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Writing samples 

1.​ Dialogue from In a Handbag, Darkly (stage play) 
2.​ Dialogue from Untrue Stories (audio serial) 
3.​ Interactive dialogue tree from Detectiveland (interactive fiction game) 

(Also see my interactive fiction games at https://versificator.itch.io)​
 

From In a Handbag, Darkly: An Impertinent Epilogue to The Importance of Being 
Earnest 

MERRIMAN:​ Here is the—the h-word in question, sir. (Puts the handbag on the 
desk.) 

ALGERNON:​ Merriman, my man Lane is out on the platform. There appears to 
have been some kind of administrative error. Perhaps the two of 
you can determine between yourselves precisely who is to be 
murdered by whom, and report back. 

(MERRIMAN leaves as MISS PRISM enters.) 

MERRIMAN:​ Yes, sir. Good evening, Miss Prism. 

JACK:​ Miss Prism! 

ALGERNON:​ Cecily’s governess? 

MISS PRISM:​ Mr Worthing? Mr Moncrieff? This is unexpected. 

JACK:​ No it isn’t. I expect you’re here to pick up a handbag? 

MISS PRISM:​ A handbag? (JACK winces.) Why, yes. I have the ticket stub here. 
Item thirty-three. As a justice of the peace you are, I presume, the 
ranking official? 

(MISS PRISM hands JACK a ticket stub.) 

ALGERNON:​ (To JACK) Don’t let her have it, if you’re so worried. 

JACK:​ (Grimly) She has the ticket-stub. My hands are tied. Here it is, Miss 
Prism. 
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ALGERNON:​ (Looking at the handbag) Perhaps it’s full of money. 

JACK:​ That’s certainly a possibility. It could also be a bomb. 

ALGERNON:​ Or a baby. 

(MISS PRISM bursts into tears.) 

JACK:​ (Inspecting the label on the handbag) Whatever it is, it’s been in 
that storeroom for twenty-eight years. It is unlikely to be a baby in a 
useful state. 

MISS PRISM:​ Mr Worthing... I have not told you everything. On the day I mislaid 
you as an infant... 

JACK:​ Miss Prism, if this is a shameful secret about the past, it can wait. 

TWIN:​ (Voice addressing them from an uncertain location) To lose one 
baby, Miss Prism, may be regarded as misfortune. To lose twins 
seems like carelessness. 

(They look around for the source of the voice, then realise that it came from the 
handbag. The head of the WITHERED TWIN, and a couple of puppet hands, emerge 
from the handbag.) 

TWIN:​ I expect you’re wondering why I brought you here. 

JACK:​ (With fragile composition) No. No we’re not. We refuse to be drawn 
in, we’re all going to go home... aren’t we? 

(There is a moment of awkward silence. MISS PRISM sobs.) 

TWIN:​ Are you going to tell them, Miss Prism, or am I? 

JACK:​ No! (Puts his hands over his ears.) 

MISS PRISM:​ You were twins, Mr Worthing. But you were not identical twins. One 
of you was rosy-cheeked, golden-haired, and well disposed to life. 
The other was ugly, bitter and monstrous, with a terrible temper to 
it. The General and Mrs Moncrieff never even announced the birth 
of the latter. For almost a year they were able to conceal it, keeping 
it cruelly confined to the smallest bedroom, the one with no 
fireplace and only one en-suite bathroom. But it became more and 
more difficult to keep secret. Came a day when the Moncrieffs sent 
me forth from the house, with both infants and instructions to return 
with only one of them. I had about me a somewhat old, but 



capacious handbag, whose story we know. I was also in 
possession of a perambulator, the manuscript of a three-volume 
novel, and a second handbag, in which I intended to dispose of the 
disfavoured child. I checked it in to left luggage in this very 
cloakroom, believing that if I held on to the ticket-stub, I could 
occasionally return to check on the child's well-being, or retrieve it 
should its parents have a change of heart. But I was distraught by 
guilt, and in a series of mental abstractions I mislaid the ticket-stub 
and every other item in my care, including yourself, Mr Worthing. 
When the first handbag was restored to me earlier tonight it 
contained the stub... 

TWIN:​ Which brings you here. Isn’t this pleasant? A little family reunion. 
Jack and Algernon, both my brothers, if I have followed the plot 
correctly, and even my old nanny. Now... 

JACK:​ Now nothing. We are not in the least curious and we are going 
home. (Waits for support from the others, which does not come) 
Well, I'm going home. 

TWIN:​ You are doing nothing of the kind, dear brother. No one is leaving 
this room until I and my henchmen allow it. Henchmen! You can 
come back in now. 

