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  ACT ONE




  Scene One




  Summer. 1939.




  Pathé-style news footage of Jamaica bracing itself for a strong hurricane.




  On the stage, in a wooden schoolhouse, HORTENSE is hurrying to prepare the classroom for the hurricane’s arrival. MRS RYDER is standing by the open doorway. Strong gusts of wind are heard.




  MRS RYDER. Why, listen to that wind, Hortense! I do believe it’s on its way.




  HORTENSE. Yes, Mrs Ryder. It is certainly drawing closer now.




  MRS RYDER. Oh, look how the trees are starting to sway! Why, it’s as if they’re dancing!




  HORTENSE. Yes, Mrs Ryder.




  MRS RYDER. My very first hurricane. How thrilling! Oh!




  HORTENSE pauses in what she’s doing and looks at the audience. She addresses them, conspiratorially, with barely controlled excitement.




  HORTENSE (to audience). I think, perchance, that you are wondering how I come to find myself in this schoolhouse with this fool-fool American woman who believe a hurricane on the island of Jamaica is something to look forward to.




  MRS RYDER. Oh, my! I do believe it’s almost here!




  HORTENSE (to audience). I must confess that I feel just a little bit sorry for this lady – Mrs Ryder, evangelist, schoolteacher. She clearly believe that she is the heroine of this situation, but I can assure you, she is most certainly not.




  MRS RYDER. Let’s leave the door unlocked, shall we? In case someone wants to join us.




  HORTENSE. Like Mr Ryder.




  MRS RYDER. Yes, Hortense. Exactly. Like Mr Ryder.




  Now, where’s my purse? I think this calls for lipstick!




  MRS RYDER locates her handbag, takes out her lipstick and puts some on.




  HORTENSE (to audience). The reason I am in this schoolhouse is that I choose to be. I am only a classroom assistant after all and, like the pupils, I could have left at lunchtime when word of the approaching storm was verified. But to do such a sensible thing would be to deny the man I love the opportunity to come and rescue me. For him to say, ‘Hortense! But where is Hortense?! Perhaps she’s in the schoolhouse, perhaps she is alone, afraid! I must risk my life and run to her at once!’




  MRS RYDER. I swear the Lord is present in that wind. Oh, come, wind, for I am ready!




  HORTENSE (to audience). I will tell you the story of my love. It is a love with deep-down roots.




  Enter HORTENSE as a little child, skipping and playing on a wooded path. Enter MISS JEWEL behind her.




  MISS JEWEL. Hortense! Hortense! Come-come, me sprigadee.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. How much further to the big house with the chickens?




  MISS JEWEL. Not much further nah.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. Miss Jewel, if I no like the big house with the chickens, can we go back to Mama?




  MISS JEWEL. Nuh, I tell yah – your mama gone work in another country nah. She far, far away. In Cuba.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. But what if she come back to look for us?




  MISS JEWEL. She know we gone to your papa folk.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. Who is my papa? (Receiving no reply.) Miss Jewel? Grandmama?




  MISS JEWEL. Your papa him big-big man. Important man.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. At the big house?




  MISS JEWEL. Him government man. Him far, far away. In Kingston.




  LITTLE HORTENSE suddenly stops.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. Miss Jewel, I no want to go to the big house with the chickens.




  MISS JEWEL stops and looks at her. She crouches down and beckons to LITTLE HORTENSE –




  MISS JEWEL. Come.




  LITTLE HORTENSE goes to her. MISS JEWEL takes hold of one of LITTLE HORTENSE’s arms.




  This your papa’s skin.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. My skin is the colour of warm honey.




  MISS JEWEL. You a lucky, lucky chile. This skin is a golden life. You wa golden life, me sprigadee?




  LITTLE HORTENSE (enchanted). Oh, yes. I wa golden life.




  MISS JEWEL. So shift yuh battam nah.




  They walk on. Then MISS JEWEL stops.




  This the place.




  HORTENSE (to audience). A long track. A white house nestled amongst palm trees. The biggest house I’ve ever seen. Made of stone, with tiles upon the roof.




  Enter MR PHILIP, MISS MA and LITTLE MICHAEL. LITTLE MICHAEL hangs back, watching.




  MR PHILIP. So this is Lovell’s child.




  MISS JEWEL. Yessir. This Hortense, sir.




  MR PHILIP. Hum. (To LITTLE HORTENSE.) I am your father’s cousin, Mr Philip Roberts. You may call me Mr Philip. This is my wife, Mrs Martha Roberts. You are a fortunate child. Your father wishes you to be raised in a decent home and to have some teaching. So from now on you will live with us.




  LITTLE HORTENSE is too frightened to speak.




  This is a God-fearing house. I hope you are acquainted with the Lord?




  LITTLE HORTENSE looks at MISS JEWEL doubtfully.




