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Production Note


This play was originally written to be performed on the National Theatre’s Olivier stage; however, there is no reason at all why it cannot be fully realised in smaller, simpler spaces. We did make use of the Olivier’s revolve and the angel did do some flying, but other than that, the staging demands were met by the actors, and by the lighting and the sound. There were no grand sets, no tricks, no trap doors, no water features. This open, simple staging is very much what the piece requires. The scenes, which are often short, need to flow or tumble in and out of each other – sometimes even overlap – so complicated set changes may be a hindrance rather than a help. The events which, on the page, seem particularly difficult to stage – drowning, flying, babies which move on demand – are really an invitation for invention. Also, whilst it is sometimes imperative for the audience to know exactly where a scene is taking place, it can, at other times, be left safely to the imagination. For example, I have placed Act Two, Scene Sixteen, in Mrs Milcote’s bedroom, but it does not really matter where it happens as long as she is alone and the emotional import of what she says is conveyed.
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ACT ONE


Scene One


1742. Gloucester Cathedral. Early evening. Candles flicker in the echoing darkness.


The door creaks open. MESHAK GARDINER, fourteen, strange-faced, large-limbed, tattered and hungry, enters. He looks about anxiously and listens. At the other end of the nave, the cathedral CHOIRBOYS are practising. They are singing an early incarnation of Handel’s ‘Oh Death, Where Is Thy Sting’, which he will eventually rework and use in Messiah. The BOYS are repeating the same short phrase over and over in response to the CHOIRMASTER’s succinct orders. There is no one else about.


MESHAK (whispering). I’m coming, Angel.


MESHAK begins his journey down the south aisle. He feels that he shouldn’t be in the cathedral, and it takes him all his courage to dare to move forward – past the gargoyles and the bloody crucifixion scenes.


A sudden loud burst of playing on the organ sends him scuttling for cover behind a stone pillar, but as soon as it stops he emerges again and continues. He is almost there now. He can see her – his angel. He feels she is calling to him, whispering his name –‘MESHAK’. She is the most beautiful thing he has ever seen or could possibly imagine. He reaches her and stares up at her – this plaster sculpture with long, glowing auburn hair, the bluest eyes and the kindest expression.


Angel.


As he stares, one of the CHOIRBOYS begins a solo. The voice is so beautiful, so uplifting. It fills MESHAK’s head and heart. Tears start to his eyes. It seems to him like the angel’s voice.


My angel.


He reaches his hand up towards her. Then, for one sublime moment, he feels that she is moving, that she has lowered



her eyes to meet his and that she is smiling upon him. His breath comes more quickly. But the BOY’s singing stops and the moment passes.


The organ starts up again. MESHAK sinks to his knees in front of his angel, and gazes up at her as the music washes over him.


The CHOIR is clearly visible to us now. The SOLOIST, who is standing a little separate from the other BOYS, sings the last part of his solo again. This is ALEXANDER ASHBROOK, fourteen, intelligent, self-contained, intense. His voice soars up to the rafters.


Then the other BOYS join in. But almost immediately, mistakes are made and confusion breaks out. The choirmaster, DR SMITH, intervenes.


DR SMITH. Stop! Stop! Stop!


Gradually the BOYS stop singing and the organ ceases.


Lamentable. Is this not the very section we spent half an hour perfecting yesterday?


BOY. It was the new boy, Sir. He threw us out.


There are mutters of agreement from other BOYS.


ALEXANDER. It’s the rest in the middle of bar sixteen, Sir. I think some of them . . .


DR SMITH. One moment, Mr Ashbrook. Where is our newcomer?


He scans the CHOIR, with a stern expression.


BOYS. Here, Sir. He’s here, Sir.


A young open-faced boy, THOMAS LEDBURY, is nudged and hassled. He puts his hand up.


THOMAS. Here, Sir.


DR SMITH. Thomas, isn’t it?


THOMAS. Yes, Sir. Thomas Ledbury, Sir.


DR SMITH. You can read music, Thomas Ledbury?


THOMAS. I’m trying to read the music, Sir. I’ll be fine once I’ve heard the whole tune. Only it’s so split up. And it’s not very catchy.




The BOYS snigger.


DR SMITH. Do you know who wrote this rather sublime anthem?


THOMAS. Mr Handel, I think, Sir.


DR SMITH. George Frideric Handel, the most gifted composer alive today. Would you like me to write to Mr Handel and ask him to send us something more ‘catchy’?


Pause. Everyone is looking at THOMAS.


THOMAS. More catchy?


Pause.


Well, yes please, Sir. That would certainly help.


The BOYS burst out laughing.


DR SMITH. Enough! Enough! We will finish there for today. Work at it. Learn it.


Evening chores, boys!


