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INTRODUCTION





Brian Friel was born into, and grew up in, the depressed and depressing atmosphere of the minority Catholic community in Northern Ireland. Derry, or, to give it its official name, Londonderry, had been, since the inception of the new Northern state as part of the United Kingdom in 1922, an economically depressed area. Male unemployment never sank below eighteen per cent, even during the artificial boom induced by the Second World War. Among the Catholic population, which was in the majority in the local electoral area, the rate was much higher. A corrupt electoral system also ensured that this local majority was deprived of power even within the limited field of borough politics. As a result, political tension remained high in the city during the decades of the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, even though it was paradoxically combined with a strange apathy which arose out of bad social conditions and a general feeling of desolation. These factors have profoundly impressed themselves on Friel’s writing in which the same blend of disappointment and unyielding pressure is found time and again to characterize the experience of his protagonists. There is another leavening element, however, which also takes its origin from the social and political circumstances of the place where he grew up. Derry is no more than a few miles from the political border which separates it from its natural hinterland, the county of Donegal, part of the Irish Free State, as it was then called. Friel spent his childhood and boyhood holidays in Donegal, where his family had originated. Famous for the beauty of its scenery, although no more fortunate in its economic condition, Donegal has remained for him as a powerful image of possibility, an almost pastoral place in which the principle of hope can find a source. The town of Ballybeg, which occurs so often in his plays as a standard setting, has fused within it the socially depressed and politically dislocated world of Derry and the haunting attraction of the lonely landscapes and traditional mores of rural Donegal.


Yet it would be wrong to emphasize these factors to the point of describing Friel’s work as being wholly political in its motivations and obsessions. Politics is an ever-present force, but Friel, conscious of the recurrent failures of the political imagination in Ireland, is concerned to discover some consolatory or counterbalancing agency which will offer an alternative. The discovery is never made. But the search for the alternative to and the reasons for failure brings Friel, finally, to the recognition of the peculiar role and function of art, especially the theatrical art, in a broken society. The moods of his plays and stories can change very rapidly from the farcical to the satirical to the sentimental to the tragic and at times the transition from one to another is disturbingly abrupt. The reason for this is that Friel has always found it necessary to struggle with the problem of temperament, an enhanced feature of people who are bedevilled by failure and compensate for it by making out of their own instability a mode of behaviour in which volatility becomes a virtue. Out of volatility, one can make a style; style can give off the effect of brilliance; but the brightness of the effect is very often in inverse ratio to the emptiness for which it is the consolation. This is not to say that Friel rehearses in his plays the conventional ‘Celtic’ temperament. But he does touch upon that convention, does even exploit it at times, but with the purpose of analysing the forces which produce it. Brilliance in the theatre has, for Irish dramatists, been linguistic. Formally, the Irish theatrical tradition has not been highly experimental. It depends almost exclusively on talk, on language left to itself to run through the whole spectrum of a series of personalities, often adapted by the same individual. Friel is unique, though, in his recognition that Irish temperament and Irish talk has a deep relationship to Irish desolation and the sense of failure. It is not surprising that his drama evolves, with increasing sureness, towards an analysis of the behaviour of language itself and, particularly, by the ways in which that behaviour, so ostensibly in the power of the individual, is fundamentally dictated by historical circumstances. His art, therefore, remains political to the degree that it becomes an art ensnared by, fascinated by its own linguistic medium. This is not obliquely political theatre. This is profoundly political, precisely because it is so totally committed to the major theatrical medium of words.


It is natural, given this, that Friel should make use of a conventional situation from the Irish theatrical tradition – that comic situation in which the dominant (but not necessarily heroic) figure on the stage is a social outsider or outcast who is nevertheless gifted with eloquence. The plight of such a figure always runs the risk of being sentimentalized, for it is an historical and political convention too, based on the experience of exile. From the beginning, in early plays like This Doubtful Paradise (1959) and The Enemy Within (1962), up to and including Philadelphia, Here I Come!, Friel has played a number of variations on the theme of exile. The central figures in these plays find themselves torn by the necessity of abandoning the Ireland which they love, even though, or perhaps because, they realize that they must bow to this necessity for the sake of their own integrity as individuals rather than as a consequence of economic or political pressures. Although the different kinds of pressure forcing them to leave their homeland are interconnected, their ultimate perception is that fidelity to the native place is a lethal form of nostalgia, an emotion which must be overcome if they are, quite simply, to grow up. So Friel, in this first phase of his career, depicts a struggle already well known in other European literatures – the conflict between emotional loyalties to the backward and provincial area and obligations to the sense of self which seeks freedom in a more metropolitan, if shallower, world. The movement of historical forces has set against his provincial Donegal world and it has therefore become anachronistic. In feeling itself to be so, it also becomes susceptible to sentimentality, self-pity, and, in the last stages, to a grotesque caricaturing of what it had once been. For all that, it exercises a charm, a potent spell which the desire for freedom and for the future has tragic difficulty in breaking. In Philadelphia, Gar O’Donnell recites on several occasions the opening lines of Edmund Burke’s famous apostrophe to the ancien régime of France, written in 1790 by an Irishman who had made the preservation of ancestral feeling the basis for a counter-revolutionary politics and for a hostility to the shallow cosmopolitanism of the modern world. ‘It is now sixteen or seventeen years since I saw the Queen of France, then the Dauphiness, at Versailles; and surely never lighted on this orb, which she hardly seemed to touch, a more delightful vision …’ Friel uses Burke here, at some risk, to display the fact that the Ballybeg which Gar O’Donnell is trying to leave is indeed the remnant of a past civilization and that the new world, however vulgar it may seem, is that of Philadelphia and the Irish Americans. Although Gar is aware of the actual squalor of village life and of the coarseness of modern city life, his intelligence is of little consolation to him. To know the score is not a form of happiness. The most intolerable suspicion, however, is that, in leaving Ballybeg, he is forsaking the capacity to feel deeply. So he plays a game, cast in the form of a dialogue between his two selves, generating out of his own internal split a wonderful, comic and histrionic virtuosity which is nevertheless tinged throughout by grief. For this is a man who has been theatricalized by society, a man who must play the fool with his own feelings, thereby becoming the possessor of a temperament only because he has had no opportunity to stabilize into that achievement of a moral position which we call character. Gar O’Donnell is, in many ways, a recognizably modern case of alienation. He has all the narcissism that goes with the condition of being driven back in upon the resources of the self. But Friel is so specific in his evocation of the conditions of Irish life, so insistent in the deep-rooted sense of inherited failure, that the play has the freshness of a revelation rather than the routine characteristics of a well-known situation. Since the beginning of this century, Irish drama has been heavily populated by people for whom vagrancy and exile have become inescapable conditions about which they can do nothing but talk, endlessly and eloquently and usually to themselves. The tramps of Yeats and Synge and Beckett, the stationless slum dwellers of O’Casey or Behan, bear a striking family resemblance to Friel’s exiles.


After 1965, for six years. Friel’s career seemed to hesitate. Although his popularity with the Irish audience actually grew, and although that audience gratefully accepted plays like The Loves of Cass McGuire (1967), Lovers (1968), Crystal and Fox (1970), and the rather crude political satire, The Mundy Scheme (1970), there does seem, in retrospect, to have been an uncertainty in his writing which might account for its increasing sentimentality. Cass McGuire is an exile who returns home to harbour the illusion that the old people’s home she finds herself in is the real thing, rather than a junk yard for derelicts like herself. Although the play is brutal enough in its way, it hovers uneasily between satire and tragedy before finally settling for sentiment. In a similar manner, Fox Melarkey, the chief character in Crystal and Fox, destroys his masquerade of a showman’s life out of a frustration which we can sympathize with but which is offered to our understandings only as a glorified grumpiness that the world is not, after all, the Utopia he would like it to be. But in The Gentle Island (produced 1971, published 1973), Friel turned on all the illusions of pastoralism, ancestral feeling, and local piety that had been implicit in his dramatization of the world of Ballybeg. It is a savage play, ironically titled, executed in a destructive, even melodramatic spirit. The lives of the Sweeney family in the island of Inishkeen, off the west coast of County Donegal, are shown to be brutal, squalid, beset by sexual frustration and violence. A visitor is maimed, a whole tissue of illusions is swept aside, and a son finally escapes into the comparative freedom of the life of the Irish labourer in the Glasgow slums. The delicate tensions which had been so finely balanced in Philadelphia are now surrendered in an almost vengeful spirit. Lost illusions, and the sweetness of sexual love, are denied even a residual consolation. After this play, Friel had effectively cut himself off from his early work. He was seeking a new kind of drama, one in which the emotions of utter repudiation would replace the half-lights of exiled longing. The Mundy Scheme was a momentary attempt to turn towards political satire. But it was little more than a caricature play (although not, on that account, distant from the truth about the corruption of Irish political life). In a sense, up to 1971, Friel’s plays had been drawing a great deal of their power from the tenderness with which he had portrayed the decaying provincial world of Donegal – Derry in his short stories. Although he had early abandoned that form, he had not abandoned the attitudes which it had embodied. The plays gave more successful, subtler expression to those attitudes. But now, with the new, deeply angry sense of repudiation and disgust dominating his work, Friel moved on to the next phase of his writing career. From this point forward, his plays are more frankly ambitious, their form more flexible, their tone more resonantly that of drama which had reached a pitch of decisive intensity. All of Friel’s major work dates from the mid-1970s. Before that, he had been an immensely skilful writer who had found himself being silently exploited by the ease with which he could satisfy the taste for Irishness which institutions like the New Yorker and the Irish Theatre had become so expert in establishing. Although Philadelphia was a remarkable play, prefiguring some of the later work in its preoccupations, it was a virtuoso performance of the kind of Irish eloquence which had come to be expected from Irish playwrights in particular. It was ‘fine writing’. The horrifyingly stupefied condition of the Irish social and political world which it also revealed was treated almost as a foil to that brilliant chat of Gar O’Donnell. Friel had the courage to deprive himself of that ready-made appeal, that fixed audience, that commercial success, and to set out to write all over again the stories and plays of his immediate past.


