised. 

JOE: (To Tony, politely) Some more tea please, “if you please?” 

TONY: (Grins despite the worry) Oh … oh right ok pop.  Here we go then, ready?  

(He brings the cup to Joe’s mouth and he drinks.  Tony lowers the cup) 

JOE: Thank you. 

TONY: You’re very welcome. 

JOE: (Looks at Tony then to Ruth) This one’s better than Clive.  I don’t like that 

Clive.  (A beat, powerfully) He’s a vicious little shit! 

TONY: (Shocked) Christ mum what’s that mean!  (He puts the cup and saucer on the 

floor)  

RUTH: (Concerned, kneels and takes Joe’s hands, then to Tony) I don’t for the life of 

me know.  I’ve never heard him use language like that before; I’m as shocked as you 

are.  Joe?  Look at me Joe, come on love, look at me.  (He looks at her) What did you 

mean just now Joe when you said that about Clive?  Can you tell us what you meant 

please? 

JOE: (A beat, then Joe picks up the paper and puts it on his lap and starts smoothing 

it) I’ve done all this today … and all this.  (He carries on smoothing) 

RUTH: (Ruth sits down with her back to the chair and sighs) Oh God.  I haven’t got a 

clue where that came from.  That’s a new one on me that is.  He’s never said anything 

like that before.  And certainly not swearing, that’s something he never does.  (Sighs, 

tired) Oh.     
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TONY: (Puts his hand on Joe’s and stops him smoothing) Forget the paper for a 

minute pop, come on what did you mean?  You said something about Clive just now, 

what did you mean about him being vicious?  Its important pop come on.  What did 

you mean? 

JOE: (A beat) I don’t know.  Nobody told me.   

TONY: I need you to tell me about Clive?  Please?   

JOE: (Proudly) Clive Sinclair inventor!  Inventor of the Sinclair C5.  He also 

marketed the first pocket calculator in the whole wide world … 

TONY: (Cutting in) Pop hold on hold on, not that Clive.  Ok?  The other Clive.  The 

one that comes here?   

JOE: (Starts smoothing the paper again) I’ve done all this today … I’ve done all this 

… (He carries on smoothing) 

TONY: (He looks at his father and sighs, then to mum, slightly irritably) So what’s all 

this with the paper then mum, eh?  I mean, what’s all that about? 

RUTH: I don’t really know, I’m sorry.  He’s been doing it for months now.  He’ll just 

sit there for ages smoothing the pages over and over.  I think it becomes almost 

hypnotic, therapeutic even, I’m not sure.  I do know it’s a right old palaver trying to 

get the ink off his hands afterwards.   

TONY: And this other stuff he comes out with, where does that all come from? 

RUTH: (Sighs) Oh it’s no good asking me love; I don’t have the faintest idea.  I did 

tell you there’s no set pattern to what he does or says, didn’t I?  His mind wanders all 

over the place, there’s no two days alike. It’s a positive education some days; he 

comes out with some amazing facts and figures. And I’ve no idea where it all comes 

from or how he knows about so many things.  Yet five minutes later he won’t 

remember a word he’s said or a word that’s been said to him.  You work it out it’s 

completely beyond me.  One minute he’s full of knowledge, the next he can’t even 

manage to stir his tea or use a knife and fork by himself.  The mind’s a very 

complicated thing. 

JOE: (Proudly) Clive Sinclair inventor!  Inventor of the Sinclair C5 … 

TONY: (Cutting in and tapping his dad’s hand) Hey pop, hang on a minute, hang on!  

(He stands) You just wait there a second ok; I’ve got a cracking little invention over 

there I want to show you.  (He collects the recorder and returns.  He sits back down) 

There are then pop, what d’you make of that then eh?  (He holds the recorder towards 

Joe) It’s a digital recorder.  D’you know what it does?  (Joe looks at Tony then at the 
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recorder and gives a single nod) D’you reckon you could use it if I showed you how?  

(Joe just stares into space, Tony sits forward. He gently shakes his arm) It’s very 

simple to use but there is a handbook that goes with it.  Ok?  Now I need you to look 

at what I’m going to show you then pop, ok?   

RUTH: (Gets up and sits on the arm of the chair) Tony’s going to show you another 

invention just like Mr. Sinclair made.  Go on Joe take a look.  (He slowly turns 

towards Tony)  That’s it Joe well done.   