The BOYS let out a groan as they begin to move off, but there is a lot of chattering and laughing too. THOMAS is pushed out with them. ALEXANDER approaches DR SMITH, who is hurriedly sorting out his music and about to leave.


ALEXANDER. Dr Smith?


DR SMITH. Mr Ashbrook. Nil desperandum. We shall make silk purses of them yet.


ALEXANDER. Can I talk to you in confidence, Sir?


DR SMITH. Of course, of course. Come to my study in half an hour.


ALEXANDER. I want to stay on. At the cathedral.


DR SMITH stops and gives him his full attention.


I want to stay on, after my voice . . . after it . . .


DR SMITH. Breaks?


ALEXANDER. Yes, Sir.


DR SMITH. Hum. I suppose it can’t be long now. You have turned fourteen, have you not?




ALEXANDER. I’m almost fifteen. I have to carry on with my music, Sir. Even if my voice . . . even if I can’t sing in the choir, I have to go on with my playing and I have to go on studying Handel with you. Please, Sir, would you write to my father and ask him if I can stay?


DR SMITH. This is very difficult.


ALEXANDER. I think he would take notice if you wrote to him.


DR SMITH. You are undoubtedly extremely gifted, Alexander. Your voice is the best treble Gloucester has heard in many a long year, and your understanding of music is exceptional . . .


ALEXANDER. Music is my life.


DR SMITH. But you are heir to the largest estate in Gloucester shire. I’m sure your father plans higher things for you.


ALEXANDER. There is nothing higher than music.


DR SMITH. Indeed. You and I know that, but does he? As for him taking notice of me, I very much doubt that he would. It’s not my place to interfere in these matters.


ALEXANDER. Please, Sir. You’re my only hope.


DR SMITH considers the situation.


DR SMITH. Very well. I can see no harm in writing to him and suggesting you might be allowed to stay.


ALEXANDER. Thank you, Sir!


DR SMITH. Suggesting, mind. And you must discuss it with him at Easter.


ALEXANDER. Yes, Sir. I will, Sir.


DR SMITH. Good boy. Good boy. Nil desperandum.


DR SMITH leaves. ALEXANDER is filled with hope. He kneels down and prays.


ALEXANDER. Please. Please . . .


MESHAK, thinking he is alone, stands up in front of his angel. He sings a phrase he remembers from ALEXANDER’s solo – the phrase which brought his angel to life. His voice is strange and rough, but the notes are recognisable.


ALEXANDER hears and goes towards the voice. He sees



MESHAK staring up at his angel, singing. He watches him for a moment before answering one of MESHAK’s phrases, by singing a phrase himself.


MESHAK looks round, terrified at having been caught. ALEXANDER stares at him. There is a strange sense of sameness and recognition between them.


Who are you?


But at this moment, DR SMITH comes back in to collect something. He sees MESHAK and comes towards him, flapping his arms.


DR SMITH. Out! Out, out! This is not a shelter for vagrants! Out with you!


MESHAK charges past ALEXANDER and out.


Scene Two


MESHAK finds himself on the crowded streets of Gloucester. Everyone is hurrying. A bell is ringing. He looks about desperately.


MESHAK. Da? (Shouting.) Da?


He sees a familiar face.


Where’s my Da?


WOMAN. He went to catch the ferry. He was looking for you, Meshak!


MESHAK looks horrified and immediately runs off.


Scene Three


On the banks of the River Severn. A crowd of people – many with carts or livestock – have formed a disorderly queue to wait for the ferry. Overhead, seagulls cry. The sun is sinking low in the sky. In the middle of the queue is a covered wagon, with a horse at the front. Behind the wagon three mules are tethered, one behind the other. Across the mules’ backs there are heavy-looking saddle-bags. The mules are waiting



patiently, heads down, munching the grass. In front of the wagon stands its owner – OTIS GARDINER – dark-haired, in the prime of his life, he exudes charm and confidence. He has spread a white sail-cloth on the ground and on it he displays the pots and pans and tools which are his wares. A small crowd has gathered to look and buy. OTIS completes a sale and jumps up on the wagon.


OTIS. Last chance! Last chance now for your pots and ladles, buckets, string, ribbons, thread, all your household needs! Last chance now! The ferry’s on its way! Grab it while you can, now!


Two GIRLS pass by.


GIRL 1. I can see something I wouldn’t mind grabbing.


The other GIRL laughs.


OTIS. Knives sharpened!


They pick up some ribbons. OTIS homes in on them.


Like the ribbons, do you, girls?


GIRL 2. She likes everything you’ve got.


OTIS. Glad to hear it. I aim to please.


GIRL 2. I bet you do.


OTIS hands them each a ribbon.


OTIS. Let’s see now – Rose White . . . and Rose Red.


The GIRLS giggle.


