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Debauchery Next Door: The Boundaries of Shame
in AbigailÕs Party

MIKITA BROTTMAN

Theplay thatbecameAbigailÕsParty began life asan experimentdevisedby directorMike
Leigh with Þve actorsÑincluding his then-wife, Alison SteadmanÑatthe Hampstead
Theaterin London.Given basiccharacteroutlinesandsix weeksfor rehearsal,theseÞve
actorspartly improvisedthe original productionthat was laterusedasthe basisof Mike
LeighÕsscript for theBBCÕsPlayfor Today, ÞrstscreenedonNovember5,1977.Although
incidentaldetailsof time and placeinitially seemvital elementsof AbigailÕs Party, by
mostaccountsthe play hasdatedwell, andtherehave beenregular revivals, includinga
highly-acclaimedrecentperformanceat theplayÕs original venue,theHampsteadTheater.
Whetheror not the audienceis familiar with the speciÞcsof classandculturethat mark
the setting of the playÑan intimate get-togetherinvolving threesetsof neighborsÑitÕs
impossiblenot to getasenseof thehorribletensionsgeneratedbetweenhostessandguests
at13RichmondRd.,NorthLondon,andfor this reasontheplay remainsrelevant,horrible
socialtensionsbeing,of course,commonto every class,periodandculture.

Still, not everybodylikesAbigailÕs Party. As with mostof Mike LeighÕs work, there
arethosecritics andreviewerswhohaveexpressedan ethicalambivalenceaboutthekinds
of emotionsthe play provokes in its audience,speciÞcallyaboutwhetheror not Leigh
is deliberatelysatirizing the aspiringlower middle classes,poking fun at their pathetic
ambitions,badtasteandmaritalconßicts.ThecaseagainstAbigailÕsParty wasmademost
forcefully by DennisPotterin his review of theBBC production,publishedin TheSunday
Times (London),November6, 1977:

Thisplaywasbasedonnothingmoreedifying thanranciddisdain,for it wasa
prolongedjeer, twitching with genuinehatred,about the dreadful suburban
tastesof the dreadful lower middle classes. . . it sank under its immense
condescension.The force of the yelping derision becamea single note of
contempt,ampliÞedinto a relentlessscreech.As so often in the mineÞelds
of English class-consciousness,more was revealedof the snobberyof the
observers ratherthanof theobserved (35).

SinceÒthemineÞeldsof EnglishclassconsciousnessÓareso centralto Mike LeighÕs
work, thebestanalysisof his Þlms, like thatof RayCarney (2000)andMichaelCoveney
(1996)attendsmainly to ideologicalissues.In this brief paper, however, I plan to take a

Mikita Brottmanis a professorof languageandliteratureat theMarylandInstituteCollegeof
Art. Shewriteson thepathologicaland apocalypticimpulsein contemporaryAmericanculture.Her
mostrecentbookis FunnyPeculiar: GershonLegmanandthePsychopathology of Humor(2004).
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318 Mikita Brottman

differentapproach.Remainingawarethat,in thework of MikeLeigh,theboundarybetween
thepersonalandtheideologicalhasalwaysalreadybeencrossed,IÕd liketo lookatsomeof
thepsychologicaldimensionsof AbigailÕsParty, in orderto considerwhatit is aboutthese
particularcharactersandthis particularsituationthatprovokessuchananxiousresponse,
bothin hostilecritics like Potter, aswell asthosepeopleÑlike myselfÑwho Þndtheplay
morbidly compelling,mostlybecauseits makes me feelsouncomfortable.In fact,though
manyÑincluding Leigh himselfÑmight Þndmy approachperipheralor irrelevant,I think
it actuallymakes more sensethanÞrst impressionsmight suggest,asthereis something
akinto freeassociationin dialoguethatis (or at leastwasoriginally) partly improvised,and
thereis somethingnot unlike grouptherapy in this nightmarishcircusof hatred,in which
thesocial facadeis lifted, andwe areshown thesnobbery, bullying, andhumiliation that
lie beneath.

I needto start,of course,with Beverly (Alison Steadmanin theoriginal production),
because,in apsychologicalsense,Beverly is theonly characterin AbigailÕsParty. Eachof
herguestsexistsonly in so farasthey relateto Beverly, andin sofar asthey willingly allow
herto swallow themup,likeAngela,or struggleto resist,likeSue.Sovoraciousis Beverly
that sheimmediatelycolonizeseveryonewith whom shecomesinto contact,subsuming
themwithin theboundariesof hermonstrousego.