He was stimulated to do so by the fact that the society he had known all his life began to break down, publicly and bloodily, in 1968. From the first marches of that year, in the summer and late autumn, to the murder of fourteen civilian marchers by British paratroopers in Derry in early 1972, Northern Ireland entered on the first phase of its long, slow disintegration. It was what everyone who knew the place had always expected; yet it was shocking when it came. Police and army, guerrillas and assassins, bombers and torturers became so prominent in a suddenly militarized society that the notion of its ever having been a decent unpolluted place seemed utterly absurd. The collapse of institutions and codes, the aridity of myths and slogans, all of which had seemed serenely potent only months before, had and still has profound repercussions for the people of that society. Friel had been there, imaginatively, before it happened. But the forces released by the breakdown inevitably had a transforming effect on him. Those first years of the ‘troubles’ saw him reject his own writing past; in those years he also began to confront what would dominate his writing in the future – the sense of a whole history of failure concentrated into a crisis over a doomed community or group.


Friel’s next four plays were produced in the Abbey Theatre before beginning their runs abroad in London and New York. After that, the pattern was broken and, although the Abbey will continue to produce his plays, it no longer has an assumed right to the first production. The plays, with dates of first performance, were The Freedom of the City (1973), Volunteers (1975), Living Quarters (1977) and Aristocrats (1979). In the first two of these, the political atmosphere is highly charged. The three central characters in Freedom are civil rights marchers trapped by the British Army in the mayor’s parlour of a city’s Guildhall. As they and others talk of their plight, it becomes clear that they will emerge only to be shot as terrorists. In Volunteers, the victimized group is a squad of IRA prisoners who have volunteered, against the orders of their own organization, to take temporary release from prison in order to help with an archaeological excavation. They know that, on their return to prison at the end of the dig, they will be murdered. Living Quarters and Aristocrats are studies in the breakdown of a family and its illusory social and cultural authority in the small-town setting of Ballybeg. All of these plays have in common an interest in the disintegration of traditional authority and in the exposure of the violence upon which it had rested. Despite the bleakness of the general situation, Friel manages to make his central victims appealing even in their futility and in their frequent bouts of self-pity. He still adheres to his fascination with the human capacity for producing consoling fictions to make life more tolerable. Although he destroys these fictions he does not, with that, destroy the motives that produced them – motives which are rooted in the human being’s wish for dignity as well as in his tendency to avoid reality.


In addition, these plays are full of what we may call displaced voices, American sociologists, English judges, and voice-overs from the past play their part in the dialogue in set speeches, tape-recordings, through loudspeakers. The discourse they produce is obviously bogus. Yet its official jargon represents something more and something worse than moral obtuseness. It also represents power, the one element lacking in the world of the victims where the language is so much more vivid and spontaneous. Once again, in divorcing power from eloquence, Friel is indicating a traditional feature of the Irish condition. The voice of power tells one kind of fiction – the lie. It has the purpose of preserving its own interests. The voice of powerlessness tells another kind of fiction – the illusion. It has the purpose of pretending that its own interests have been preserved. The contrast between the two becomes unavoidable at moments of crisis. Each of these plays presents us with such a moment, when both sets of voices are pitted against one another in a struggle which leads to a common ruin. Yet within the group of the victims there is another opposition which is perhaps more crucial and is certainly even more tense. It takes the form of a contrast too, between the fast-talking, utterly sceptical outsider and the silent, almost aphasic insider. At first, it seems to be a comic confrontation between a witty intelligence and a dumb stupidity. But it becomes tragic in the end and we are left to reflect that intelligence may be a gift, eloquence may be an attraction but that neither is necessarily a virtue and that the combination of both, in circumstances like these, may be disastrous. These outsiders are, dramatically speaking, dominating and memorable presences. Skinner in The Freedom of the City, Keeney in Volunteers, Ben in Living Quarters, Eamon in Aristocrats, are all men who make talk a compensation for their dislocation from family or society. They see clearly but, on that account, can do nothing. Against them, in the same plays, are ranged, respectively, Lily, Smiler, Ben in his second role of stammering nervousness and Casimir. Surrounding them are the voices of control – fathers, judges, narrators, expert analysts. Friel found in these plays a way to quarantine his central cast, with its tension between eloquence and silence, within a zone of official discourse with its ready-made jargon of inauthenticity. As a result, the plays are even more fiercely spoken plays. Language, in a variety of modes and presented in a number of recorded ways, dominates to the exclusion of almost everything else. The Babel of educated and uneducated voices, of speech flowing and speech blocked, the atmosphere of permanent crisis and of unshakable apathy, is as much a feature of Friel’s as it is of Beckett’s or of O’Casey’s plays.


Although The Freedom of the City and Volunteers were evidently related, in however oblique a manner, to the troubles in Northern Ireland, it was still surprising to see the ferocity and the blindness with which critics, especially in London and New York, reacted to them. During those years (1973–6), the IRA campaign against the British presence in the North was at its height and the propaganda war was, as a consequence, intensified to an almost unprecedented degree. Friel was accused by some rather hysterical English and American reviewers of defending the IRA by his attacks upon the British Army and the whole system of authority which that army was there to defend. Wisely, he ignored this hack reviewing, although it cost him dear financially, especially in New York. Instead, Friel kept his attention fixed on the evolving form of his own work and in 1979, at the Longacre Theatre in New York, with José Quintero as director and James Mason in the leading part, he presented one of his most important, if also one of his most unexpected plays – Faith Healer.


Faith Healer has no political background. It is the story of Frank Hardy, the faith healer, his wife Grace, and his manager Teddy. The play is composed of four monologues, the first and last spoken by Frank, the second and third spoken by Grace and Teddy in turn. A ramshackle caravan, patrolling the remote villages of England, Scotland and Wales, offering to the chronically ill the prospect of a miracle cure at the hands of the faith healer; within that, another story, of a drastic event, the death of Frank’s and Grace’s child, or of Frank’s mother, or of something which both of these are emblems of; and beyond that, the final return to Donegal and Ballybeg, where Frank’s treacherous gift will finally betray him into the brutal death he has begun to long for and expect. We have here a complex metaphor of the artist who is possessed by a gift over which he has no control. A travelling showman, putting on his little theatrical production night after night, waiting for the miracle to happen, for the moment at which the audience will be cured, energized by a miracle, he is also, very clearly, the artist as playwright. However, the return to home and death out of exile, often inspected by Friel before (as in The Laves of Cass McGuire) reinstitutes the social and political dimension which had been otherwise so subdued. Home is the place of the deformed in spirit. The violent men who kill the faith healer are intimate with him, for their savage violence and his miraculous gift are no more than obverse versions of one another. Once again, Friel is intimating to his audience that there is an inescapable link between art and politics, the Irish version of which is the closeness between eloquence and violence. The mediating agency is, as always, disappointment, but it is a disappointment all the more profound because it is haunted by the possibility of miracle and of Utopia. Faith Healer is the parable which gives coherence to the preceding four plays. With them, it marks the completion of another passage in Friel’s career. It is his most triumphant rewriting of his early work and stands in a peculiarly ironic, almost parodic relationship to Philadelphia, of which it is both the subversion and the fulfilment.


