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NIGEL (N) There must be a problem in the hospital kitchens. Maybe an 

appliance has broken down, because today, our meals are served 

on paper plates. As an alternative to the usual pasty earthenware, 

they’re not dissimilar, but lack ballast. The slightest breeze gives 

them enough lift to skitter off tables, so we hold onto them, as if 

they’re precious antiques.  

Greta arrives with the food trolley dispatched by catering. She’s 

wearing a paper hat, though not the type which tumbles from a 

cracker. It’s the shape of a steamed pudding and has an elasticated 

opening that nips her hairline. Above her left ear, she finds a gap, 

inserts a finger and thumb and tugs at cramped curls.  

ATMOS HOSPITAL WARD 

GRETA I’m in hell!  

NIGEL (N) Bernard completely ignores this announcement. Not a flicker. 

He’s been a patient on the ward for some time and is adept at 

diverting Greta from her low moods. 

BERNARD What’s happened to paper plates nowadays Greta? Any ideas? 

They’re not waxy anymore and this one’s all rough and shredded at 

the edges. Feels like toilet paper.  

GRETA You should know by now I’m only here to put the soup down and 

that’s me finished. Save your questions for somebody else. 
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NIGEL (N) Bernard looks up from examining his plate whilst the rest of us 

look down, nervously. He has a reputation for being daring, 

especially at mealtimes, and this evening, doesn’t disappoint.  

BERNARD Can I just have two teas and no soup tonight please Greta?  

GRETA Can you what?  

BERNARD Two teas. No soup. If that’s OK? 

GRETA Listen. I’ve got 28 soups in one flask, 28 servings of hot water in 

another, and 28 cups to service 28 beds. If somebody has two cups 

then it leaves me short. So no can do. 

NIGEL (N) Bernard tries his best to calm her nerves and makes an 

observation that might put her mind at rest. 

BERNARD By the time you’ve got down the ward Greta, one of us will have 

died. So not to worry. There’ll be plenty to go around.  

NIGEL (N) Greta will not be swayed, and we are given our allocations for 

the night without variation. Returning an hour later carrying a refuse 

sack, she empties the remains of our supper into the bag. Bernard 

has not eaten his soup but has drunk his tea.  

ATMOS OUT 

---- MUSIC ---- 
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NIGEL (N) Bernard gets his own way for an entire week, until a nurse raises 

the alarm. Checking his blood sugar, she points out that fussy eating 

is doing him no good at all. In fact, as a bad diabetic with liver failure, 

it’s a very dangerous game to play. Stern words fail to stimulate his 

appetite and the next day, a dietitian visits his bedside to offer some 

advice. 

ATMOS HOSPITAL WARD 

DIETITIAN You’re emaciated Bernard. Oh I do apologise. I hope you don’t mind 

me calling you Bernard. I was wondering if you might be able to tell 

me what your favourite foods are? Because a little of what we fancy 

does us good. 

NIGEL (N) The dietitian does not inspire confidence. Waiting for a response, 

she seems to waver and clutches the bed rail for support. She also 

appears rather pinched.  

DIETITIAN Take me for instance, I’m very partial to avocados; in a salad, with 

some lovely prawns or just drizzled with olive oil. And whilst it’s 

naughty, a little salt and pepper can be nice too.  

NIGEL (N) Bernard clearly doesn’t share this enthusiasm for shellfish and 

avocado and squeezes his face in disapproval. However, he’s 

absolutely clear what his favourite dish is. 

BERNARD Custard. I love Ambrosia. 

  



 

 

5 

5 

NIGEL (N) Nestling into the pillow, he yawns and turns over to face the wall. 

Hastening to the other side of the bed, the dietitian is keen not to 

lose momentum. Whilst she’s all smiles and thrilled to have gleaned 

a positive response, she also offers a word of warning.  

DIETITIAN Loving food can be very unhealthy Bernard. But you can enjoy it. 