Tuppence each.


GIRL 1. That’s more than they are on Gloucester market.


OTIS. I don’t buy cheap, I don’t sell cheap. Quality costs.


MESHAK hurtles up, panting and pale. OTIS shoots him a glance but carries on with the sale – taking money from the GIRLS. He winks at them.


You be sure to tie ’em tight. They’re easily undone.


They laugh and go on their way. A bell is ringing now, announcing that the ferry is in and there is a surge of activity as PEOPLE prepare to board. OTIS corners MESHAK when no one is looking.




Where the hell were you?


MESHAK. Sorry, Da . . .


OTIS. I’ve got the biggest meeting of my life tonight and you could have made me miss it. Why do you always, always, always hold me back, eh?


MESHAK. I’m sorry, Da.


OTIS. You just thank your lucky stars that ferry was late. Now start packing up. And check the saddle-bags, one of ’em’s loose.


MESHAK does as he was told.


(Shouting out.) That’s it now! That’s it! If you want it, now’s the time!


A MAN approaches the wagon with three bedraggled CHILDREN trailing behind him.


MAN. Otis Gardiner?


OTIS glances up but then goes on with what he’s doing.


Can you take these children? I’ll give you a shilling for each one.


OTIS. Can’t do it. I’ve got four in the wagon already.


MAN. And you’re worried about overcrowding, I suppose?


OTIS. What I’m worried about is getting to The Black Dog in Frampton by nine o’clock. What I’m worried about is my wagon getting stuck in mud because it’s overloaded with brats.


MAN. I’ve walked two miles to find you. I was told you were reliable.


OTIS. When I want to be.


MAN. I’ll pay over the odds.


OTIS glances at the CHILDREN.


OTIS. Well now . . . There’s a wool mill at Downham that asked for four; I reckon I could get ’em to take six. And I know of a farm or two wanting boys.


MAN. They’re strong, look – healthy.


OTIS. I want five shillings for each one I take.




MAN. You’re jesting, man! That’s robbery!


OTIS. It’d cost you a lot more than that to keep them in your workhouse for the next five years, and you know it. Five shillings. Take it or leave it.


The bell on the ferry rings again.


(Shouting out.) That’s it! We’re moving!


MAN. I’ll take it.


OTIS. Meshak!


MESHAK runs to him.


In with the others.


MESHAK takes the eldest BOY’s arm and leads him to the wagon. The others follow, shaking and wretched. MESHAK pushes each one inside.


As OTIS completes the transaction with the MAN, MESHAK goes back to checking the saddle-bags. As he starts to tighten the buckle on one, it falls open slightly and a small arm – what looks like a baby’s arm – reaches out into the air. MESHAK stares at it for a moment, then hurriedly pushes it back into the bag and fastens the bag up tight.


The MAN leaves. The PEOPLE in front are moving forward. OTIS jumps up onto the wagon.


Get up here, Meshak! We’re on the move!


Scene Four


In the schoolroom at the cathedral, THOMAS has been blindfolded and tied up with a rope by some of the other BOYS. They are spinning him round and round and then laughing as they let go of him and watch him stagger about.


BOY 1. Wait, wait!


The other BOYS stand very still. The BOY approaches THOMAS.


THOMAS. Are you there? Who’s that? Can we stop this now? I . . .




But the BOY shoves an apple into THOMAS’s mouth so that he can’t speak. All the BOYS laugh uproariously. They spin him again.


ALEXANDER enters and takes in the situation, watching for a moment or two. Then:


ALEXANDER. Let him go.


The BOYS stop laughing and look round at him.


BOY 1. Why should we?


There is a moment of tension.


BOY 2. May as well. We were going to let him go soon anyway.


BOY 3. We all had it done to us.


ALEXANDER. I know that. But I think he’s had enough now.


There is another tense moment as the BOYS wait for their leader’s decision.


BOY 1. Looks like the little gentleman has spoken. Come on, boys.


The BOYS traipse out. When they have gone, ALEXANDER goes to THOMAS. He removes the blindfold and takes the apple out of his mouth.


THOMAS. Thank you very much. I was starting to feel a bit sick there.


ALEXANDER unties the rope.


Thank you. Thank you very much.


ALEXANDER. You don’t have to thank me. If they’d caught a rat and spun it round by the tail, I’d have done the same.


THOMAS. Still.


He sees that ALEXANDER is about to throw the apple away.


Oh, I’ll have it if you don’t mind.


ALEXANDER hands him the apple.


Thank you very much. Are you the best fighter then? You must be. My Da said, find out who the best fighter is and stick to him like a limpet.




ALEXANDER. I don’t fight. They do what I say because my father is the richest and my voice is the best. They’re scared of what would happen if they touched me.