With the new decade of the 1980s, Field Day was born. It is a theatre company, founded by Friel and Stephen Rea, the Irish actor, and it is a cultural group embracing three poets, Seamus Heaney, Tom Paulin and the present writer as well as the broadcaster and musician, David Hammond. It was founded to put on plays outside the confines of the established theatre and, through that, to begin to effect a change in the apathetic atmosphere of the North. Although Field Day will not be an exclusively theatrical venture, that aspect of its activities is the only one pertinent here. Derry was chosen as the centre of its operations. All the plays have their world première there. The first of these was Translations, widely acclaimed both in Ireland and abroad as Friel’s masterpiece. It was first produced in Derry, in the Guildhall, on 23 September 1980. Since then, it has had long runs in London and New York. However, the play is best seen in relation to the third Field Day production (the second was Friel’s translation of Chekhov’s Three Sisters in 1981), The Communication Cord (produced 1982, published 1983). For this most recent play is an antidote to Translations, a farce which undermines the pieties sponsored by the earlier play, a defensive measure against any possible sentimentality in its predecessor. Translations is not, in fact, sentimental, but it treats of a theme which is powerfully emotive in the Irish context and one which has been subjected to a great deal of vulgarization and hypocrisy. That theme is the death of the Irish language. Friel locates the moment of its final decline in the Donegal of the 1830s, the years in which the British Army Engineer Corps carried out its famous ordnance survey of Ireland, mapping and renaming the whole country to accord with its recent (1800) integration into the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. The crisis of the language is expressed in terms of the crisis in a family. Owen, the son of a hedge-school master, who teaches Latin and Greek through Irish, arrives home from Dublin with the British Army corps to help them in the mapping and renaming of his native territory. He is the recognizable Frielian outsider who has the intimacy of an insider, the man who is betraying his ancestral and anachronistic community into the modern, Anglicized world. The subsequent events demonstrate once more the salience of the connection between language (its loss and its mastery) and politics (its violence and its authority). It states with unprecedented clarity and force much that had been implicit in Friel’s work since the beginning. The crisis he is concerned with is a crisis both of language and of civilization and it is experienced directly by people who are trapped within the confines of a place and an attitude of mind from which there is no escape. It is, thus, a tragic play. Military and cultural imperialism, provincial rebellion and cultural fantasy collide with such force that the worst aspects of each are precipitated into a permanent and deadly confrontation. It is a play about the tragedy of English imperialism as well as of Irish nationalism. Most of all, it is a play about the final incoherence that has always characterized the relationship between the two countries, the incoherence that comes from sharing a common language which is based upon different presuppositions. The failure of language to accommodate experience, the failure of a name to fully indicate a place, the failure of lovers to find the opportunity to express their feeling whether in words or deed, are all products of this political confrontation. In Translations, Friel has found a sequence of events in history which are transformed by his writing into a parable of events in the present day. Paradoxically, although his theme is failure, linguistic and political, the fact that the play has been written is itself an indication of the success of the imagination in dealing with everything that seems opposed to its survival. What is most characteristically tragic about the play is the sense of exhilaration which it transmits to the audience. Language lost in this fashion is also language rediscovered in such a way that the sense of loss has been overcome. In that strange, contradictory triumph, Brian Friel has reached a culmination in his dramatic career. No Irish writer since the early days of this century has so sternly and courageously asserted the role of art in the public world without either yielding to that world’s pressures or retreating into art’s narcissistic alternatives. In the balance he has achieved between these forces he has become an exemplary figure.


SEAMUS DEANE
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First Performance and Set








The first performance of Philadelphia, Here I Come! was given at the Gaiety Theatre, Dublin, on 28 September 1964 by Edwards-MacLiammoir: Dublin Gate Theatre Productions Ltd in association with the Dublin Theatre Festival and Oscar Lewenstein Ltd. The cast was as follows:
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	Hilton Edwards
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Set


When the curtain rises the only part of the stage that is lit is the kitchen, i.e. the portion on the left from the point of view of the audience. It is sparsely and comfortlessly furnished – a bachelor’s kitchen. There are two doors; one left which leads to the shop, and one upstage leading to the scullery (off). Beside the shop door is a large deal table, now set for tea without cloth and with rough cups and saucers. Beside the scullery door is an old-fashioned dresser. On the scullery wall is a large school-type clock.


Stage right, now in darkness, is Gar’s bedroom. Both bedroom and kitchen should be moved upstage, leaving a generous apron. Gar’s bedroom is furnished with a single bed, a wash-hand basin (crockery jug and bowl), a table with a record-player and records, and a small chest of drawers.


These two areas – kitchen and Gar’s bedroom – occupy more than two-thirds of the stage. The remaining portion is fluid: in Episode I for example, it represents a room in Senator Doogan’s home.





The two Gars, PUBLIC GAR and PRIVATE GAR, are two views of the one man. PUBLIC GAR is the Gar that people see, talk to, talk about. PRIVATE GAR is the unseen man, the man within, the conscience, the alter ego, the secret thoughts, the id. PRIVATE GAR, the spirit, is invisible to everybody, always. Nobody except PUBLIC GAR hears him talk. But even PUBLIC GAR, although he talks to PRIVATE GAR occasionally, never sees him and never looks at him. One cannot look at one’s alter ego.





Time: the present in the small village of Ballybeg in County Donegal, Ireland. The action takes place on the night before, and on the morning of Gar’s departure for Philadelphia.




Music


Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto in E Minor, Op. 64


Ceilidh music


‘All Round My Hat’ – first verse


‘She Moved through the Fair’ – second verse


‘California, Here I Come!’


‘Give the Woman in the Bed more Porter’






























EPISODE ONE








Kitchen in the home of County Councillor, S. B. O’DONNELL, who owns a general shop. As the curtain rises MADGE, the housekeeper, enters from the scullery with a tray in her hands and finishes setting the table. She is a woman in her sixties. She walks as if her feet were precious. She pauses on her way past the shop door.




MADGE: Gar! Your tea!


PUBLIC: (Off) Right!


(She finishes setting the table and is about to go to the scullery door when PUBLIC GAR marches on stage. He is ecstatic with joy and excitement: tomorrow morning he leaves for Philadelphia.)


PUBLIC: (Singing) ‘Philadelphia, here I come, right back where I started from …’ (Breaks off and catches Madge.) Come on, Madge! What about an old time waltz!


MADGE: Agh, will you leave me alone.


(He holds on to her and forces her to do a few steps as he sings in waltz time.)


PUBLIC: ‘Where bowers of flowers bloom in the spring’ –


MADGE: (Struggling) Stop it! Stop it! You brat you!


PUBLIC: Madge, you dance like an angel. (Suddenly lets her go and springs away from her.) Oh, but you’d give a fella bad thoughts very quick!


MADGE: And the smell of fish of you, you dirty thing!


(He grabs her again and puts his face up to hers, very confidentially.)


PUBLIC: Will you miss me?


MADGE: Let me on with my work!


PUBLIC: The truth!


MADGE: Agh, will you quit it, will you?


PUBLIC: I’ll tickle you till you squeal for mercy.


MADGE: Please, Gar …


PUBLIC: (Tickling her) Will you miss me, I said?


MADGE: I will – I will – I will – I –


PUBLIC: That’s better. Now tell me: what time is it?


MADGE: Agh, Gar –


PUBLIC: What time is it?


MADGE: (Looking at clock) Ten past seven.


PUBLIC: And what time do I knock off at?


MADGE: At seven.


PUBLIC: Which means that on my last day with him he got ten minutes overtime out of my hide. (He releases Madge.) Instead of saying to me: (Grandly) ‘Gar, my son, since you are leaving me forever, you may have the entire day free,’ what does he do? Lines up five packs of flour and says: (In flat dreary tones) ‘Make them up into two-pound pokes.’


MADGE: He’s losing a treasure, indeed!


PUBLIC: So d’you know what I said to him? I just drew myself up and looked him straight in the eye and said to him: ‘Two-pound pokes it will be’ – just like that.


MADGE: That flattened him.


(She goes off to the scullery. He stands at the door and talks in to her.)


PUBLIC: And that wasn’t it all. At six o’clock he remembered about the bloody pollock, and him in the middle of the Angelus. (Stands in imitation of the Father: head bowed, hands on chest. In flat tones –) ‘Behold-the-handmaid-of-the-Lord-Gut-and-salt-them-fish.’ So by God I lashed so much salt on those bloody fish that any poor bugger that eats them will die of thirst. But when the corpses are strewn all over Ballybeg, where will I be? In the little old USA! Yip-eeeeee! (He swings away from the scullery door and does a few exuberant steps as he sings –) ‘Philadelphia, here I come, rightah backah where Ah started from –’ (He goes into his bedroom, flings himself down on his bed, rests his head on his hands, and looks at the ceiling. Sings alternate lines of ‘Philadelphia’– first half – with PRIVATE (off)).


PUBLIC: It’s all over.


PRIVATE: (Off, in echo-chamber voice) And it’s all about to begin. It’s all over.


PUBLIC: And it’s all about to begin.


PRIVATE: (Now on.) Just think, Gar.