Leave it to me. [PREPARES TO LEAVE] I’ll arrange with your family 

to bring some custard onto the ward, but of course, I’ll have to inform 

the catering staff, because this is rather unorthodox. And after all this 

effort, you must promise me to eat it. If you don’t, I’ll have to 

prescribe fortified juices.  

ATMOS  OUT 

NIGEL (N) It’s not only Bernard but the rest of the ward who are left 

considering the merits of fortified juices when our evening meal is 

served. Despite having picked our various menu choices earlier in 

the day, we all receive the same offering. But Greta maintains that 

there is no room for error in the system.  

ATMOS HOSPITAL WARD 

GRETA There’s nothing the matter with that food and there’s nothing else 

coming your way, so dig in.  

ATMOS OUT 
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NIGEL (N) Sitting in our chairs, we all compare our meals. Everyone seems 

to have a face resembling a scarecrow on their plate. Two scoops of 

mash for eyes, a boiled carrot nose and a happy or a sad mouth 

depending on the direction of half an omelette. The only exception to 

this offering has been made for Bernard, who’s presented with a 

banana and a small tub sealed with silver foil. We all presume it’s 

custard, but on closer inspection, it’s revealed to be mayonnaise.  

It’s lucky that Bernard’s daughter, Fay, arrives when supper is over. 

She’s been busy shopping for her father’s favourite food and is 

carrying bags that appear full to bursting. 

ATMOS HOSPITAL WARD 

FAY Hello Daddy! [kisses him] 

BERNARD [warm] Oh it’s you sweetheart. Thank you for coming. 

FAY I’ve got the custard Daddy; please try and eat. It’s Ambrosia. The 

one you really like.  

ATMOS  OUT 

NIGEL (N) Having changed into my pyjamas and adjusted the pillows to 

accommodate an early snooze, I’m rather frustrated to be disturbed 

by a visit from the dietitian too. She has come to give me some 

advice on how to boost lung function through healthy eating. 
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ATMOS HOSPITAL WARD 

DIETITIAN It really is very simple. Avoid anything fried or spicy and drink plenty 

of green tea. And there’s no need to grimace, it’s delicious with a 

dash of ginger, lemon or honey. I have some spare leaves in the 

office if you’d like to try? 

ATMOS OUT 

NIGEL (N) Since Greta has yet to appear with her more regular offering, I 

agree to try this alternative brew. Seemingly delighted, the dietitian 

hurries away to make an infusion for us both, but frowns as she 

passes Fay and Bernard who are cuddling on the bed. Father and 

daughter are still holding each other tight when she returns with the 

tea, but her frown quickly escalates into a scowl.  

ATMOS HOSPITAL WARD 

DIETITIAN Excuse me for interrupting, but no visitors allowed on the beds. 

That’s what the chairs are for.  

FAY [scowls] I’m hugging my father and I don’t care whether that’s 

allowed or not.  

DIETITIAN [cross – hands on hips] Can I inform you that infection control 

measures are for the benefit of your father and all patients. I hope 

the point is understood?   

ATMOS  OUT  
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NIGEL (N) Snatching a chair, Fay pulls it close to the bed and sits herself 

down with a defiant shuffle. The dietitian strides off, and just before 

leaving the ward, looks back to check infection control is being 

adhered to. Fay grasps her father’s hand and gently bends her neck 

so their heads touch. They have the same hair Fay and Bernard. 

Hers is brown and his grey. Both wavy. 

---- MUSIC ---- 

By nightfall, Bernard’s locker has been well stocked with Devon 

custard. He looks thrilled at this stash and on waving Fay goodbye, 

asks me to open a carton. Propped up on his elbow and using last 

night’s soupspoon, he gulps the contents down, each mouthful 

accompanied by an appreciative low groan. “That’s good going,” I 

smile as his lays back down, exhausted. I offer to wipe his chin, but 

soon realise that there’s no dribble; it’s the colour of his skin.  