(MERRIMAN and LANE enter.1 LANE blocks JACK’s exit.) 

JACK:​ Merriman, my indefatigable butler! 

ALGERNON:​ Lane, my hitherto trusted valet! After all your years of service, how 
cruelly you repay me. 

TWIN:​ Shut up! No more juxtapositions from anyone. Henchmen, if 
anybody utters another contradiction-in-terms, humorous play on 
words, pithy epigram, zeugma, or witticism of any kind, kill them, 
understand? 

MERRIMAN:​ Yes, sir. 

LANE:​ Got it, sir. 

ALGERNON:​ You two aren’t really working for this... this... (To the TWIN) You 
have us all at a disadvantage. What is your name? 

1 In the Edinburgh Fringe production, the director cast Merriman and Lane as the same actor, despite the 
two frequently being on stage together. It was brilliant. 



TWIN:​ A question upon which much depends. In the beginning, I knew no 
name, no world, no feelings. I knew only darkness, and the little 
patch of grubby ceiling which foundlings call the sky. I survived on 
rainwater from the leaky roof and a packet of mint imperials which 
chanced to be in the handbag with me. I was discovered by a 
young man, a clerk on the Metropolitan District Railway, who sat my 
handbag on his work-desk, shared his food and taught me speech, 
although he made it clear from the outset that he would never 
remove me from the handbag. More than his job was worth, he 
said. I had been placed in left luggage in his charge and, as far as 
he was concerned, I would stay there until the ticket-stub was 
returned. I knew nothing of the world outside, except what I 
overheard from the travellers who passed through my cloakroom. I 
learnt to wonder—who I was, why I had been stowed away in such 
a place. I entertained fanciful notions of being a fairy changeling, or 
the rightful king of some exotic land, or at least the illegitimate son 
of someone interesting enough to blackmail one day. Until I 
overheard a conversation that led to a more mundane account for 
things. I heard of a Mr Thomas Cardew, who had found a poor little 
baby, abandoned in a handbag, and taken it home and raised it as 
his own to no small level of wealth and privilege. I knew at once 
that we were brothers, Jack Worthing, and I resolved to find you. To 
claim back what is rightfully mine. 

JACK:​ Hang on. I am sorry for your circumstances, except that I am glad 
they are not mine, but I’m not sure I have anything that is rightfully 
yours. 

TWIN:​ Your name, your life, the clothes you stand in, your very identity is 
rightfully mine. Because as well as being the smaller, withered, 
embittered twin, I happen to be the elder. 

MISS PRISM:​ That is true. He is nineteen and a half minutes your senior. (To the 
TWIN) You were always an impatient child. 

TWIN:​ Meaning I, by rights, should have been the one to inherit our 
father’s name. I am Ernest Worthing. 

MISS PRISM:​ Moncrieff. 

TWIN:​ Whatever.  



From Untrue Stories, Episode 1: A Nice Cup of Tea (audio) 
 

WELLS:​ (SHARPLY) Orwell! You and I may be bitter literary rivals but the time 
has come to put our differences aside. 

ORWELL:​ Why? 

WELLS:​ Because the tea is ready. No need to say thank you. 

ORWELL:​ Well, let’s hope you can at least make a decent cuppa. 

SIPPING 

ORWELL:​ Ugh! (SPITS) 

WELLS:​ Oh dear. Down the wrong pipe? 

ORWELL:​ This is not tea. 

WELLS:​ Fairly sure it said tea on the packet, George. 

ORWELL:​ Look here, you idealistic antique. There are eleven rules to making a 
nice cup of tea, and they are all golden. Didn’t you read my essay on the 
subject in the Evening Standard? 

WELLS:​ Let’s assume I’m one of the small number of people who didn’t get round 
to it. 

ORWELL:​ This—this liquid is in clear violation of rule one, rule two, rule three, rule 
f—amazing, it’s all of them. You’ve got zero out of eleven, I think that’s 
the first time I’ve seen a zero. 

WELLS:​ Oh my goodness. Are you the tea police now? 

ORWELL:​ Rule one. Use only Indian or Ceylonese tea. 

WELLS:​ Oh, I’m sure it’s from round there somewhere. 

ORWELL:​ Not good enough. India or Ceylon. The rest isn’t tea, it’s food colouring. 
You know when they did that bloody partition I had to throw out half my 
stocks? Where’s this from, anyway? 

RUSTLE OF PACKAGING 

ORWELL:​ Yorkshire? They don’t grow tea in Yorkshire. (SUSPICIOUSLY) Is this 
gravy? 