PUBLIC: Think …


PRIVATE: Think … Up in that big bugger of a jet, with its snout pointing straight for the States, and its tail belching smoke over Ireland; and you sitting up at the front (PUBLIC acts this) with your competent fingers poised over the controls; and then away down below in the Atlantic you see a bloody bugger of an Irish boat out fishing for bloody pollock and –


(PUBLIC nose-dives, engines screaming, machine guns stuttering.)


PUBLIC: Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat.


PRIVATE: Abandon ship! Make for the life-boats! Send for Canon Mick O’Byrne!


(PUBLIC gains altitude and nose-dives again.)


PUBLIC: Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat.


PRIVATE: To hell with women and children! Say an Act of Contrition!


PUBLIC: Yip-eeeee!


(He finishes taking off the shop coat, rolls it into a bundle, and places it carefully on the floor.)


PRIVATE: It looks as if – I can’t see very well from the distance – but it looks as if – yes! – yes! – the free is being taken by dashing Gar O’Donnell (PUBLIC gets back from the coat, poises himself to kick it), pride of the Ballybeg team. (In commentator’s hushed voice) O’Donnell is now moving back, taking a slow, calculating look at the goal, I’ve never seen this boy in the brilliant form he’s in today – absolute magic in his feet. He’s now in position, running up, and –


(PUBLIC kicks the shop coat into the air.)


PUBLIC: Ya-hoooo! (Sings and gyrates at same time.)


‘Philah-delph-yah, heah Ah come, rightah backah weah Ah stahted from, boom-boom-boom-boom –’


(He breaks off suddenly when PRIVATE addresses him in sombre tones of a judge.)


PRIVATE: Gareth Mary O’Donnell.


(PUBLIC springs to attention, salutes, and holds this absurd military stance. He is immediately inside his bedroom door, facing it.)


PUBLIC: Sir.


PRIVATE: You are fully conscious of all the consequences of your decision?


PUBLIC: Yessir.


PRIVATE: Of leaving the country of your birth, the land of the curlew and the snipe, the Aran sweater and the Irish Sweepstakes?


PUBLIC: (With fitting hesitation) I-I-I-I have considered all these, Sir.


PRIVATE: Of going to a profane, irreligious, pagan country of gross materialism?


PUBLIC: I am fully sensitive to this, Sir.


PRIVATE: Where the devil himself holds sway, and lust– abhorrent lust – is everywhere indulged in shamelessly?


(PUBLIC winks extravagantly and nudges an imaginary man beside him.)


PUBLIC: Who are you tellin’? (Poker-stiff again.) Shamelessly, Sir, shamelessly.


(MADGE has entered from the scullery, carrying an old suitcase and a bundle of clothes.)


PRIVATE: And yet you persist in exposing yourself to these frightful dangers?


PUBLIC: I would submit, Sir, that these stories are slightly exaggerated, Sir. For every door that opens –


(MADGE opens the bedroom door.)


MADGE: Oh! You put the heart across me there! Get out of my road, will you, and quit eejiting about!


PUBLIC: Madge, you’re an aul duck.


MADGE: Aye, so. There’s the case. And there’s a piece of rope for I see the clasp’s all rusted. And there’s your shirts and your winter vests and your heavy socks, and you’ll need to air them shirts before you – Don’t put them smelly hands on them!


PUBLIC: Sorry!


MADGE: See that they’re well aired before you put them on. He’s said nothing since, I suppose?


PUBLIC: Not a word.


PRIVATE: The bugger.


MADGE: But he hasn’t paid you your week’s wages?


PUBLIC: £3 15s – that’ll carry me far.


MADGE: He’ll have something to say then, you’ll see. And maybe he’ll slip you a couple of extra pounds.


PUBLIC: Whether he says good-bye to me or not, or whether he slips me a few miserable quid or not, it’s a matter of total indifference to me, Madge.


MADGE: Aye, so. Your tea’s on the table – but that’s a matter of total indifference to me.


PUBLIC: Give me time to wash, will you?


MADGE: And another thing: just because he doesn’t say much doesn’t mean that he hasn’t feelings like the rest of us.


PUBLIC: Say much? He’s said nothing!


MADGE: He said nothing either when your mother died. It must have been near daybreak when he got to sleep last night. I could hear his bed creaking.


PUBLIC: Well to hell with him –


MADGE: (Leaving) Don’t come into your tea smelling like a lobster-pot.


PUBLIC: If he wants to speak to me he knows where to find me! But I’m damned if I’m going to speak to him first!


(MADGE goes off to the scullery.)


(Calling after her) And you can tell him I said that if you like!


PRIVATE: What the hell do you care about him. Screwballs! Skinflint! Skittery Face! You’re free of him and his stinking bloody shop. And tomorrow morning, boy, when that little ole plane gets up into the skies, you’ll stick your head out the window (PUBLIC acts this) and spit down on the lot of them!


(S. B. appears at the shop door. He is in his late sixties. Wears a hat, a good dark suit, collar and tie, black apron. S. B. O’DONNELL is a responsible, respectable citizen.)


S. B.: Gar!


(PUBLIC reacts instinctively. PRIVATE keeps calm.)


PRIVATE: Let the bugger call.


S. B.: (Louder) Gar!


(Instinct is stronger than reason: PUBLIC rushes to his door and opens it. But as soon as he opens it and looks out at his father he assumes in speech and gesture a surly, taciturn gruffness. He always behaves in this way when he is in his father’s company.)


PUBLIC: Aye?


S.B.: How many coils of barbed-wire came in on the mail-van this evening?


PUBLIC: Two. Or was it three?


S.B.: That’s what I’m asking you. It was you that carried them into the yard.


PUBLIC: There were two – no, no, no, three – yes, three – or maybe it was … was it two?


S.B.: Agh!


(S.B. retires to the shop. PUBLIC and PRIVATE come back into the bedroom.)


PRIVATE: What sort of a stupid bugger are you? Think, man! You went out and stood yarning to Joe the Post; then you carried one coil into the yard and came out with the sack of spuds for the parochial; then you carried in the second coil … and put it in the corner … and came out again to the van … and …


(PUBLIC skips into the air.)


Ah, what the hell odds! That’s his headache, old Nicodemus! After tomorrow a bloody roll of barbed-wire will be a mere bagatelle to you. (In cowboy accent) Yeah, man. You see tham thar plains stretchin’ ’s far th’eye can see, man? Well, tham thar plains belongs to Garry the Kid. An’ Garry the Kid he don’t go in for none of your fancy fencin’. No siree. (His eye lights on the fresh laundry MADGE brought in.) And what’ll you wear on the plane tomorrow, old rooster, eh?


(PUBLIC picks up a clean shirt, holds it to his chest, and surveys himself in the small mirror above his wash-handbasin.) Pretty smart, eh?


PUBLIC: Pretty smart.


PRIVATE: Pretty sharp?


PUBLIC: Pretty sharp,


PRIVATE: Pretty oo-là-là?


PUBLIC: Mais oui.


PRIVATE: And not a bad looker, if I may say so.


PUBLIC: You may. You may.


PRIVATE: (In heavy US accent) I’m Patrick Palinakis, president of the biggest chain of biggest hotels in the world. We’re glad to have you, Mr O’Donnell.


PUBLIC: (Sweet, demure) And I’m glad to be here, Sir.


PRIVATE: Handsomely said, young man. I hope you’ll be happy with us and work hard and one day maybe you’ll be president of the biggest chain of biggest hotels in the world.


PUBLIC: That’s my ambition, Sir.


PRIVATE: You are twenty-five years of age, Mr O’Donnell?


PUBLIC: Correct.


PRIVATE: And you spent one year at University College Dublin?


PUBLIC: Yes, Sir.


PRIVATE: Would you care to tell me why you abandoned your academic career, Mr O’Donnell?


PUBLIC: (With disarming simplicity) Well, just before I sat my First Arts exam, Sir, I did an old Irish turas, or pilgrimage, where I spent several nights in devout prayer, Sir.


PRIVATE: St Patrick’s Pilgrimage – on Lough –?


PUBLIC: St Harold’s Cross, Sir. And it was there that I came to realize that a life of scholarship was not for me. So I returned to my father’s business.


PRIVATE: Yeah. You mentioned that your father was a businessman. What’s his line?


PUBLIC: Well, Sir, he has – what you would call – his finger in many pies – retail mostly – general dry goods – assorted patent drugs – hardware – ah – ah – dehydrated fish – men’s king-size hose – snuffs from the exotic East … of Donegal – a confection for gourmets, known as Peggy’s Leg – weedkiller – (Suddenly breaking off: in his normal accent: rolling on the bed –) Yahoooooo! It is now sixteen or seventeen years since I saw the Queen of France, then the Dauphiness, at Versailles –


PRIVATE: Let’s git packin’, boy. Let’s git that li’l ole saddle bag opened and let’s git packin’. But first let’s have a li’l ole music on the li’l ole phonograph. Yeah man. You bet. Ah reckon. Yessir.