When dawn breaks over the creamery of Ambrosia, it’s always 

splendid, or so the image on the carton would have us believe. A 

meandering path cuts through rolling green pastures to a thatched 

cottage where milk pails stand proud by the front door. But this 

morning, Bernard’s vista is a little less bucolic. His supply of custard 

is being confiscated.  
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ATMOS HOSPITAL WARD 

DIETITIAN I do apologise Bernard, but after further consideration, the team has 

decided that custard isn’t the best option for you. Especially at the 

moment. Too much sugar. It might induce a heart attack. So, I’m 

taking it away, just in case you’re tempted. Perhaps we might give 

the regular menu another try? 

ATMOS  OUT 

NIGEL (N) Bernard’s breakfast, lunch and tea for the day goes uneaten. By 

early evening, two toast with marmalade, an egg sandwich, sausage 

roll, a portion of chips and a trifle have been consigned to the bin. 

With her arms folded and a sombre gaze, the dietitian appears 

baffled. 

ATMOS HOSPITAL WARD 

DIETITIAN Can I make a suggestion Bernard? You’re not helping yourself by 

refusing food. How long is this going to go on for? 

BERNARD I’ll eat the custard.  

DIETITIAN You’re not going to be eating rubbish whilst we’re responsible for 

you. You need a balanced, healthy diet. There’s no goodness to be 

had living off custard.  
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NIGEL (N) Bernard curls up in the bed, tucks his knees almost under his 

chin and stares at her with eyes that are now the colour of his skin 

too. The dietitian stares back and places a pen on the bedtable.   

DIETITIAN You’ll be hungry in the morning so don’t forget these menu cards for 

tomorrow. I’ll collect them later when you’ve had time to think. Make 

sure you fill them in.    

NIGEL (N) The menu cards remain untouched for the rest of the evening. 

---- MUSIC ---- 

NIGEL (N) Much to everyone’s surprise, a doctor appears later that night 

carrying a large shopping bag. Leaning over Bernard’s bed, he 

begins to apologise for what he maintains has been a 

misunderstanding between staff about the merits of Ambrosia. 

ATMOS HOSPITAL WARD (QUIET) 

DOCTOR  These mix-ups do happen, but I’ve had a word with everyone 

concerned, and from now on, everything will be fine. And I’ve been 

shopping. Now what do you think I might have been shopping for?  

DOCTOR Abracadabra! From now on, you can eat as much custard as you 

like! 

ATMOS OUT 
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NIGEL (N) The doctor replenishes Bernard’s locker with large cartons of 

Ambrosia. Placing one next to the water jug, he carefully makes 

room for the rest on the shelf beneath, tucking pyjamas, vests, pants 

and socks alongside this new precious cargo.  

 It’s four in the morning. On the bedtable is an empty carton of 

Ambrosia that has been served at room temperature, rather than 

deliciously hot or cold. I tear through the perforations of another 

packet, whilst Bernard waits with his mouth open and nods for me to 

spoon the custard in. At first, he eats fast and then slows, until he 

begins to just lick the spoon, smoothing custard off cracked lips with 

his tongue. I wipe his mouth and ask if he’s done but he reaches for 

the spoon again. The doctor who realises the magic of Ambrosia 

comes to stand at the bottom of the bed and takes Bernard’s hand. 

He holds it in his for a while before gently letting go. 

ATMOS HOSPITAL WARD (NIGHT) 

DOCTOR I’m going to phone Fay, Bernard. I know its late, but I think you and 

your daughter should spend some time together now. 

NIGEL (N) He glances at the carton of custard in my lap and the spoon in 

my hand and bends down to whisper in my ear. 

DOCTOR Are you two good friends? 

NIGEL Yes, I think we are. 
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DOCTOR I hope Fay makes it in time. But thank you. 

NIGEL (N) He takes one last look at Bernard and rubs his brow before 

pulling the curtain around the bed and leaving us both to share the 

last of life. 

 