TONY: It’s just like an old fashioned tape recorder but better because there’s no tapes 

to worry about.  So in future you can record all the things you want to tell mum or all 

the things you want to ask her when she’s not around.  Now all the functions are 

basically done by a single button, look I’ll show you.  (He holds the recorder towards 

Joe) See the red button there?  That’s for recording.  You press that when you want to 

remember something.  Here are look.  (He presses the button and records)  “Hello 

pop, how are you today then?”  Now you press that button to stop it see?  (He presses 

the stop button) Now rewind, and now we press play and we can hear what I’ve just 

recorded.  (He presses play and we hear his voice) “Hello pop, how are you today 

then?” (Tony beams, there is no reaction from Joe) There you go then pop what d’you 

think of that then?   

RUTH: So now you’ll be able to put all the things on there you need to remember and 

tell me about, won’t you?  And I know you can do it because you’re king of the 

jigsaws, you are Joe.   

JOE: (Starts pointing) I’ve got all this to do … and this … and this. 

TONY: (Tony sags, wearily) Oh Christ, perhaps I am expecting too much then. I 

never knew pop was this bad.  I thought it would help the pair of you. 

RUTH: (Stands and comes over and puts her arm round Tony’s shoulder) Well it was 

a lovely thought just the same.  

TONY: (Lightly, sourly) Yeah but knowing what I do now, I bet pop would have 

preferred the exotic dancer. 

RUTH: (Lightly) Hey don’t be like that love.  You never know, leave it here and the 

instructions, and I’ll have a go with him tomorrow and we’ll see how it goes.  Come 

on.  (Grins and hugs him and he hugs her back) Oh it is so lovely to see you! 

TONY: Yeah and you mum.  (Breaks away and stands.  He has a quick look back at 

his father, then to mum) Look I’m still a bit uncomfortable about this thing with 
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Clive.  I mean that’s worried me a bit that has.  D’you think pop’s going to be all right 

being left alone with him? 

RUTH: Oh I don’t think there’s really anything to worry about.  I mean he’s a very 

pleasant young man.  I think its just dad’s way of saying he doesn’t like me not being 

there and he misses me.  I certainly don’t think there’s anything to worry about. 

TONY: Mmm well ok then if you say so.  I mean you’d know better than me because 

you’re with him all the time.  So when’s Clive’s next visit?  Perhaps I could be here; 

I’d quite like to meet him for myself just for my own peace of mind.   

RUTH: He’s here on Friday. 

TONY: (Groans) Oh he would be, wouldn’t he?  I’ve got a meeting up in Brum and I 

can’t very well get out of that.  Look how about tomorrow then, Thursday?  Could 

you get him to change the day to tomorrow?   

RUTH: No that won’t work I’m afraid.   I’ve tried changing days before but he’s 

always booked up. 

TONY: Oh well that’s a shame then.  I suppose we’ll just have to monitor it and see 

how it goes then.   

RUTH: Well I don’t really feel like given up my newfound freedom unless I really 

have to. 

TONY: (He puts his arm around her) No well I don’t think it’ll come to that mum.  

But we just need to keep an eye on things, that’s all. 

RUTH: Yes well I will, of course I will.  (Sadly) I just wish Joe would come back to 

me, I know he’s in there somewhere.  It’s just heartbreaking some days to watch him, 

remembering what he used to be like.   

TONY: (Sadly) Oh mum I’m sorry.  (He hugs her a bit tighter.  Joe carries on 

smoothing the newspaper)  

 

Fade down lights. 

  

SCENE FOUR 

 

Fade up lights 
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Scene: The lounge the following Saturday.  Ruth and Tony enter. Joe is in the 

bedroom. 

 

RUTH: (Entering) Let’s go in here Tony I don’t want to risk waking your dad up. 

TONY: (Concerned) Look what’s this all about mum?  Is pop all right? 

RUTH: Yes he’s ok.  He’s just having a lie down at the moment.  

TONY: You frightened the life out of me when you phoned.  I thought there’d been 

an accident or something you sounded so upset. 

RUTH: (Grabs Tony’s arm and blurts out) Oh Tony I’ve done a terrible thing! 

TONY: (Reacting) Oh bloody hell mum what have you done! 

RUTH: (Upset) Oh Tony! 

TONY: Hey come on mum let’s sit down, shall we, eh?  (He takes her by the arm and 

leads her to the settee and they sit.  He holds her hands) Come on then mum, what’s 

going on?  I can see you’ve been crying.  So what on earth have you done that’s so 

terrible?  