(PUBLIC puts a record an the player: First Movement, Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto. PUBLIC is preening himself before his performance, and while he is flexing his fingers and adjusting his bow-tie, PRIVATE announces in the reverential tones of a radio announcer:)


The main item in tonight’s concert is the First Movement of the Violin Concerto in E minor, Opus 64, by Jacob Ludwig Felix Mendelssohn. The orchestra is conducted by Gareth O’Donnell and the soloist is the Ballybeg half-back, Gareth O’Donnell. Music critics throughout the world claim that O’Donnell’s simultaneous wielding of baton and bow is the greatest thing since Leather Ass died.


Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto, First Movement.


(PRIVATE sits demurely on the chair. PUBLIC clears his throat. Now PUBLIC plays the violin, conducts, plays the violin, conducts, etc. etc. This keeps up for some time. Then PRIVATE rises from his chair.)


Agh, come on, come on, come on! Less aul foolin’. To work, old rooster, to work.


(PUBLIC stops. Turns player down low and changes from the First to the Second Movement. Takes a look at the case Madge brought in.)


Ah, hell, how can any bloody bugger head into a jet plane with aul’ cardboard rubbish like that!


(PUBLIC examines the surface.)


Dammit, maybe you could give it a lick of paint! Or wash it!


(PUBLIC spits on the lid and rubs it with his finger.)


God, you’ll rub a hole in the damn thing if you’re not careful! Maybe aul Screwballs’ll slip you a fiver tonight and you can get a new one in Dublin.


PUBLIC: What a hope!


(PUBLIC opens the case and sniffs the inside.)


PRIVATE: Oh! Stinks of cat’s pee!


(PUBLIC lifts out a sheet of faded newspaper.)


PUBLIC: (Reads) The Clarion – 1st January 1937.


PRIVATE: Precious medieval manuscript … my God, was it? … By God it was – the day they were married – and it (the case) hasn’t been opened since their honeymoon … she and old Screwballs off on a side-car to Bundoran for three days …


PUBLIC: O God, the Creator and Redeemer of all the faithful, give to the soul of Maire, my mother, the remission of all her sins, that she may obtain …


PRIVATE: She was small, Madge says, and wild, and young, Madge says, from a place called Bailtefree beyond the mountains; and her eyes were bright, and her hair was loose, and she carried her shoes under her arm until she came to the edge of the village, Madge says, and then she put them on …


PUBLIC: Eternal rest grant unto her, O Lord, and let perpetual light shine …


PRIVATE: She was nineteen and he was forty, and he owned a shop, and he wore a soft hat, and she thought he was the grandest gentleman that ever lived, Madge says; and he – he couldn’t take his eyes off her, Madge says …


PUBLIC: O God, O God the Creator and Redeemer …


PRIVATE: And sometimes in that first year, when she was pregnant with you, laddybuck, the other young girls from Bailtefree would call in here to dress up on their way to a dance, Madge says, and her face would light up too, Madge says …


(PUBLIC puts the newspaper carefully inside the folds of a shirt.) … And he must have known, old Screwballs, he must have known, Madge says, for many a night he must have heard her crying herself to sleep … and maybe it was good of God to take her away three days after you were born … (Suddenly boisterous.) Damn you, anyhow, for a bloody stupid bastard! It is now sixteen or seventeen years since I saw the Queen of France, then the Dauphiness, at Versailles! And to hell with that bloody mushy fiddler!


(PUBLIC goes quickly to the record-player and sings boisterously as he goes.)


PUBLIC: ‘Philadelphia, here I come–’


PRIVATE: Watch yourself, nut-head. If you let yourself slip that way, you might find that–


PUBLIC: ‘– right back where I started from.’


(PUBLIC has taken off the Mendelssohn and is now searching for another.)


PRIVATE: Something lively! Something bloody animal! A bit of aul thumpety-thump!


(PUBLIC puts on the record.)


An’ you jist keep atalkin’ to you’self all the time, Mistah, ’cos once you stop atalkin’ to you’self ah reckon then you jist begin to think kinda crazy things – (The record begins – Any lively piece of Ceilidhe Band music.) Ahhhhh!


PUBLIC: Yipeeeeeeeee!


(PUBLIC dances up and down the length of his bedroom. Occasionally he leaps high into the air or does a neat bit of foot-work. Occasionally he lilts. Occasionally he talks to different people he meets on the dance floor.)


Righ-too-del-loo-del-oo-del-oo-del-oo-del-oo-del-ah, Rum-ta-del-ah-del-ah-del-agh-del-ah-del-ah-del-agh.


Hell of a crowd here the night, eh? Yah-ho! Man, you’re looking powerful! Great!


(PRIVATE sits on the chair and watches. When he speaks his voice is soft. PUBLIC pretends not to hear him.)


PRIVATE: Remember – that was Katie’s tune. You needn’t pretend you have forgotten. And it reminds you of the night the two of you made all the plans, and you thought your heart would burst with happiness.


PUBLIC: (Louder) Tigh-righ-tigh-righ-scal-del-de-da-del-ah, Come on! A dirty big swing! Yaaaaaaaaaaah!


PRIVATE: (Quietly, rapidly insisting) Are you going to take her photograph to the States with you? When are you going to say good-bye to her? Will you write to her? Will you send her cards and photographs? You loved her once, old rooster; you wanted so much to marry her that it was a bloody sickness. Tell me, randy boy; tell me the truth: have you got over that sickness? Do you still love her? Do you still lust after her? Well, do you? Do you? Do you?


PUBLIC: Bugger!


(PUBLIC suddenly stops dancing, switches – almost knocks – off the record-player, pulls a wallet out of his hip pocket and produces a snap. He sits and looks at it.)


PRIVATE: Shhhhhhhhhhhhh …


PUBLIC: (Softly) Kate … sweet Katie Doogan … my darling Kathy Doogan …


PRIVATE: (In same soft tone) Aul bitch. (Loudly) Rotten aul snobby bitch! Just like her stinking rotten father and mother – a bugger and a buggeress – a buggeroo and a buggerette!


PUBLIC: No, no; my fault – all my fault –


PRIVATE: (Remembering and recalling tauntingly) By God, that was a night, boy, eh? By God, you made a right bloody cow’s ass of yourself.


(PUBLIC goes off right.)


Remember – when was it? – ten months ago? – you had just come back from a walk out the Mill Road, and the pair of you had the whole thing planned: engaged at Christmas, married at Easter, and fourteen of a family – seven boys and seven girls. Gripes, you make me laugh! You bloody-well make me die laughing. You were going to ‘develop’ the hardware lines and she was going to take charge of the ‘drapery’! The drapery! The fishy socks and the shoebox of cotton spools and rusted needles! And you – you were to ask Screwballs for a rise in pay – ‘in view of your increased responsibilities’! And you were so far gone that night, Laddybuck, –


(PUBLIC and KATE enter from the left and walk very slowly across the front of the stage. They stop and kiss. Then they move on again.)


– so bloody well astray in the head with ‘love’ that you went and blabbed about your secret egg deals that nobody knew anything about – not even Madge! Stupid bloody get! O my God, how you stick yourself I’ll never know!


PUBLIC: Kate – Kathy – I’m mad about you: I’ll never last till Easter! I’ll – I’ll – I’ll bloody-well burst!


(He catches her again and kisses her.)


PRIVATE: Steady, boy, steady. You know what the Canon says: long passionate kisses in lonely places …


PUBLIC: Our daughters’ll all be gentle and frail and silly, like you; and our sons – they’ll be thick bloody louts, sexy goats, like me, and by God I’ll beat the tar out of them!


KATE: But £3 15s, Gar! We could never live on that.


PUBLIC: (Kissing her hair) Mmmm.


KATE: Gar! Listen! Be sensible.


PUBLIC: Mmm?


KATE: How will we live?


PRIVATE: (Imitating) ‘How will we live?’


PUBLIC: Like lords – free house, free light, free fuel, free groceries! And every night at seven when we close – except Saturday; he stays open till damn near midnight on Saturdays, making out bloody bills; and sure God and the world knows that sending out bills here is as hopeless as peeing against the wind –


KATE: Gar! No matter what you say we just couldn’t live on that much money. It – it’s not possible. We’ll need to have more security than that.


PUBLIC: Maybe he’ll die – tonight – of galloping consumption!


KATE: Gar …


PUBLIC: What’s troubling you?


(He tries to kiss her again and she avoids him.)


KATE: Please. This is serious.


PRIVATE: ‘Please. This is serious.’


PUBLIC: (Irritably) What is it?


KATE: You’ll have to see about getting more money.


PUBLIC: Of course I’ll see about getting more money! Haven’t I told you I’m going to ask for a rise?


KATE: But will he –?


PUBLIC: I’ll get it; don’t you worry; I’ll get it. Besides, (With dignity) I have a – a-a source of income that he knows nothing about – that nobody knows nothing about – knows anything about.