No one and nothing exists separatelyfrom Beverly. The very set of the play is a
representationof her innerworld; ironically (sinceBeverly is a beautician),everything is
loud,fakeandclashingin themostgarish70sstyle.Thecurtainsandwallpaperhaveanasty
patternof hugebrown-and-orangeswirls;thereÕsasunburstclockabovethefakecoal-effect
Þre(soobviouslyplastic).Thesuite is paddedleather(Ònotleatherette,ÓinsistsBeverlyÑa
perfectexampleof what FreuddescribesasÒthenarcissismof small differencesÓ[45]).
According to LeighÕs set directions,ÒAbove the setteeis a room-divider shelf unit, on
which are a telephone,a stereosystem,an ornamentalÞbre-light,a fold-down deskand,
prominently, abarÓ(1).Theshelvesdisplayasetof leather-boundbook-clubvolumes;in the
centerof theroomisasheepskinruglying next toamarble-toppedtable.MostsigniÞcantof
all, thehousecontainsÑasBeverly proudlyannouncesto herguestsÑadownstairstoilet.
Having two toilets,as everyoneknows, wastheconsummateidealof theaspiringmiddle
classesin the1970s,whenthechasmbetweentheclasses,somefelt, couldbe bridgedby
theluxuryof an extra loo.

RayCarney (2000)haspointedout thattheunsettlingnatureof BeverlyÕsperformance
relatesto the fact that sheis neitherbeingdeceitful,nor trying to cover anything up; as
Carney putsit, Òthereisno reality lurking in thedepths;everythingis fake. BeverlyÕs ideas
andemotionsareno different from her jewelry: both are equallycheapknock-offs. Her
mostprivate,innerexperiencesareasclichedasherexpressionsÓ(101).Carney makesthe
casethat Òthereis somethingartiÞcial,imitated,derivative or inauthenticaboutvirtually
everyline of dialoguethatBeverly utters.It all feelsÒscriptedÓÓ(100Ð101).So while in one
respectBeverly is theonly characterin AbigailÕs Party, in anotherrespectBeverly herself
doesnotactuallyexist: hercharacteris completelysynthetic;sheis all artiÞce.

Thepowerrelationsin BeverlyÕshomeareclear, andherattemptstoexercisethispower
over eachvulnerableguestresultsin somekindof distortionin theirpersonality. Theguests,
in turn, losenot so much their power, but signiÞcantaspectsof themselvesÑinitiative,
individuality, inquiry, and self-determination.They lose their active personalities,to a
certainextent,asBeverley attemptsto stripeachof themof their identity, andincorporates
thespoils into herown character, as additionaldimensionsof heregotism.In otherwords,
like thewitch in thefairy-tale,shethreatensto eatthemall up.
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DebaucheryNext Door 319

MikeLeighÕspolitical leaningsarewell-known,andwhile I donÕt believethatBeverly
is basedin any consciousor deliberateway on theÞgureof Margaret Thatcher, shedoes,
it is fair to say, sharesomeof ThatcherÕs lessappealingqualitiesÑher theatricalvoice,
hermatriarchalbossiness,hercrass,opinionatedchampioningof middle-classvalues,her
primpedhair andpowderedcomplexion. Thatcherdid not becomePrime Minister until
1979,but by 1977shewasÞrmly establishedasleaderof theConservative Party andwas
alreadyan intimidating Þgurein British politics. Most of all, I think, Beverly resembles
Mrs. Thatcherin the wayÑpart nanny, part bullyÑshe colonizesher guests,a process
whichcausesvarying degreesof conßict,dependingonhow mucheachvictim hasinvested
in their independentsenseof self.

BeverlyÕs husbandLawrence,for example,remindsmeof thosefawning ÒlittlemenÓ
who ßocked and fawned aroundMrs. Thatcherin the Tory Cabinet, insinuatingcivil
servants,who treatedher like a terrifying headmistressto be ßatteredandobeyed, then
snickered at the momentsheis out of sight (in fact, thesemenÑMichael Heseltine,Jim
Prior, PeterWalkerÑwere theÞrstto abandonThatcheraftershelost the1990election).