WELLS:​ I don’t think it’s actually grown in Yorkshire. 

ORWELL:​ Rule two. Tea must be brewed in a teapot. 

WELLS:​ I did use a teapot. There it is. 

ORWELL:​ A teapot is made of china, earthenware or on occasion pewter and has a 
capacity no greater than one Imperial quart. That, sir, is an urn. Rule 
three. The pot should be warmed beforehand— 

WELLS:​ I did warm it— 

ORWELL:​ —on the hob. Not by swilling it out with lukewarm water like you’re 
rinsing the dog dish. 

WELLS:​ George, you can’t heat a teapot on a hob. 

ORWELL:​ Not if it’s an urn! 

WELLS:​ You burnt down three Parisian hotels trying to heat teapots on hobs— 

ORWELL:​ Well, they should have had proper hobs. Rule four. The tea should be 
strong. Six heaped Sheffield teaspoons to the Imperial quart. For 
drinkers over the age of forty, allow one extra teaspoon per decade of 
life. (GETTING MORE FRANTIC) Rule five. No strainers, no bags, no 
kidding. Rule six. One should take the teapot to the kettle and not the 
other way about. 

WELLS:​ You can taste that? 

ORWELL:​ Rule seven. No stirring. One need merely give the pot a good shake. 

SHAKING TEAPOT 

WELLS:​ You’re getting it all over the floor! 

ORWELL:​ Rule eight. A cylindrical cup. Rule nine. Skim the cream off the milk. Rule 
ten. (GRAVELY) Possibly the most controversial. One should pour the 
tea into the cup before the milk. 

WELLS:​ I don’t know about that... 

ORWELL:​ Rule eleven. No sugar. 

WELLS:​ I like sugar. 



ORWELL:​ No you don’t, that’s just what Mr Tate and Mr Lyle want you to believe. 
Zero out of eleven. This—fluid is good for nothing but fertilising 
aspidistras. 

TEA BEING POURED INTO A FLOWERPOT 

WELLS:​ Fine. Make your own tea. 

ORWELL:​ I will. And you know what? I’ll make it properly. 
 

 



Conversation tree for Mrs Macdonald in Detectiveland 

Mrs Macdonald is one of the prospective clients who comes to the office of the player 
character, Lanson Rose, a 1920s American private detective. This is her entire 
conversation tree, including her own dialogue and that of the player character, as the 
case unfolds. The game is written in JavaScript and the conversation is coded as a 
function that returns an associative array in which the keys are the available 
‘conversation topics’ that the PC can ask about, and the values are Mrs Macdonald's 
responses—both the topics and responses depend on (and can change) various 
aspects of the game state, including the foregoing conversation. I’ve presented it here 
as a human-readable conversation tree. All printable text is in bold. When lines, 
available topics, or conversation branches depend on variables or other game state, this 
is noted in italics. 

Since the conversation depends on what clues the player may have discovered during 
gameplay outside of the conversation, I’ve included summaries where relevant. The 
conversation does not end unless noted, but the player can choose to end it at any time. 

The conversation always begins in the hallway outside the PC's office, then continues in 
the office where she provides (some of) the facts of the case. After this, Mrs Macdonald 
will return to her home, and the player can talk to her there. As the player progresses 
and finds clues, it becomes possible to confront her about these (that is, they are added 
to her associative array of conversation topics) and she will provide additional—and 
more truthful—information. 

Before the PC learns her name, Mrs Macdonald is described, in accord with genre 
conventions, as a ‘flustered dame’. 

Detectiveland can be played online at https://versificator.itch.io/detectiveland. If you start 
the game, go straight out of the office and talk to the ‘flustered dame’, you’ll get the first 
part of this conversation in an interactive format. 

If Mrs Macdonald is waiting in the office building hallway, and there is another client in 
the player’s office: 

If she has NOT yet given the player her name: 

“How do you do, Miss…” 

“Mrs Macdonald,” she answers smoothly. 

“I have a client in my office right now,” I tell her. “If you’d care to wait, 
I’ll be with you as soon as I can.” 

https://versificator.itch.io/detectiveland


…otherwise: 

“Sorry for the wait, Mrs Macdonald,” I tell her. “I got someone in my 
office right now. I’ll be with you as soon as I can.” 

END THE CONVERSATION. 

If Mrs Macdonald is waiting in the hallway and the office is vacant: 

If she has been introduced by name: 

“Step into my office, Mrs Macdonald,” I tell her. She steps in, and I 
follow. 