RUTH: (She looks up, anxiously) Oh just say you’ll forgive me Tony, I know I’m a 

selfish old woman but I really didn’t think I was doing anything wrong. 

TONY: (Concerned) Oh for Christ’s sake mum what have you done?  (She shakes her 

head upset.  Tony, firmly) Look pop’s alright, isn’t he?  (Starts to stand) Look I think 

I’d better go and take a look … 

RUTH: (Grabs his arm and pulls him back down, firmly) No he’s fine!  Your dad’s 

fine … really. 

TONY: Well what’s this all about then mum?  I know it’s going to be something 

ghastly.  (He lowers his head to hers) Come on, you can tell me I can’t stand not 

knowing. 

RUTH: (Gently pushes Tony upright) There’s no one to blame but myself.  I’m the 

one that invited him into our house … 

TONY: (Cutting in, anxious) Invited who?  What’s happened?  Has someone hurt 

you? 

RUTH: (Waves her hand and shakes her head) No, no it’s not me.  It’s your dad.  It’s 

Clive … 

TONY: (Leaps up, angry) Jesus Christ what’s happened mum!  What’s he done?  If 

he’s hurt pop I’ll tear his sodding face off! 

RUTH: (Stands and catches hold of his arm) Dad’s ok, really. 
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TONY: You’re not just saying that, are you?  He is all right really yeah?  (She nods) 

Well what’s happened mum just tell me! 

RUTH: Hang on there a minute.  (She moves away) 

TONY: D’you want me to come with you?  (He starts to move) 

RUTH: No I’m only getting this.  (She picks up the plastic bag with the recorder in 

and hands it to Tony) Here you are you’ll be better at this than me.  I need you to play 

the tape. 

TONY: What?  

RUTH: You need to hear the tape. (Tony takes the recorder out the bag) 

TONY: What’s on here then? 

RUTH: (Upset) Oh just listen to it please … (Her voice breaks off) 

TONY: Ok mum ok.  Is this something that pop’s done then, is it?  (She nods) He 

managed to use it then did he? 

RUTH: Just play it Tony but I’m warning you, it isn't very pleasant. 

TONY: What? 

RUTH: (Snapping) Oh just play the bloody thing will you! 

TONY: (Taken aback) Christ mum ok, ok.  Just hang on a second.  (He fiddles with 

the recorder and presses play, we hear his father and Clive) 

CLIVE: (Sarcastically) Oh what’s up then diddems?  Want a cup of tea do ya?  Bit 

thirsty, are ya? 

JOE: Yes please … 

CLIVE: (Snapping) What am I then, your bloody servant or something!  You wanna 

drink, you can make it your self then!   I’ve got better things to do.  If you think I’m 

gonna chase round after you all day you’ve got another think coming. 

TONY: Oh Christ … 

CLIVE: (Sourly) Oh don’t look at me like that you pathetic old tosser!  I don’t see the 

point in keeping people like you alive anyway.  You’re no use to anyone.  You just sit 

in a chair all day moaning and smoothing your little paper.  (Sourly) Aw, look at your 

hands they’re filthy now!  Now I’ve gotta wash ‘em!  Right give me the paper!  

(Angry) Give it here! 

JOE: No! 

CLIVE: Right it’s gonna be like that then, is it, eh?  (Meaningfully) I’m not going to 

ask you again.  Give-me-the-paper!  (There is the sound of movement, a struggle, then 

quiet) Right.  (Measured) One thing I don’t like, and that’s to be pissed about.  So 
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now let’s see how clever you are then, shall we?   (There is the sound of a paper 

slapping down and small cries of pain) 

TONY: (Tony stops the tape and flings the recorder on the settee and stands.  Ruth is 

sobbing) Oh sweet Jesus!  I can’t listen to any more of that!  I mean how could he do 

that to my dad?  (He is very upset and emotional) How could someone do that to an 

elderly person?  My dad’s harmless he wouldn’t hurt a fly.  (Angry) Oh I wish that 

bastard was here now, I’d kill him!   

RUTH: I’m sorry love.  (She breaks down.  Tony comes over and sits and holds her 

hands) 

TONY: It’s not your fault mum.  Don’t go blaming yourself, unfortunately there’s 

people like that out there but not for bloody long that’s for sure.  I’ll soon sort him out 

don’t you worry about that. 

RUTH: (Concerned) Oh Tony you’re not going to do anything silly, are you? 

TONY: What like beat him to pulp you mean? 