THOMAS. Still. I’m very grateful. I know it’s just a bit of fun, but yesterday they stuck my head in a piss-pot, and the day before that they took me up the tower blindfold and made me walk out onto the parapet. I’m scared of heights. Are you scared of anything?


ALEXANDER. Wasting time.


ALEXANDER starts to leave.


THOMAS. Wait.


THOMAS makes a flamboyant bow to ALEXANDER.


Thomas Ledbury.


ALEXANDER bows reluctantly.


ALEXANDER. Alexander Ashbrook.


THOMAS. I owe you my life, Sir!


ALEXANDER. Forget it. You owe me nothing.


ALEXANDER leaves.


Scene Five


The dingy upstairs of The Black Dog in the Gloucestershire countryside. It is late evening. The sounds of a rowdy night drift up from downstairs. A woman, MRS LYNCH, is standing outside one of the bedrooms with a candle in her hand. She is plainly dressed, with strong features and an unchanging, inscrutable expression.


OTIS comes along the corridor, with MESHAK following behind him.


MRS LYNCH. Where have you been?


OTIS. Where is she?


MRS LYNCH. In there. She wouldn’t walk through the door downstairs, I had to bring her up the back way.


OTIS (smoothing his hair). How do I look?




MRS LYNCH takes a comb from her pocket and hands it to him. He combs his hair.


MRS LYNCH. It’s been all I can do to make her wait.


OTIS. I knew you’d think of something. You always do.


MRS LYNCH. Hello, Meshak.


MESHAK. Hello.


MRS LYNCH. He’s grown. He looks almost a man.


OTIS. He’s grown but his brain hasn’t.


MRS LYNCH. He should stay back until he’s needed.


OTIS. He knows what to do – don’t you, boy?


MESHAK. Yes, Da.


OTIS. Right, let’s get in there, shall we?


MRS LYNCH. If you’re ready?


OTIS. Oh, I’m ready.


They enter the room. Inside, it is almost dark. There is a small bed and on it there is a Moses basket covered with a white shawl. At the far end of the room, a very young lady, MISS PRICE, is standing. She seems to take fright when they come in and she clings to the wall for support. MESHAK stays in the darkness by the door. There is silence for several moments.


MISS PRICE. Is this him?


MRS LYNCH. Yes.


OTIS. Good evening, Miss. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.


MISS PRICE. Are you the Coram Man?


OTIS glances at MRS LYNCH.


MRS LYNCH. Yes. The Coram Man.


MISS PRICE. Oh, God forgive me. God forgive me.


MESHAK moves, disturbed by her distress.


Who’s that?


OTIS. My boy, Miss.




MRS LYNCH. He’s harmless.


OTIS. He’s gentle and sweet as a lamb, though he don’t look it.


MISS PRICE is almost collapsing with anxiety and fear.


MRS LYNCH. You should sit down.


MISS PRICE doesn’t respond.


OTIS. Mrs Lynch here tells me you have a little ’un as needs looking after.


Pause. OTIS begins to wonder if she heard him.


MISS PRICE. Tell me, please . . . tell me about Thomas Coram.


OTIS. Thomas Coram? Oh, he’s a kind and gentle man, Miss. As good as they come. The next time they’re making saints, I reckon he’ll be up there. He was a sea captain, and he went to the New World and built ships. And when he came back he was so shocked, so appalled – I think that was the word he used – by seeing all the orphans and the little babies abandoned on the streets of London, that he set up his hospital for foundling children.


MISS PRICE. You have met him?


OTIS. Only once, Miss. He tipped his hat to me and shook me by the hand. And I felt a warm glow all over. And when I’d sat down and recovered myself, I thought, ‘That was the goodness – that was the goodness pouring from him.’


MISS PRICE. Yes.


OTIS. And it’s a very grand place, Miss, the Foundling Hospital, all new and clean and with fields all around for the little ’uns to play in and big gates at the front to keep out trouble. And the little ’uns eat good food and wear fine uniforms . . .


MISS PRICE. And the babies . . . I have heard that the babies are properly nursed?


OTIS looks at MRS LYNCH. He doesn’t know the answer to this.


MRS LYNCH. The babies go to the country to be nursed and weaned.


OTIS. By the kindest of women. Women who know about



babies.


MRS LYNCH. Then when they’re old enough, they are taken to live at the hospital.


OTIS. They get taught to read and write and get apprenticed to the most respectable folk. I promise you, Miss, your little fellow couldn’t get a better start in this world.


MISS PRICE. It’s a girl. My baby is a girl.


OTIS. Oh, I’m sorry. I always assume they’re boys with having a boy myself, you see.


MESHAK, who has been listening intently to this description of a wonderful, safe place, recognises his cue just in time and goes to his father. OTIS strokes his head and pets him.
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