Laurenceis ahenpecked,obsequiousestateagentwhospeaksmainly in clich«es(ÒYes,
Mrs. Cushing,Ówe overhearhim saying to a client on the phone,Òwehave run him to
ground,and youÕll be happy to know IÕmin the throesof retrieving the key!. . .IÕmat
your service,Mrs. Cushing,he who paysthe piper calls the tune.You namethe hour,
and I shall appear!Ó).Laurenceis almost hysterical with stress,unableto relax at all
in the company of his monstrouswife. The couplehasonly beenmarriedthreeyears,
but they have nothing in commonandarealreadysick to deathof eachother. Laurence
hasbeengrounddown into a pitiful wreck of a man with a hugechip on his shoulder,
reducedto themiserablepleasuresof cheappedantryandpettyone-upmanship.Helikesto
correctothers,complainsÑwhileglaringrudelyat his neighborsÑthattheÒneighborhood
is going downhill,Óthe Òclassof peopleÓand the Òtoneof the areaÓhave changed,and
itÕs becomeÒmixed, morecosmopolitan.ÓHe boaststhat he buys a new car every year,
even thoughitÕs alwaysa Mini: ÒIÞnd the Mini economical,efÞcientand reliable,Óhe
proclaims,Òandthemostsuitedto my purposes.ÓHis philosophy isÒLife is aÞghtÑpeople
alwaysseemto be againstyou.ÓHis feebleattemptsat self-assertioninvolve pitting his
bourgeoisidealsagainst his wifeÕs lower-classtastes:she likesDemisRoussos,he likes
ÒlightclassicalÓ(BeethovenÕs ninth); shelikesÒeroticart,ÓhelikesLowry andVan Gogh
(whichhepronounceswith aÔhÕsohardthathealmostchokeson it).

In essence,however, Beverly andLaurencehavemuchin common:LaurenceÕsideaof
ÒcultureÓisjustasspuriousandsecond-handasBeverlyÕsideaof ÒtasteÓ.His leather-bound
collectionsof ShakespeareandDickens,which he shows off proudly to Sue,arejust for
show (ÒPart of our heritage,Óhe boasts,adding,Òofcourse,itÕs not somethingyou can
actuallyREADÓ).LikeBeverly, Laurenceis trappedby hisnarcissisticdefensesinto taking
on the trappingsof a role he needsto playÑa role that includedmarryinga womanwho
is only interestedin his money. ÒIfI wantanythingÑmakeup,new hairdo,new dress,heÕs
very generous,themoneyÕsthere,ÓsaysBeverly whenasked abouthermarriage,Òbut other
thanthat,itÕs justboring.Ó

Angela,the haplessnursewith jamjar glasses,is too passive andignorantto put up
any kind of resistanceto hurricaneBeverly; in fact,she is grateful just to have someone
to talk to. Shelets Beverly patronizeher and ßirt with her broodinghusband,blithely
twittering away evenduring theplayÕs mostawkward moments,not becausesheÕs trying
to soothethe tension,but becauseshe simply hasnÕt noticed it. Angela is the kind of
working-classwomanwho hascometo take her husbandÕs angry contemptfor granted
(ÒheÕs not violent, heÕs justa bit nasty,Óshetells Beverly. ÒLike, theotherday, he said to
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320 Mikita Brottman

me,heÕd liketo cellotapemy mouth.And thatÕsnotvery nice,is it?Ó).Sheopenlyexpresses
herfeelingsof inferiority to Beverly, neatlycaughtin heradmirationof herneighborÕsnew
suite.ÒWeÕve justboughta new three-piecesuite,but oursisnÕt real leather, like thisÑitÕs
Ôleatherlook,ÕÒshetells Beverly, who repliescondescendingly, ÒOh,the LeatherLook?
Great.ÓSoharebrainedis Angelathatshethinks themock-Tudorhousesin thestreetare
actuallyTudor, much to LaurenceÕs disdain;later, sheconfessesdopily to Beverly thatÒI
never thoughtIÕd getmarriedor live in ahouse.Ó

Tony, on theotherhand,is moreguardedthanhiswife, anddoesnÕt submit to Beverly
without a struggle.A formerCrystalPalacePlayer, Tony is now a computeroperatorwho
worksÒshiftsÓandremainsproudof hisworkingclassroots,askingfor PaleAle ratherthan
gin.Boredby thepartyandhatefultoward hiswife, Tony spendsmostof theeveningsitting
seethingin the corner, always,it seems,right on the edgeof violence,despiteAngelaÕs
blitheassurances.Bothemotionallyandliterally inarticulate,herespondstoBeverlyÕsinane
questionswith monosyllabicgrunts.He is willing to feelherup whenthey dancebut not
to talk to her, although,like Laurence,he letsherorderhim aroundwhenthereÕs ÒmenÕs
workÓto be done(moving the sofa, going next-door to checkon the party, push-starting
LaurenceÕscar).Wecanseewhy Beverly hasnousefor ÒWomenÕsLibÓ;sheÕsso obviously
theboss.