KATE: (With joy) Investments? Like Daddy?


PUBLIC: Well … sort of … (Quickly) You know when I go round the country every Tuesday and Thursday in the lorry?


KATE: Yes?


PUBLIC: Well, I buy eggs direct from the farms and sell them privately to McLaughlin’s Hotel – (Winks) – for a handsome profit – (Quickly) – but he knows nothing about it.


KATE: And how much do you make?


PUBLIC: It varies – depending on the time of year.


KATE: Roughly.


PUBLIC: Oh, anything from 12s 6d to £1.


KATE: Every Tuesday and Thursday?


PUBLIC: Every month. (Grabs her again.) God, Kate, I can’t even wait till Christmas!


KATE: Shhhh.


PUBLIC: But I can’t. We’ll have to get married sooner – next month – next week–


PRIVATE: Steady, steady….


PUBLIC: Kate … my sweet Katie … my darling Kathy …


(They kiss. Suddenly KATE breaks off. Her voice is urgent.)


KATE: We’ll go now, rightaway, and tell them.


PUBLIC: Who?


KATE: Mammy and Daddy. They’re at home tonight.


(She catches his arm and pulls him towards the left.)


Come on. Quickly. Now, Gar, now.


PUBLIC: (Adjusting his tie) God, Kathy, I’m in no – look at the shoes – the trousers–


KATE: What matter. It must be now, Gar, now!


PUBLIC: What – what – what’ll I say?


KATE: That you want their permission to marry me next week.


PUBLIC: God, they’ll wipe the bloody floor with me!


KATE: Gar!


(She kisses him passionately, quickly, then breaks off and goes.)


(Stage right, now lit. A room in Doogan’s house.)


PUBLIC: God, my legs are trembling! Kathy …


KATE: Anybody at home? Mammy! Daddy!


(PUBLIC hesitates before entering DOOGAN’s house. PRIVATE is at his elbow, prompting him desperately.)


PRIVATE: Mr Doogan – Senator Doogan – I want to ask your permission … O my God! …


KATE: Yo-ho!


PRIVATE: Mrs Doogan, Kate and I have to get married rightaway – Cripes, no! –


KATE: Where is everybody! Yo-ho-yo-ho!


PRIVATE: If the boys could see you now!


(KATE comes back to him, gives him a quick kiss on the cheek.)


KATE: Don’t look so miserable. Here … (Fixes his tie).


PUBLIC: Kathy, maybe we should wait until – until – until next Sunday–


KATE: (Earnestly) Remember, it’s up to you, entirely up to you.


DOOGAN: (Off) That you, Kate?


KATE: (Rapidly) You have £20 a week and £5,000 in the bank and your father’s about to retire. (Turning and smiling at DOOGAN who has now entered.) Just Gar and I, Daddy. (DOOGAN, Lawyer, Senator, middle forties.)


DOOGAN: Hello, Gareth. You’re a stranger.


PRIVATE: Speak, you dummy you!


KATE: (Filling in) Where’s Mammy?


DOOGAN: She’s watching TV. (To GAR.) And how are things with you, Gareth?


PUBLIC: Mr Doogan, I want–


PRIVATE: Go on.


PUBLIC: I won’t be staying long.


DOOGAN: (To KATE) Francis arrived when you were out. Took a few days off and decided to come north.


PRIVATE: Cripes!


KATE: He – he’s – he’s here – now?


DOOGAN: Inside with your mother. Ask them to join us, will you?


(KATE gives PUBLIC a last significant look.)


KATE: You talk to Daddy, Gar.


PRIVATE: God, I will, I will.


(KATE goes off right.)


DOOGAN: You’ve met Francis King, haven’t you, Gareth?


PUBLIC: Yes – yes –


PRIVATE: King of the bloody fairies!


DOOGAN: We don’t want to raise Kate’s hopes unduly, but strictly between ourselves there’s a good chance that he’ll get the new dispensary job here.


PUBLIC: Kate’s hopes?


DOOGAN: Didn’t she tell you? No, I can see she didn’t. Of course there’s nothing official yet; not even what you might call an understanding. But if this post does fall into his lap, well, her mother and I … let’s say we’re living in hope. A fine boy, Francis; and we’ve known the Kings, oh, since away back. As a matter of fact his father and I were class-fellows at school …


(DOOGAN goes an and on. We catch an occasional word. 


Meantime PRIVATE has moved up to PUBLIC’s elbow.)


PRIVATE: Cripes, man!


DOOGAN: … and then later at university when he did medicine and I did law, we knocked about quite a bit …


PRIVATE: O God, the aul bitch! Cripes, you look a right fool standing there – the father of fourteen children! Get out, you eejit you! Get out! Get out quick before the others come in and die laughing at you! And all the time she must have known – the aul bitch! And you promised to give her breakfast in bed every morning! And you told her about the egg money!


DOOGAN: … your father, Gareth?


PRIVATE: He’s talking to you, thick-skull.


PUBLIC: What – what – what’s that?


DOOGAN: Your father – how is he?


PUBLIC: Oh he – he – he’s grand, thanks.


PRIVATE: Get out! Get out!


PUBLIC: Look, Mr Doogan, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’d better move on –


DOOGAN: Aren’t you waiting for supper? The others will be along in a moment for–


PUBLIC: No, I must run. I’ve got to make up half-a-hundredweight of sugar bags.


PRIVATE: Brilliant!


PUBLIC: Say good-bye to –


DOOGAN: Certainly – certainly. Oh, Gareth –


(PUBLIC pauses.)


(Awkwardly, with sincerity) Kate is our only child, Gareth, and her happiness is all that is important to us –


PRIVATE: (Sings) ‘Give the woman in the bed more porter –’


DOOGAN: What I’m trying to say is that any decision she makes will be her own –


PRIVATE: ‘– Give the man beside her water, Give the woman in the bed more porter, –’


DOOGAN: Just in case you should think that her mother or I were … in case you might have the idea …


PUBLIC: (Rapidly) Good night, Mr Doogan.


(PUBLIC rushes off.)


DOOGAN: Good-bye … Gareth.


(DOOGAN stands lighting his pipe.)


KATE: (Enters down right of DOOGAN and sees that GAR is no longer there) Where’s Gar?


DOOGAN: He didn’t seem anxious to stay.


KATE: But didn’t he – did he –?


DOOGAN: No, he didn’t.


(He crosses KATE to exit down right as light fades to black out.) (Black out Doogan’s room. PUBLIC and PRIVATE move back to the bedroom where PUBLIC is putting away the photograph and begins washing.)


PRIVATE: (Wearily) Mrs Doctor Francis King. September 8th. In harvest sunshine. Red carpet and white lilies and Sean Horgan singing ‘Bless This House’ – and him whipped off to Sligo jail two days later for stealing turf. Honeymoon in Mallorca and you couldn’t have afforded to take her to Malahide. By God, Gar, aul sod, it was a sore hoke on the aul prestige, eh? Between ourselves, aul son, in the privacy of the bedroom, between you and me and the wall, as the fella says, has it left a deep scar on the aul skitter of a soul, eh? What I mean to say like, you took it sort of bad, between you and me and the wall, as the fella says–


PUBLIC: (Sings) ‘Philadelphia, here I come, right back–’


PRIVATE: But then there’s more fish in the sea, as the fella says, and they’re all the same when they’re upside down; and between you and me and the wall, the first thing you would have had to do would have been to give the boot to Daddy Senator. And I’m thinking, Gar, aul rooster, that wouldn’t have made you his pet son-in-law, Mister Fair-play Lawyer Senator Doogan – ‘her happiness is all that is important to us’! You know, of course, that he carries one of those wee black cards in the inside pocket of his jacket, privately printed for him: ‘I am a Catholic. In case of accident send for a bishop.’ And you know, too, that in his spare time he travels for maternity corsets; and that he’s a double spy for the Knights and the Masons; and that he takes pornographic photographs of Mrs D. and sends them anonymously to reverend mothers. And when you think of a bugger like that, you want to get down on your knees and thank God for aul Screwballs. (Imitating his father’s slow speech.) So you’re going to America in the morning, son? (PUBLIC carries on with his washing and dressing and at the same time does this dialogue.)


PUBLIC: Yes, Father.


PRIVATE: Nothing like it to broaden the mind. Man, how I’d love to travel. But there’s some it doesn’t agree with – like me, there.


PUBLIC: In what way, Father?


PRIVATE: The bowels, son. Let me move an inch from the house here – and they stall.


PUBLIC: No!


PRIVATE: Like the time I went to Lough Derg, away back in ’35. Not a budge. The bare feet were nothing to the agonies I went through. I was bound up for two full weeks afterwards.


PUBLIC: It taught you a lesson.


PRIVATE: Didn’t it just? Now I wouldn’t even think of travelling.


PUBLIC: Anchored by the ass.