RUTH: Oh Tony … 

TONY: No, much as I’d love to mum I won’t.  I’d probably be the one that got sent to 

prison not him.  You know my luck.  (Sourly, meaningfully) Giving him a good 

hiding would probably be an infringement of his human rights or something, and he’d 

get off with Community Service and I’d get twenty bloody years!   

RUTH: (She puts her hand up and strokes his face, sadly) Oh love. 

TONY: So how did you know about the tape then mum?  Did pop tell you? 

RUTH: (She puts her hands in her lap) Well, sort of yes.  We had a bit of a play with 

it like I said we would (She smiles weakly) and it was quite comical really.  I had the 

instructions in one hand and the recorder in the other and I was trying to guide your 

dad’s fingers onto the right buttons.  In the end we did it as a sort of game, which is 

how we usually approach something new we have to try, but I didn’t think for one 

moment that your dad would be able to work it by himself. 

TONY: So what happened then? 

RUTH: Well, Clive came round as usual and when I came back from shopping dad 

seemed really upset.  And Clive said dad had been a bit anxious and he said it was 

probably because you’d come back and it was all a bit much for him, (Scoffs) and like 

a fool that seemed a reasonable enough explanation to me.  But then when he’d gone, 

I bought your dad in his tea and he gave me the recorder.  I didn’t even know he had 

it.  He must have got up out of his chair and got it for himself.  He never said a word.  
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He just handed it to me and there was just something so desperate in the look he gave 

me; I knew there was something wrong straight away.  (A beat) So I played the tape 

and then when I’d calmed down, I called you.  (Upset) I didn’t know what else to do. 

TONY: You did fine mum, you did just fine, really. 

RUTH: So what are you going to do now then? 

TONY: I’m going to phone the police, it goes against my better judgement somehow, 

because nothing would give me greater pleasure than to beat the living daylights out 

of him!  (Stands, he is tense and his fists are clenched)  Oh and believe you me I’d 

like to do just that!  (Calmer) But it does tell us something about pop though, doesn’t 

it?  When he was under pressure, he remembered about the recorder.  He got up out of 

his chair, went over to the table, picked it up and then recorded what happened.  I 

mean that’s a hell of a thing for pop to do considering the way he is generally, don’t 

you think? 

RUTH: Well yes when you put it like that, he has done remarkably well.  Oh Tony I 

am so sorry. 

TONY: (Comes over to her) Hey don’t start on all that again.  It was as much my fault 

as yours.  I was the one that encouraged you to take some time off.   

RUTH: Well I’ll tell you something for nothing; I won’t be doing it any more, not 

after this. 

TONY: Won’t be doing what any more mum? 

RUTH: Leaving your dad with anyone else. 

TONY: Hey no let’s not get hasty about this mum come on.  You still need a break.   

And there must be dozens of decent hard-working carers out there.  We just picked a 

bad one, that’s all.  We’ll phone up an Agency.  Somewhere that’s registered …  

RUTH: (Cutting in, snapping) He was from a proper Registered Agency!  You don’t 

think I’d just use someone off the street, do you!  (Upset) 

TONY: Whoa calm down mum!  I’m not saying you did anything wrong.  I’m not 

accusing you or anything.  I’m just saying … 

RUTH: (Cutting in) And I’ve told you I won’t be letting anyone else near him!  I 

can’t believe what that man was doing to my husband whilst I was just swanning off 

enjoying myself without a care in the world.  I was just so happy to have a break I 

didn’t notice what was going on.  How could I have been so selfish?  No that’s an end 

to it.  It’s just me and your dad again from now on, the way it’s always been. 
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TONY: (Puts his arm round her) Oh come on mum.  Don’t be so hard on yourself.  

Pop’s ok.   

RUTH: Yes thank God but who knows what might have happened if it had carried 

on?  Oh I dread to think. 

TONY: But we stopped it in time.  Pop’s ok, you’re ok and I’m wonderful!  So 

where’s that cup of tea you were on about then, eh?  We’ll have that, I’ll talk to pop 

and then I’ll phone the police.   

RUTH: Ok love.   

TONY: You go and put the kettle on, and I’ll have a piece of Angel cake and don’t be 

so stingy with it this time.  The last slice you gave me was barely a mouthful!    

RUTH: You saucy beggar!  (She smiles and starts to exits) 

TONY: And mum? 

RUTH: (She stops) Yes love? 

TONY: It’s going to be ok I promise. Dad’s going to be fine.  (Ruth smiles and exits.  

Tony picks up the recorder and exits)   

The  lights fade down. 
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