TheÞnalguest,Sue,is by far themostunsettledby BeverlyÕs narcissisticattemptsto
subsumeheridentity, partlybecauseby thetimeshearrives thetensionisalreadypalpable
(andsheis alreadyanxiousaboutthepartynext door),andpartly becausesheis thepolar
oppositeof Beverly. Beverly speaksin anasalwhine;Suehasalow, quietvoicethatis hard
to hear. Beverly wearsa low-cut reddresswhile Sueis dressedin a conservative blouse,
skirt andsensibleshoes;she bringsa bottle of Beaujolaisto the party, andsits with her
handbagat her feet like a talismanof decency. FromBeverlyÕs pushy questions,we learn
thatSueis divorced,with two children,oneof whom,Abigail, is apunkwith apink streak
in herhair (very up-to-datefor 1977).Nervousandrigid, mortiÞedby BeverlyÕs intrusive
crassnessandsexualinnuendo,Suedoesherbesttobepolite,but in theendis forcedto take
theonly optionavailableÑsheescapesto thebathroom(thankgoodnessfor thatdownstairs
loo).

In herrole asso-calledÒhostess,ÓBeverly systematicallybullies, belittlesandabuses
herguests,stufÞngthemunappetizingÒnibblesÓsuchasolives,whichsheherselfdescribes
asÒhorrible,ÓencouragingTony andAngelato smokeeventhoughthey havejustgiven up,
insistingthey all dancewhennobodywantsto but her, andforcingSueto drink gin until she
vomits.Beforelong,BeverlyÕslittle get-togetherhasdescendedintoakindof grouptherapy,
or moreappropriatelyperhaps(sincenothingis beingresolved),a kind of sharedmadness
or masshysteria,in which thevariouspersonalitiesin theroomstruggleto resistBeverlyÕs
domination,working togetherand against eachother, forming and breakingalliances,
projectingtheir own anxietiesandinsecuritieson to eachother. Eachindividual is bound
up affectively with theothers,linked to thememotionally, whetherthroughacceptanceor
resistance.

The two marriageswe seein AbigailÕs Party are,like many marriages,situationsin
whichbothpartieshaveagreedtoakindof folie àdeux, acollusive, mutualrepressionof the
realconditionsof their marriage.This reality thenemergesin a situationthat,in theguise
of a socially sanctionedÒget-together,Óallows themto indulgein binge-drinking,marital
humiliation, escalatinghostility, andsexual overtures.In BeverlyÕs world, the dominant
values are thoseof egotism,pride, competitiveness,and the will to mastery. ThatcherÕs
version of leadership,like BeverlyÕs, espousedthe virtuesof privatization,stretchingthe
boundariesof individual power to see who could subsumethe most.Notoriously, Mrs.
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DebaucheryNext Door 321

Thatcherrewarded narcissism,rejectingpublic corporationsin favor of American-style
competition,placingproudemphasison thenotionof a coherentandautonomousprivate
identity, bothon thepersonalandthenationalstage.OutsidersÑthoseof a differentclass
or raceÑwereexperiencedascontemptibleandhateworthy, asarethose,like Laurence,
who opposeBeverly with their own senseof self. Beverly cannotunderstandtheneedsof
otherpeople.Sheexhibits no altruism,no sympathy or compassionexceptwhenbasedon
narcissisticidentiÞcation.

In this light, AbigailÕs Party is certainly not a satire. What thesecharactersevoke,
emotionally, is not mockery, but pity. Desperateto expresstheir uniquenessin a society
whoseonlyacceptablemeansof expressioniscommodityfetishism,Beverlyandherguests
are reducedto afÞrming their existencethroughtheir tastein massproducedfurniture,
popularmusicandÒeroticart.ÓIf we cringe,like Potter, at her badtasteandmonstrous
narcissism,it isbecauseweare feelingon herbehalfan emotionBeverly doesnotseemto
know: shame.