PRIVATE: Bound by the bowels.


PUBLIC: Tethered by the toilet. Tragic.


(PUBLIC has now finished dressing. He surveys himself in the mirror.)


PRIVATE: Not bad. Not bad at all. And well preserved for a father of fourteen children.


PUBLIC: (In absurd Hollywood style) Hi, gorgeous! You live in my block?


PRIVATE: (Matching the accent) Yeah, big handsome boy. Sure do.


PUBLIC: Mind if I walk you past the incinerator, to the elevator?


PRIVATE: You’re welcome, slick operator.


(PUBLIC is facing the door of his bedroom. MADGE enters the kitchen from the scullery.)


PUBLIC: What’ya say, li’l chick, you and me – you know – I’ll spell it out for ya ifya like.


(Winks, and clicks his tongue.)


PRIVATE: You say the cutest things, big handsome boy!


PUBLIC: A malted milk at the corner drug-store?


PRIVATE: Wow!


PUBLIC: A movie at the downtown drive-in? PRIVATE: Wow-wow!


PUBLIC: Two hamburgers, two cokes, two slices of blueberry pie?


PRIVATE: Wow-wow-wow.


PUBLIC: And then afterwards in my apartment –


(MADGE enters the bedroom.)


MADGE: Gee, Mary, and Jay! Will you quit them antics!


PUBLIC: Well, you should knock anyway before you enter a man’s room!


MADGE: Man! I bathed you every Saturday night till you were a big lout of fourteen! Your tea’s cold waiting.


(She makes towards door. She goes into the kitchen. PUBLIC and PRIVATE follow her.)


PUBLIC: How was I to know that?


MADGE: Amn’t I hoarse calling you? Dear, but you’re in for a cooling when you go across! (As she passes through the shop door on way to scullery.) Boss!


PRIVATE: (In imitation) ‘Boss!’


(She pauses at the scullery door.)


MADGE: (With shy delight) I forgot to tell you. Nelly had a wee baby this morning.


PUBLIC: Go on!


MADGE: A wee girl – 7 lb 4 oz.


PUBLIC: How many’s that you have now?


MADGE: Four grandnieces and three grandnephews.


(Pause.) And they’re going to call this one Madge – at least so she says.


PUBLIC: I’ll send it a – a – a – an elephant out of my first wages! An elephant for wee Madge!


MADGE: I had a feeling it would be a wee girl this time. Maybe I’ll take a run over on Sunday and square the place up for her. She could do with some help, with seven of them.


PUBLIC: You’re a brick, Madge.


MADGE: Aye, so. (As she goes to scullery.) Wee Madge, maybe …


(PUBLIC sits at the table. PRIVATE leans against the wall beside him.)


PRIVATE: And now what are you sad about? Just because she lives for those Mulhern children, and gives them whatever few half-pence she has? Madge, Madge, I think I love you more than any of them. Give me a piece of your courage, Madge.


(S. B. enters from the shop and goes through his nightly routine. He hangs up the shop keys. He looks at his pocket watch and checks its time with the clock on the wall. He takes off his apron, folds it carefully, and leaves it on the back of his chair. Then he sits down to eat. During all these ponderous jobs PRIVATE keeps up the following chatter:)


And here comes your pleasure, your little ray of sunshine. Ladies and Gentlemen, I give you – the one and only – the inimitable – the irrepressible – the irresistible – County Councillor – S – B – O’Donnell! (Trumpet – hummed – fanfare. Continues in the smooth, unctuous tones of the commentator at a mannequin parade.) And this time Marie Celeste is wearing a cheeky little head-dress by Pamela of Park Avenue, eminently suitable for cocktail parties, morning coffee, or just casual shopping. It is of brown Viennese felt, and contrasts boldly with the attractive beach ensemble, created by Simon. The pert little apron is detachable – (S. B. removes apron) – thank you, Marie Celeste – and underneath we have the tapered Italian-line slacks in ocelot. I would draw your attention to the large collar stud which is highly decorative and can be purchased separately at our boutique. We call this seductive outfit ‘Indiscretion’. It can be worn six days a week, in or out of bed. (In polite tone) Have a seat, Screwballs.


(S.B. sits down at the table.)


Thank you. Remove the hat.


(S.B. takes off the hat to say grace. He blesses himself.)


On again. (Hat on.) Perfectly trained; the most obedient father I ever had. And now for our nightly lesson in the English language. Repeat slowly after me: another day over.


S.B.: Another day over.


PRIVATE: Good. Next phrase: I suppose we can’t complain.


S.B.: I suppose we can’t complain.


PRIVATE: Not bad. Now for a little free conversation. But no obscenities, Father dear; the child is only twenty-five.


(S.B. eats in silence. Pause.) 


Well, come on, come on! Where’s that old rapier wit of yours, the toast of the Ballybeg coffee houses?


S.B.: Did you set the rat-trap in the store?


PUBLIC: Aye.


PRIVATE: (Hysterically) Isn’t he a riot! Oh my God, that father of yours just kills me! But wait – wait – shhh-shhh –


S.B.: I didn’t find as many about the year.


PRIVATE: Oooooh God! Priceless! Beautiful! Delightful! ‘I didn’t find as many about the year!’ Did you ever hear the beat of that? Wonderful! But isn’t he in form tonight? But isn’t he? You know, it’s not every night that jewels like that, pearls of wisdom on rodent reproduction, drop from those lips! But hold it – hold it –!


(S.B. takes out a handkerchief, removes his teeth, wraps them in the handkerchief, and puts them in his pocket. PRIVATE exhales with satisfaction.)


PRIVATE: Ah! That’s what we were waiting for; complete informality; total relaxation between intimates. Now we can carry on. Screwballs. (Pause.) I’m addressing you,


Screwballs.


(S.B. clears his throat.)


Thank you.


(As the following speech goes on all trace of humour fades from PRIVATE’s voice. He becomes more and more intense and it is with an effort that he keeps his voice under control.)


Screwballs, we’ve eaten together like this for the past twenty-odd years, and never once in all that time have you made as much as one unpredictable remark. Now, even though you refuse to acknowledge the fact, Screwballs, I’m leaving you forever. I’m going to Philadelphia, to work in an hotel. And you know why I’m going, Screwballs, don’t you? Because I’m twenty-five, and you treat me as if I were five – I can’t order even a dozen loaves without getting your permission. Because you pay me less than you pay Madge. But worse, far worse than that, Screwballs, because we embarrass one another. If one of us were to say, ‘You’re looking tired’ or ‘That’s a bad cough you have’, the other would fall over backways with embarrassment. So tonight d’you know what I want you to do? I want you to make one unpredictable remark, and even though I’ll still be on that plane tomorrow morning, I’ll have doubts: maybe I should have stuck it out; maybe the old codger did have feelings; maybe I have maligned the old bastard. So now, Screwballs, say … (Thinks) … ‘Once upon a time a rainbow ended in our garden’ … say, ‘I like to walk across the White Strand when there’s a misty rain falling’ … say, ‘Gar, son –’ say, ‘Gar, you bugger you, why don’t you stick it out here with me for it’s not such a bad aul bugger of a place.’ Go on. Say it! Say it! Say it!


S.B.: True enough …


PUBLIC: (Almost inaudibly) Aye?


S.B.: I didn’t find as many about the year.


PUBLIC: (Roars) Madge! Madge!


S.B.: No need to roar like that.


PUBLIC: The – the – the – bread’s done. We need more bread.


S.B.: You know where it’s kept, don’t you?


(MADGE at scullery door.)


PUBLIC: Can we have more bread, Madge … please? …


MADGE: Huh! Pity you lost the power of your legs.


PUBLIC: I’ll – I’ll get it myself – it doesn’t matter …


(Madge comes over to the table and takes the plate from PUBLIC. She gives S.B. a hard look.)


MADGE: (Irony) The chatting in this place would deafen a body. Won’t the house be quiet soon enough – long enough?


(She shuffles off with the plate.)


PRIVATE: Tick-tock-tick-tock-tick-tock. It is now sixteen or seventeen years since I saw the Queen of France, then the Dauphiness, at Versailles … Go on! What’s the next line?


(S.B. produces a roll of money from his pocket and puts it on the table.)


S.B.: I suppose you’ll be looking for your pay.


PUBLIC: I earned it.


S.B.: I’m not saying you didn’t. It’s all there – you needn’t count it.


PUBLIC: I didn’t say I was going to count it, did I?


PRIVATE: Tick-tock-tick-tock-tick-tock –


PUBLIC: More tea?


S.B.: Sure you know I never take a second cup.


