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INTRODUCTION


by Brian Keenan





I have on many occasions been invited to Frank McGuinness’s play Someone Who’ll Watch Over Me. For whatever reason, it was not until last Monday evening that I could afford myself the opportunity.


I had spoken to Frank some months after my homecoming. He told me of his proposed work and with much sympathy, great anxiety and tender fearfulness, he said he would do nothing further if I felt it caused any danger or hurt to those men who at that time remained in chains in Lebanon. I asked him simply to explain what he had in mind. I was intrigued as he spoke. I watched him lay his ideas before me. Here was a man writing in the dark, but somewhere in his imagination he had found bright sparks of illumination.


Though he had no information on which to base his play, I could see he had the touchstones of emotional truth. I simply answered him: ‘Go for it, Frank’, realizing that whatever the reality was I had no right to abort his poignant foetus. To deny a man or his work is no man’s right. Frank McGuinness had shown me and my still imprisoned friends a massive courtesy and sympathy. I could only return it.


On Monday evening I sat in the Abbey unnoticed and watched something that had become strangely more than oneself. It was a curious experience. During my captivity I had often sat and watched myself. That, too, was a curious experience. Frank’s play could only be fiction. I knew the man. Could I divorce myself from the reality?


The opening – shallow lights on a man chained and leaning on a radiator – choked me in its immediacy. Like seeing an old photograph and instantly recalling unwanted memories I sat frozen, but with a part of me melting. Can expectation be such a frozen thing?


Then, with a pace and ferocity I had not expected, the play and its people blasted out of the shadows. A life-enhancing interaction of human souls becomes a substantial and fleshy thing. Frank McGuinness, with his words and imaginative power, walked into a place where ‘angels fear to tread’ and came out dazzling. From that beginning I knew this was to be an uproarious celebration.


The man had caught human frailty and worshipped it; to err is indeed delightfully human. It reveals us to ourselves and Frank McGuinness’s mirror was not faulted. There were more than a few moments when I choked back intense realization. With uncanny intuitive force Someone Who’ll Watch Over Me touched wellsprings that moved the drama out from its vague topicality and sang to Everyman.


With painful emotional force Edward says to Adam: ‘Let me be able to do my worst to you, and you to me …’ Thus began a burning in a rich linguistic fire that seared and scorched the audience with a laughter that was at times born out of pain as much as humour. It was obvious that Frank wrote this work with a terrible panic and a sore heart. All too often he hit those moments which Joyce called his ‘ephipanies’. The bright sparks of starlight in black sky which was the constant backdrop to the drama could not have been more exact.





In these star-bright moments McGuinness hit on, with a playwright’s subtlety, guilt, love, loneliness and all the gamut of emotions that make us, break us and remake us. But these lights of illumination probe out darkness. He questions, for example, if the empowerment and loss of language can overcome absolute loss – when nothing is left but the flesh on our bones and perhaps a chain with which to rattle meaning.


Many things struck me. At times I gagged back tears, hoping no one would hear, and then thought about the marvellous theatricality of the play. The letters home which each of the men speak to the others were a fabulous vehicle. In their fabrication they lie and love ambiguously but they reveal more than their words convey.


The same dramatic mechanism is employed with the ‘make a movie’ sequences. Adam, Edward and Michael adopt and play out a persona. Their movies are a screen through which they re-invent themselves and the nothingness of their world. Who of us have not played that game? And how many of us know its value?


In Scene II McGuinness tries to pull together and resolve his drama. The ringing message is that brave men are only so when they conceive the female in themselves. Each man speaks often of his father. The father image is a hovering shadow, but in phrases like ‘possessed by my father’, McGuinness hints at the female echoing in us all.


I loved dearly The Song of Songs. I don’t know where Frank got that from. It was a moment from my own captivity. Its eroticism is one of the most loving gifts to the world. I knew it, as obviously did the author, who used it with a poignant force. Again there was the unseen seam of the feminine sewing the parts together.


What more can I say? Frank McGuinness’s play made me choke and cry and laugh and hold myself. When a man of mighty talent takes on a daunting enterprise he is either, as we say in Belfast ‘A bollocks or a big man! …’ Thank you, Frank, for bringing me home again. You have a four square set of shoulders, an imaginative sensitivity matched only by craftsmanship. I hope someone will watch over you, too!
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First Performance





Someone Who’ll Watch Over Me was first performed at the Hampstead Theatre, on 10 July 1992. The cast was as follows:
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SETTING: A cell


TIME: Now
























PROLOGUE








In Darkness ADAM’s voice is heard humming lowly, ‘Someone to Watch Over Me’. His voice grows slightly louder as light slowly rises.


He stops singing. The light now just about picks out his shape.





















SCENE ONE








Complete light. Ella Fitzgerald sings ‘Someone to Watch Over Me’.