What is shame?Shameis the sensewe have of our own human failings, our
incompetence,ugliness,andlossof self-control.Shameregulatesthetensionbetweenthe
privateandpublic aspectsof self. ÒIndifferentcultures,Óaccordingto Levy andRozaldo
(1983),Òtherearetobefounddifferencesin thenatureof whatisprivateandwhatispublicin
theself concept,emotionsandrelationship,andthereforetherewill bedifferentexperiences
of shameÓ(131).In shame,we withdraw from thegazeof theotherwho is experiencedas
moreworthy. Accordingto Malcolm Pines(1987),this Òmaybe theunconsciousimplicit
other, or may beanactualrealotherwith whomwe areengagedat thatmoment,but who
alsoreactivatesearlierrepresentationsof shamingpersonsÓ(20).

Essentially, shameis a statein which we aremadeawareof our bodily experiences,
allowing usto recognizea senseof deÞciency in theself.Whenthis happens,thesenseof
self suddenlymoves from backgroundto foregroundawareness,andthepersonis caught
up in a state of subjective self-consciousness,experiencedas a painful intrusion into a
previously quiet,smoothly operatingsenseof self as background,context, or framework
for experience.Speigel(1959)hascalledthistheÒßy-wheelÓbackgroundsenseof self, that
alwaysoperatessmoothlyuntil it is disrupted,andwethenbecomesuddenlyandpainfully
self-conscious.Bursten(1973)haswritten that:

Shameexperiencesdisruptthesilent andautomaticfunctioningof thesenseof
self,andshameisconsideredto bethebasicform of unpleasurein disturbances
of narcissism.The grandioseself is viewed as evolving compensatory
formationsinstigatedin largepartsby primitiveshameexperiences(287Ð300).

In other words, most of us, as children, becomeacutely aware of our smallness,
weakness,andrelative incompetencein the largerschemeof things,andsowe develop a
proportionatesenseof shame.In thecaseof anarcissistlikeBeverly, however, thesenseof
shameis so greatandsodeeplyrepressedthat,wereit to cometo consciousness,it would
causethe senseof self to collapseanddeßateso completelythat it mustbe consistently
defendedagainstwith ever-expandingfantasiesof grandiosity.

In onesense,whatallows Beverly to dominateherpartyguestsso ferociouslyis her
totalabsenceof shame.Shameislinked to self-esteem,to feelingsof inferiority andfailure,
andhenceto narcissism.The pain of shameis linked to the failure of that which we are
andthatwhich we would wish to be,eitherfor ourselves,or for others.In psychoanalytic
terms,this is expressedas theego idealcontrastedto theego, the idealself contrastedto
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322 Mikita Brottman

theactualself, or thegrandioseself as relatedto thecentralself. All theseare concerned
with somenotionof ratio,ameasurementof oneagainsttheotherÓ(Pines,21).

Apart from Beverly, thecharactersin AbigailÕs Party aredistinguishedby thevarious
degreesof shamethey manifest.In fact,they displayawholerangeof shadesandnuances
of shame,alongwith lesssubtledimensionsof the feeling.Beverly humiliatesLaurence,
in bothsensesof theword;Angelaissocially awkward;Tony is deeplyembarrassedby his
wife, andsimultaneouslyself-consciousandproudof his working-classorigins; Sueis so
mortiÞedby thesituationthatshecanhardlymove.

Shameasrepressedgrandiosity, andgrandiosityasrepressedshame:thesecouldbethe
Englishnationalemotions.Whereothernationsseemto have no problemexpressingtheir
pridein andlove for their country, for theEnglish,any expressionof patriotism,from the
UnionJackto thenationalanthem,evokesthespecterof ashamefulcolonialpast,whenthe
English,aspopularlyconceived,dividedtheworld into themselvesandÒJohnny Foreigner.Ó
Thesedays,theEnglish,like theGermans,have greatdifÞcultyexpressingtheir national
pride.Thatproverbial self-deprecationso beloved in suchBritish actorsas therepugnant
HughGrantmorecommonlyturnsupasadeeprootedsenseof self-loathingandcynicism;
afterall, asDanielDefoewrotein his1701essayÒTheTrueBornEnglishman,Óweareall
descendantsof an Òamphibiousill-born mob.ÓEnglishculturetodayhasalmostanentirely
negativeidentity, at leastamongtheEnglish,partlyaby-productof ThatcherÕsprivatization
of nationalresources,andherprivileging of the individual over themassesÑthebasisof
herfamousclaim thatÒthereÕs no suchthingas society.Ó

Accordingto Freud,Òshame,disgustandmorality arelike Watchmenwho maintain
repressions(45)Ó,yet asFreudalsosayselsewhere,whatever is repressedwill strive to
return. It returnsin the form of dream,desireand fantasyÑin this case,in the form of
AbigailÕs Party, the off-stage,unseen,ÒOtherÓparty that exists only in the charactersÕ
imaginations,andthe odd glimpsesof activity reportedbackby thosewho aresent next
doorto serveas realwatchmen.