PRIVATE: (Imitating) ‘Sure you know I never take a second cup.’ (Brittle and bright again.) Okay, okay, okay, it’s better this way, Screwballs, isn’t it? You can’t teach new tricks to two old dogs like us. In the meantime there’s a little matter I’d like to discuss with you, Screwballs … (With exaggerated embarrassment) it’s – it’s nothing really … it’s just something I’m rather hesitant to bring up, but I’m advised by the very best Church authorities that you’ll be only too glad to discuss it with your son. Admittedly we’re both a bit late in attacking the issue now, but – ha – you see –


(MADGE enters with a plate of bread. PRIVATE makes a very obvious show of changing the subject.)


Oh marvellous weather – truly wonderful for the time of year – a real heat wave – all things considered –


MADGE: A body couldn’t get a word in edgeways with you two!


PRIVATE: Madge has such a keen sense of humour, don’t you agree? I love people with a sense of humour, don’t you? It’s the first thing I look for in a person. I seize them by the throat and say to them, ‘Have you a sense of humour?’ And then, if they have, I feel – I feel at home with them immediately … But where was I? Oh, yes-our little talk – I’m beginning to wonder, Screwballs – I suspect – I’m afraid – (In a rush, ashamed) – I think I’m a sex maniac! (Throws his hands up.) Please, please don’t cry, Screwballs; please don’t say anything; and above all please don’t stop eating. Just – just let me talk a bit more – let me communicate with someone-that’s what they all advise – communicate – pour out your pent-up feelings into a sympathetic ear. So all I ask for the moment is that you listen – just listen to me. As I said, I suspect that I’m an s.m. (Rapidly, in self-defence) But I’m not the only one, Screwballs; oh indeed I am not; all the boys around – some of them are far worse than I am. (As if he had been asked the question.) Why? Why do I think we’re all s.ms.? Well, because none of us is married. Because we’re never done boasting about the number of hot courts we know – and the point is we’re all virgins. Because –


(Voices off.)


Shhhh! Someone’s coming. Not a word to anybody. This is our secret. Scouts’ honour.


(Enter MASTER BOYLE from the scullery. He is around sixty, white-haired, handsome, defiant. He is shabbily dressed; his eyes, head, hands, arms are constantly moving-he sits for a moment and rises again – he puts his hands in his pockets and takes them out again – his eyes roam around the room but see nothing. S.B. is barely courteous to him.)


S.B.: Oh, good night, Master Boyle. How are you doing?


PUBLIC: Master.


BOYLE: Sean. Gar. No, no, don’t stir. I only dropped in for a second.


PUBLIC: Sit over and join us.


BOYLE: No. I’m not stopping.


S.B.: Here’s a seat for you. I was about to go out to the shop anyway to square up a bit.


BOYLE: Don’t let me hold you back.


S.B.: I’ll be in again before you leave. Master.


BOYLE: If you have work to do …


PRIVATE: (To S.B.) Ignorant bastard! (Looking at BOYLE.) On his way to the pub! God, but he’s a sorry wreck too, arrogant and pathetic. And yet whatever it is about you …


BOYLE: Tomorrow morning, isn’t it?


PUBLIC: Quarter past seven. I’m getting the mail van the length of Strabane.


BOYLE: You’re doing the right thing, of course. You’ll never regret it. I gather it’s a vast restless place that doesn’t give a curse about the past; and that’s the way things should be. Impermanence and anonymity – it offers great attractions. You’ve heard about the latest to-do?


PUBLIC: Another row with the Canon? I really hadn’t heard –


BOYLE: But the point is he can’t sack me! The organization’s behind me and he can’t budge me. Still, it’s a … a bitter victory to hold on to a job when your manager wants rid of you.


PUBLIC: Sure everybody knows the kind of the Canon, Master.


BOYLE: I didn’t tell you, did I, that I may be going out there myself?


PRIVATE: Poor bastard.


BOYLE: I’ve been offered a big post in Boston, head of education in a reputable university there. They’ve given me three months to think it over. What are you going to do?


PUBLIC: Work in an hotel.


BOYLE: You have a job waiting for you?


PUBLIC: In Philadelphia.


BOYLE: You’ll do all right. You’re young and strong and of average intelligence.


PRIVATE: Good old Boyle. Get the dig in.


BOYLE: Yes, it was as ugly and as squalid as all the other to-dos – before the whole school-the priest and the teacher – dedicated moulders of the mind. You’re going to stay with friends?


PUBLIC: With Aunt Lizzy.


BOYLE: Of course.


PRIVATE: Go on. Try him.


PUBLIC: You knew her, didn’t you, Master?


BOYLE: Yes, I knew all the Gallagher girls: Lizzy, Una, Rose, Agnes …


PRIVATE: And Maire, my mother, did you love her?


BOYLE: A long, long time ago … in the past … He comes in to see your father every night, doesn’t he?


PUBLIC: The Canon? Oh, it’s usually much later than this –


BOYLE: I think so much about him that – ha – I feel a peculiar attachment for him. Funny, isn’t it? Do you remember the Christmas you sent me the packet of cigarettes? And the day you brought me a pot of jam to the digs? It was you, wasn’t it?


PRIVATE: Poor Boyle –


BOYLE: All children are born with generosity. Three months they gave me to make up my mind.


PUBLIC: I remember very well –


BOYLE: By the way – (Producing a small book) a little something to remind you of your old teacher – my poems –


PUBLIC: Thank you very much.


BOYLE: I had them printed privately last month. Some of them are a bit mawkish but you’ll not notice any distinction.


PUBLIC: I’m very grateful, Master.


BOYLE: I’m not going to give you advice, Gar. Is that clock right? Not that you would heed it even if I did; you were always obstinate –


PRIVATE: Tch, tch.


BOYLE: But I would suggest that you strike out on your own as soon as you find your feet out there. Don’t keep looking back over your shoulder. Be one hundred per cent American.


PUBLIC: I’ll do that.


BOYLE: There’s an inscription on the fly-leaf. By the way, Gar, you couldn’t lend me IOS until – ha – I was going to say until next week but you’ll be gone by then.


PUBLIC: Surely, surely.


BOYLE: I seem to have come out without my wallet …


PRIVATE: Give him the quid. 


(PUBLIC gives over a note. BOYLE does not look at it.)


BOYLE: Fine, I’ll move on now. Yes, I knew all the Gallagher girls from Bailtefree, long, long ago. Maire and Una and Rose and Lizzy and Agnes and Maire, your mother …


PRIVATE: You might have been my father.


BOYLE: Oh, another thing I meant to ask you: should you come across any newspapers or magazines over there that might be interested in an occasional poem, perhaps you would send me some addresses –


PUBLIC: I’ll keep an eye out.


BOYLE: Not that I write as much as I should. You know how you get caught up in things. But you have your packing to do, and I’m talking too much as usual.


(He holds out his hand and they shake hands. He does not release PUBLIC’s hand.)


Good luck, Gareth.


PUBLIC: Thanks, Master.


BOYLE: Forget Ballybeg and Ireland,


PUBLIC: It’s easier said.


BOYLE: Perhaps you’ll write me.


PUBLIC: I will indeed.


BOYLE: Yes, the first year. Maybe the second. I’ll – I’ll miss you, Gar.


PRIVATE: For God’s sake get a grip on yourself.


PUBLIC: Thanks for the book and for –


(BOYLE embraces PUBLIC briefly.)


PRIVATE: Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!


(BOYLE breaks away and goes quickly off through the scullery. He bumps into MADGE who is entering.)


MADGE: Lord, the speed of him! His tongue out for a drink!


PRIVATE: Quick! Into your room!


MADGE: God knows I don’t blame the Canon for wanting rid of that – 


(PUBLIC rushes to the bedroom, PRIVATE follows.)


Well! The manners about this place!


(She gathers up the tea things. PUBLIC stands inside the bedroom door, his hands up to his face, PRIVATE stands at his elbow, speaking urgently into his ear.)


PRIVATE: Remember – you’re going! At 7.15. You’re still going! He’s nothing but a drunken aul schoolmaster – a conceited, arrogant wash-out!


PUBLIC: O God, the Creator and Redeemer of all the faithful –


PRIVATE: Get a grip on yourself! Don’t be a damned sentimental fool! (Sings) ‘Philadelphia, here I come–’


PUBLIC: Maire and Una and Rose and Agnes and Lizzy and Maire –


PRIVATE: Yessir, you’re going to cut a bit of a dash in them thar States! Great big sexy dames and night clubs and high living and films and dances and –


PUBLIC: Kathy, my own darling Kathy –


PRIVATE: (Sings) ‘Where bowers of flowers bloom in the spring’


PUBLIC: I don’t – I can’t –


PRIVATE: (Sings) ‘Each morning at dawning, everything is bright and gay/A sun-kissed miss says Don’t be late–’ Sing up, man!


PUBLIC: I – I – I –


PRIVATE: (Sings) ‘That’s why I can hardly wait.’


PUBLIC: (Sings limply) ‘Philadelphia, here I come.’


PRIVATE: That’s it, laddybuck!


TOGETHER: ‘Philadelphia, here I come.’
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