Otherwise: 

“Step into my office, Miss…” 

“Mrs Macdonald,” she says smoothly. She steps in, and I follow. 

Move Mrs Macdonald and the player character to the office. Open her ‘case’ (there 
can be up to three cases open at once), and display the case name: 

Case opened: THE BIG PICKLE 

“It’s my husband,” says the dame. “He’s been missing five days now. Please 
find him, Mr Rose. I’ve heard you’re—well, I’ve heard you’re a detective. 

If the player initiates the conversation while Mrs Macdonald is NOT waiting in the 
hallway—which means she’s either in the player’s office, or a room in her own 
home—we know the above introduction will already have been used. Open the 
conversation with: 

Mrs Macdonald looks at me with eyes that don’t give anything away. 

The office contains a bookcase with a single book on it. If the player tries to take the 
book from the shelf, the ‘bookcase’ folds down from the wall and is revealed to be a 
foldaway Murphy bed (the player may not know this.) If this happens in Mrs 
Macdonald’s presence: 

“Oh dear,” says Mrs Macdonald. “I hope you haven't misunderstood the 
situation.” [Use this line only once.] 

If she is in the player’s office: 



​ Add a conversation topic, money: 

“Now, my fees…” I begin. 

If Mrs Macdonald has NOT already paid the player $100: 

“A hundred now, and a hundred when you finish,” says Mrs 
Macdonald, handing me a crisp bill. 

That’s twice what I would have taken. I try not to let her see that. 

…otherwise: 

“I thought we’d agreed about that,” she says. 

Always add a conversation topic, husband: 

“Tell me a little about your husband,” I say. 

“He’s Professor Gilbert Macdonald,” she says. “You know, the food scientist. 
Runs a lab at Corndale College. We’ve been married six years. I last saw him 
when he left for work five days ago.” 

If the conversation is NOT taking place anywhere in Mrs Macdonald’s house: 

Add a conversation topic, home: 

“Where do you and [If her husband’s profession has been mentioned:] the 
Professor [Otherwise:] your husband [Continue] live?” I ask. 

“In Princeley Heights,” she says. “By Louisiana street [If Mrs Macdonald 
has NOT given the player the notepaper:] . Here [Continue],” she says. 

If she has NOT already given the player the notepaper: 

She takes out a sheet of notepaper and a fountain pen, writes an 
address, and hands me the paper. 

If the player reads the notepaper—not necessarily during the conversation—they learn 
the address of the Macdonald home, and are now able to travel there by taxi and enter 
the house. If for any reason Mrs Macdonald leaves the office without having supplied 
her address, the player will find that she has left the note on their desk. 

Always add a conversation topic, another woman: 



“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” I say, “but the usual reason, when a 
husband goes missing—” 

Mrs Macdonald shakes her head. “Not Gilbert. He wouldn’t do that to me. 
Besides, no other woman would have him.” 

If Mrs Macdonald has mentioned her husband, and the player has NOT made the 
discovery about Mrs Macdonald’s involvement in the work (see below): 

Add a conversation topic, her husband’s work: 

“Can you tell me any more regarding your husband’s work at 
Corndale?” I say to her. 

“He’s worked there for twenty years, since long before I met him,” she 
tells me. “For the last three years, he’s been working on a top secret 
project. He never told me anything about it. Just kept saying he was on 
to something big.” 

Outside the conversation, if the player enters the Macdonald home and explores, they 
will find: 

1.​ In the refrigerator in the kitchen, a belljar labelled “PROTOTYPE 2”. Opening the 
belljar reveals a ‘weird round sandwich’ with a meat that tastes soft and 
unfamiliar.​
 ​  

2.​ On the upper floor, two separate bedrooms with single beds.​
 ​  

3.​ In one bedroom is a wardrobe containing tweed jackets and a work desk with 
drawers; the drawers contain only a pipe, some tobacco and a book of 
crosswords.​
 ​  

4.​ In the other bedroom is a wardrobe containing cocktail dresses, and a vanity 
table with drawers. When opened, these reveal a copy of the American Journal 
of Food Chemistry, a periodic table of the elements, and a scientific notebook. If 
the player reads the notebook, it contains inscrutable chemical formulas and 
equations, with exclamation marks and underlinings suggesting they are of great 
significance to somebody. The player recognises the handwriting as Mrs 
Macdonald’s, as it is the same writing as on the notepaper (which we know that 
they have already read by this point.)​
 ​  



5.​ Some time after the player leaves the office, Mrs Macdonald herself arrives home 
and wanders from room to room. If she walks in on the PC snooping around her 
house: 

“Why, come in, Mr Rose,” says Mrs Macdonald drily. “Show yourself 
around.” [Use this line only once.] 