EDWARD and ADAM are together in the cell. They are separately chained to the walls. EDWARD is centre stage; ADAM is stage right. The chains are of sufficient length to allow freedom of movement for both men to exercise.


EDWARD is dressed in a loose blue T-shirt and white football shorts. ADAM is dressed in black T-shirt and grey shorts.


They exercise in silence, ADAM’s exercises are rigorous; EDWARD moves through his paces more sluggishly.




EDWARD: That was Ella Fitzgerald singing, ‘Someone To Watch Over Me’.


ADAM: What was?


EDWARD: My eighth and final record for Desert Island Discs. It is also my single choice of record. Good old Ella. Did you have Desert Island Discs in America?


ADAM: No. What is it?


EDWARD: You pick eight records and your favourite among the eight. Then you choose a luxury. Then a book, apart from the Bible and Shakespeare. They’re already on the desert island. My book is a guide to home-brewing beer, and my luxury is a beer-making kit. And Ella Fitzgerald would sing to me. I’d be happy on a desert island. Easy pleased, that’s me. An easy-going man.


(Silence.)


Jesus, the boredom, the boredom, the bloody boredom. And they’re coming up the hill at Cheltenham and Dawn Run is fading, she is fading, the great Irish mare will not complete the unique double of the Cheltenham Hurdle and the Gold Cup, she’s tiring and she jumps the fence, she’s gaining strength in the air, she’s wearing them down, she passes one, she passes two, a third she passes and the winning post’s in sight, she’s done it, she’s won. Dawn Run for Ireland, mighty woman. She’s won the Gold Cup.


(Silence.)


Jesus, it was a real pity I didn’t have money riding on her. Dawn Run. Did I ever tell you about Dawn Run?


ADAM: She was your favourite horse. She won both her great races. She was magnificent. You loved her and would have married her, but it couldn’t have worked out. She was a horse and you were human. Besides, she was Protestant, you were Catholic, and you were already married. You’ve told me about Dawn Run.


EDWARD: Sarcastic yankee. She was a hero, that horse.


ADAM: So were Glasgow Celtic when they won the European Cup, and I don’t want to hear about them, either.


(Silence, ADAM exercises strenuously.)


How many press-ups did you do?


EDWARD: Didn’t count.


ADAM: How many?


EDWARD: Twenty.


ADAM: You did not.


EDWARD: Fifteen.


ADAM: You did not.


EDWARD: Twelve.


ADAM: Eleven. One more than yesterday.


EDWARD: Yes.


ADAM: Come on, Edward, we’ve got to keep going. I got to get you into condition. You know that, you agreed to it. We can have competitions when you’re in condition.


EDWARD: I don’t care about competitions or about my condition.


(Silence.)


ADAM: Yea, yea, I know what you mean. Who am I fooling? Who the hell am I fooling? Me. That’s who. No, no brooding. No blaming myself. That way I go under. I will not go under.


(Silence.)


EDWARD: The boredom, the boredom, Jesus, the boredom.


(Silence.)


I’m going to start to brood.


ADAM: I will not brood.


EDWARD: I’m going to start to blame myself.


ADAM: Don’t.


EDWARD: I’m imagining where I would be, if I hadn’t come to this country.


ADAM: Where would you be if you hadn’t come here?


EDWARD: At home wondering what it would be like to be here.


ADAM: Yea.


(EDWARD laughs.)


EDWARD: There’s some that cannot stay at home, and our Eddie, he is one of them. My father’s words, proved right, proved right. Time and time again. He has to be the big man, this boy, never getting stale, never being safe. And look where he’s landed today. Far across the sea. Not in Amerikay nor even in Australia, but in the land of the fucking Lebanon. Jesus, could I have found it on the map before I came here? I leave one kip at home to come to this kip here – oh Christ, look at this place. The dirt of it. Chained to a wall. No women. Food’s fit for pigs. You don’t know if it’s morning or night. You don’t know who belonging to you is alive or dead. You can’t even go to the shithouse without one of them handcuffed to you, watching your very bowels move. The heat, the dust, the smell. It’s a bad hole. But I will say one thing. It’s better than being in Strabane.


ADAM: What’s wrong with Strabane?


EDWARD: If you ever want proof there’s no God, go to Strabane. Hell on a stick, sweet Strabane. It’s not as bad as Omagh. Omagh, Omagh, God protect us all from Omagh. Omagh has a cathedral and a hospital in it. The hospital is slightly more reminiscent of Chartres. I screwed this woman in Omagh one night. When I looked at her in the sober light of morning, I thought she was a man.


ADAM: Were you married at the time you screwed with her?


EDWARD: Don’t remember. Why do you ask?


ADAM: Making conversation.


EDWARD: You’re making judgements.