  MISS JEWEL. Oh, yessir. The Lord him very good man, sir.




  MR PHILIP. Hum.




  MR PHILIP walks away into the house.




  MISS MA. Michael, don’t be shy now. Come and meet your cousin.




  LITTLE MICHAEL approaches, grinning. His hands are clasped behind his back.




  Hortense, this is our son, Michael.




  LITTLE HORTENSE (quietly). Hello.




  LITTLE MICHAEL. Hello.




  He holds out his hand towards her. In his hand there is a small gecko. LITTLE HORTENSE just looks at it.




  MISS MA. Oh! Oh, put it down, Michael. You are a mischievous boy.




  LITTLE MICHAEL (to LITTLE HORTENSE). Why don’t you jump?




  LITTLE HORTENSE. Because it is a gecko. I like geckos.




  MISS MA (to MICHAEL). Take Hortense to her bedroom now.




  Miss Jewel, I will show you where you sleep.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. But… I sleep with my grandmama.




  MISS MA. No. Miss Jewel will sleep in the wash house.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. But…




  MISS JEWEL. Nuh fret nah, me sprigadee…




  MISS MA. And there will be no more of that talk. This is Miss Hortense. And this is Master Michael.




  MISS MA leads MISS JEWEL away towards the wash house. LITTLE MICHAEL runs towards the gardens at the back of the house.




  LITTLE MICHAEL (to LITTLE HORTENSE). Come on! Come!




  LITTLE HORTENSE runs after him. They arrive at a large tree. There’s a rickety table in front of it.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. She tell you to show me where I will sleep.




  LITTLE MICHAEL (pointing to a hollow in the tree). Look. You see that hole in the tree? There is a woodpecker’s nest in that hole. There must be – I’ve seen them coming and going. (Indicating the table.) Climb on there and bend over.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. What?




  LITTLE MICHAEL. I need to climb on your back.




  LITTLE HORTENSE climbs on the table and bends over. LITTLE MICHAEL climbs onto the table and then stands on her back. He can just see into the hole.




  Yes! I can see it! Keep still.




  He stretches up and reaches into the hole.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. What are you doing?




  LITTLE MICHAEL. I just need to… I’m trying to reach an egg.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. No!




  She moves to stand up. LITTLE MICHAEL is forced to step off her back quickly. He falls off the table and lands on the ground. He lies still.




  (Horrified.) Michael? Michael?




  He suddenly sits up and rubs his head in a comical way. She laughs nervously. He jumps to his feet. She chases him. They laugh.




  I’m sorry about your head.




  LITTLE MICHAEL. I forgive you. But I will get you back for it.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. How?




  LITTLE MICHAEL. It will be a surprise. I will show you the best tree to climb. We have many, many trees. Come on.




  They start to run off but LITTLE MICHAEL stops.




  You must tell my father about everything you do today.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. All right.




  LITTLE MICHAEL. Tell him at suppertime. He will like that very much.




  That evening. The dinner table. MR PHILIP, MISS MA, LITTLE MICHAEL and LITTLE HORTENSE are seated at the table. MISS JEWEL is standing close by, waiting to serve. All have their hands together and their heads bowed.




  MR PHILIP. God is great and God is good, and we thank Him for this food. By His hand we all are fed. Give us Lord our daily bread. Through Christ our Lord, Amen.




  MISS MA/MICHAEL. Amen.




  LITTLE HORTENSE (quietly). Amen.




  MISS JEWEL (loudly). Amen-Amen!




  MISS JEWEL moves to serve, but MR PHILIP suddenly stands, clutching his Bible.




  MR PHILIP. ‘I am the way, the truth and the life. No man cometh unto the Father but by me. If ye had known me, ye should have known my father also: and from henceforth ye have known him and have seen God.’




  MR PHILIP sits.




  MISS MA (to MISS JEWEL). You may serve.




  MR PHILIP. Water first.




  MISS JEWEL takes up the water jug and begins to fill MR PHILIP’s glass. Silently, LITTLE MICHAEL prompts LITTLE HORTENSE to speak.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. I have a lot of fun today.




  MISS MA. No speaking at the table, child.




  LITTLE HORTENSE glances at LITTLE MICHAEL, who kicks her under the table in encouragement.




  LITTLE HORTENSE. But Mr Philip will want to know. I have been looking at a woodpecker’s nest and I have been climbing trees.




  MISS MA. No speaking!




  MR PHILIP. Wait. You have been doing what?




  LITTLE HORTENSE. Climbing trees. I climbed the tree with the branches that go out across the water and…




  MR PHILIP. What ungodliness is this? You think it is godly to lift yourself into the branches of a tree like a monkey?




  LITTLE HORTENSE. I…




  MR PHILIP. Little girls do not climb trees. Principle! Each one of us will stand accountable, puny and small, in front of the Almighty. You will learn principle! Get out of my sight.
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