If the player has opened the vanity table and discovered the scientific papers, add a 
conversation topic, science: 

[If the player is holding (not just carrying) the scientific notebook:] I wave the 
scientific notebook in front of Mrs Macdonald. [Otherwise:] “Forgive me, but I 
took a peep at your drawers,” I tell her. [Continue] “Been taking an interest in 
the Professor’s work, have you?” 

She glares. “I guess you may as well know—he’s no scientist. Barely knows 
the difference between a monoglyceride and a phospholipid. The college 
board gave him the job as a courtesy because his old man funded the place. 
He gets a lab to sit in and do crossword puzzles. I can tell you’ve been 
wondering why I married him—that’s why. Those antiques would never 
employ a woman scientist, so I get to do my research and publish it under 
his name. What difference does it make, anyway?” 

“I don’t know,” I say. “Not much of a chemist myself. What are you working 
on, anyway?” 

If Mrs Macdonald has NOT admitted what she knows about the weird sandwich: 

“Never you mind,” she snaps. “It’s not relevant.” 

Otherwise: 

“The hamburger,” she says. “I suppose Gilbert’s disappearance might 
have something to do with it.” 

 

 

If the player has discovered the ‘weird round sandwich’, add a conversation topic, 
sandwich: 

If the player is holding (not just carrying) the sandwich, and has NOT already 
asked about this topic: 



“What can you tell me about this?” I ask, holding out the sandwich. 

Otherwise, if the player has NOT already asked about the sandwich: 

“What do you call that weird round sandwich I found in your 
refrigerator?” I ask. 

Other-otherwise—that is, if the player has already asked about the sandwich, but 
is NOT holding it (though they may be ‘carrying’ it in their inventory): 

“Let’s try again,” I say. “What is [If carrying the sandwich:] this [Otherwise:] 
that [Continue] weird sandwich?” 

If Mrs Macdonald has NOT confessed to the player about her scientific work: 

“I’ve no idea,” she says with a flutter of her eyes. “Some piece of 
science my husband’s working on, perhaps.” 

Otherwise: 

“All right,” she says coolly. “It’s called a hamburger. A revolutionary 
advancement in culinary technology! One cow can be ground up into 
eight thousand of these. They can be cooked in forty-five seconds, and 
eaten in less.” Her eyes flash. “We are about to enter a new era, Mr 
Rose—the era of fast food! Stuffy restaurant meals will be a thing of the 
past! No more lounging around making idle chat with your friends while 
you wait for your supper. No more obsequious waiters, no more 
pretentious menus! Just get in, eat your damn hamburger and get out!” 

“I see,” I say. “And was everybody as thrilled about this ‘fast food’ 
revolution as you?” 

“Well, no,” she says. “Gilbert got some hate mail. Chefs, restaurateurs, 
food snobs. Jealous.” She stops. “You don’t think that might have 
something to do with his disappearance?” 

The ‘sandwich’ object’s display name is now changed to ‘hamburger’, and it 
is referred to as such in game text from now on. 



If Mrs Macdonald has mentioned the hate mail, add a conversation topic, hate mail: 

“This hate mail,” I say. “You coulda mentioned it earlier. I’d be interested to 
read it.” 

“He said he just left it in his pigeonhole at work,” she replies. [If she has not 
already given the player the mailbox key] “Here, I’ll give you a key.” 

She rummages in her décolletage, pulls out a small mailbox key, and hands 
it to me. 

The mailbox key is the first in a trail of clues which eventually lead the player to discover 
that the Professor has been abducted by an enraged Italian restaurateur, who must be 
overcome by building a Rube Goldberg device involving spicy sauce and a spaghetti 
tripwire. 

Once the player has solved the case, NONE of the above conversation topics are 
available. At this point, the only available conversation topic—and only then if Mrs 
Macdonald has not yet settled the player’s fee—is money: 

If she already paid the $100 at the start of the case: 

“Here’s your other hundred,” says Mrs Macdonald. “Goodbye, Mr Rose, 
and thanks.” 

END THE CONVERSATION. 

…otherwise: 

“Here’s a hundred and fifty,” says Mrs Macdonald. “Goodbye, Mr Rose, 
and thanks.” 

END THE CONVERSATION. 

At any point, if the player deliberately stops the conversation by clicking the ‘end 
conversation’ button (but not by leaving the room): 

​ Mrs Macdonald gives me a sardonic smile. 
 