We donÕt know whatis happeningat AbigailÕs house;we know thatonly thatAbigail
is 15, with a pink streak in her hair. We know she wearsÒjeanswith patcheson, and
safety-pinsright down the side, and scruffy bottoms;Ówe know she sometimeswears
ÒplumberÕsoveralls,Óandrideson thebackof herfriendÕsmotorbike. Weknow thatthis is
herÞrstunsupervisedparty. We also know thatherparentsare divorced,which Beverley
feelsis usuallytheresultof Òpermissiveness,andall this wife-swappingbusinessÓandthe
bad inßuenceof Þlm stars (ÒImean,to a Þlm star, gettingdivorcedis like going to the
lavatory, if youÕll pardonmy French,Óshesaysto Sue).

The Þrst time LaurenceandTony aresent next door, they returnwith a report that
Òtwo coloredchapsanda girl roaredup in a Ford CapriÓ;the secondtime, Beverly goes
with them,andcomesbackwith thenews thatÒitÕs all happeningat your place,Sue.ÓShe
excitedlydescribesaÒfat blokewedgedin yourbaywindowÓwith athin girl Òdrapedround
him.. andtheyÕre snoggingawayÐÓ).LaurencealsomentionsÒacoupledown the sideof
thehouse,ÓandÒafew in theporch.ÓThis isenough,onthepartof Beverly andherguests,
to evoke fantasiesof lust and violence,dangerousand anti-socialacts,the unrepressed
impulsesof oversexed teenagersuninhibitedby theimperativesof middle-classshameand
guilt.

Beverly herselfrefersto thepartyasÒabit of a rave-upÓandaÒfreak-out,Óimagining
therewill beplentyof ÒspiritsÓandÒolderboys.ÓÒIÕmnot sayingthereÕll beany trouble,Ó
shewarns,Òbut, with teenagers,they haveadrink, andthey getover excited. . .Ñthen they
Þndtheir way to the bedrooms.ÓWhenTony fails to reappear, Beverly jokes to Angela
thatÒHeÕsprobablybeingrapedby a loadof Þfteen-year-old schoolgirls!ÓÒAng,I canjust
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DebaucheryNext Door 323

seeit, right, the musicÕs thumpingaway andyour ToneÕs lying on the ßoor, andthereÕs
all thesegirls, right, you know, piling on top of him. . .Ó.Sheexpressesa particularly
gleefulpleasureat thesefantasies,tauntingthefaint-heartedSuewith voyeuristicimagesof
adolescentmayhem,indulgingherown exhibitionist impulsesandsexual fantasies.ÒThey
donÕt wantMum sitting there,castingabeadyeyeon all thegoings-on,do they?Óshesays
to Sue,lasciviously. This, after all, is whereBeverly is leadingher own guestsÑinviting
themto join her in obliteratingthe shamethat restrainsthemfrom actingout their own
forbiddenwishes,compensatingfor their own patheticandinadequatelives(Angelasays
Tony Òturnsover andgoesto sleepwhenI leapon him,ÓandwhenLaurencedescribes
BeverlyÕsÒeroticpictureÓasÒcheap,pornographictrash!ÓsheretaliatesÒYeah,well, youÕre
deadfrom thewaist down anyway, letÕs faceit!Ó)

The title of the play is appropriate,then.AbigailÕs party is the focusof the drama
in that it weaselsits way into the imaginationof Beverly andher guests,teasingthem,
conjuringup phantomsof lasciviousmayhem,sexual freedom,a frighteningandexciting
placewithout thestißing charadeof socialetiquette:cocktail napkins,pineapplechunks,
and party sausageson sticks, ÒnibblesÓand ÒlittleÞllups.ÓFor Laurence,the external
stressesof his job, combinedwith thepressurefrom his hostile,domineeringwife Þnally
take their toll. Nothinghappensat BeverlyÕs partyÑand thatÕs exactly thepoint.Theorgy
of sex andviolenceconjuredupby Beverly makesherown get-togetherseemsuffocatingly
strait-lacedÑsosuffocating,in fact,thatit actuallyproves lethal.
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