ADAM: I don’t make judgements.


EDWARD: No, you just listen. Let me ramble on, you store it all up, then you size it up. Well, after two months sizing it up, what kind of specimen do you make of me? What kind of childhood would you say I had?


ADAM: Remarkably happy, I’d guess. You don’t mention your mother. That’s unusual. Something else is unusual. You barely talk about your own kids.


EDWARD: Barely.


ADAM: Why?


(Silence.)


After two months, can’t you tell me?


EDWARD: I don’t know them. Working too hard, playing too hard, me. Like father, like son in that respect. I didn’t know him until it was too late. I don’t know them. Now I never will. Because we’re going to be in here for a long time. They could be grown men and women by the time I next see them. If I next see them.


ADAM: You’re an Irishman. You’re from a neutral country.


They’ll let you go.


EDWARD: Didn’t I think that? Wasn’t it me waving the green passport in their faces, roaring, ‘Ireland, Ireland’? They still stuck the gun up my arse and dragged me in here. Green passport, neutral country? What’s that to these boys? Save your breath, Adam. We’ll be old men before we’re out of here. We’re stuck here.


(Silence.)


We’re stuck here.


(ADAM begins to exercise again.)


For the love of God, will you give it a rest? Do yous Americans ever stand still?


ADAM: Would you prefer I were an Arab?


EDWARD: I don’t go for Arabs that much. The sand blows up their skirts and they’re not allowed to scratch themselves. The itch has them the way they are, excitable.


ADAM: You’re pretty excitable yourself today.


EDWARD: And you never are?


ADAM: I don’t take it out on you if I am.


EDWARD: You should. It might give me something to fight against.


ADAM: I dislike fighting.


EDWARD: Do you really dislike it? I thought the fighting was our business, in our own ways. I report it, you – what do you do about the fighting? When we were covering the Northern bother, the boys we really hated were the Italians. I remember why. Their big interest was in photographing kids. Kids crying, kids cut to pieces, preferably dead kids.


ADAM: I am not interested in dead kids. I am not a photographer.


EDWARD: No, you’re – what? Someone that makes the fighting all nice and clean and scientific. You stand back and examine the effects of war on innocent young minds. How very kind, doctor. Disturbed young minds. You want them disturbed, don’t you, doctor? Research, publish, profit, as I said. Make your money. Like myself, Adam. Doing a job. Very professional, Adam. Very profitable. Very American.


ADAM: You piece of shit.


EDWARD: Money, Adam, you were in it for the money.


ADAM: And what the hell were you in it for? By your own dirty admission –


EDWARD: It was my dirty admission. I say I came here for the money. You don’t, but you did. So, who’s the piece of shit? You are.


ADAM: I want to crack your fucking face open. I’m going to fucking kill you. If I’ve to listen to you much longer, I will kill you.


EDWARD: You can’t, Adam. Even if you could, you haven’t got that in you.


ADAM: Shut up.


EDWARD: You’re not a killer. Isn’t that a good thing, doctor?


ADAM: They haven’t broken me yet.


EDWARD: The Arabs? No, but I’ve broken you, Adam. Haven’t I?


ADAM: Nearly. Why?


EDWARD: About time, I’ve broken you. You think you’ve all the answers. You don’t. I got through to something in you that you don’t have an answer for. Whatever that cool head is hiding, I do not know, but I do know that cool’s going to crack, it has to, and we’d better both be prepared for when it does. Whatever else about this place, we’re in it together, we have to stick it out together. We’ll come out of this alive. One favour – let me be able to do my worst to you, and you be able to do your worst to me. Is that agreed? That way, as you say, they won’t break us, for we’ll be too used to fighting for our lives.


ADAM: Will we get out alive?


(Silence.)


I do get scared. I miss my home.


EDWARD: That’s all I wanted to hear you say.


ADAM: I’ve said it. All right?


EDWARD: One step nearer home, saying it.


ADAM: Ed, don’t break me. Don’t let me go mad. Say you want to go home as well.


(Silence.)


EDWARD: I want to go home.


ADAM: Say it again.


EDWARD: I want to go home.


ADAM: It’s all right, Edward.


EDWARD: I want my wife.


ADAM: She’s all right.


EDWARD: My kids, I want to see them.


ADAM: You will.


EDWARD: My wife, my kids, please, let me see them. God, please.


Let me talk to them. Let me go home.


ADAM: No.


EDWARD:, I want to go home. Arabs, Arabs –


ADAM: No.


(Silence.)


EDWARD: We’re going mad.


ADAM: We’re in Lebanon.


EDWARD: Yes.


ADAM: I’m in Lebanon.


EDWARD: So am I.


(EDWARD sings ‘Someone to Watch Over Me’. His voice fades as the music of the song plays. Lights fade.)
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