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Introduction





I started to write for the theatre in 1980 when I attended a writers’ workshop in Galway City, organized by the Irish Arts Council and moderated by the director, Patrick Mason. I’d seen Patrick’s production of my favourite play, The Winter’s Tale, just before applying for the workshop. Even if nothing were to come from the whole experience, I was determined to meet the man who had transformed my vision of Shakespeare as a playwright with his strange, troubled, deep reading of a text I thought I knew, braving the play’s violence, hearing its plea for calm. That was the beginning of a working friendship that continues today. I’d like to acknowledge Patrick Mason’s creative and supportive advice in the writing and staging of many of the plays in this book. He was the first to believe I could write for the theatre, and you can never forget that recognition.


I hate writers rabbiting about their work. Just do it and shut up. That is my motto, but believe me I don’t live by it. I have a few mates who, down the years, have endured prolonged readings from work in progress. As they are expected to nod appreciatively when eyed, murmur benevolently at the jokes and generally behave with a politeness that does not come naturally to them, there is a strict rule that these readings do not last more than ten to fifteen minutes. I would describe that time span as prolonged when confronted with any work in progress, so I’m grateful to them.


My first play was The Factory Girls (1982). I wanted to write a play that celebrated the working class culture of women in the part of Donegal I grew up in. My mother, aunts and grandmother found employment in the local shirt factories and I was brought up to appreciate a beautifully made shirt. A shirt is the most special gift I can give to anyone, woman or man. There is an erotic impulse behind all theatre. Actors put flesh on feeling and if you’re lucky, you can find a special one who identifies with absolute precision the feeling, the flesh. I found Maurean Toal when she played Ellen in The Factory Girls.


Maurean is one of the great Irish actors. During The Factory Girls she was like a mother to me. In other words, she put serious manners on me, would listen to no bullshit, taught me that the rehearsal room was a place to work and work and work. She scared the living daylights out of me and I was, and am, cracked about her. I wrote Baglady (1985) for Maurean. I knew she would have the courage to tell the tale. She had. Baglady is a tough journey for any woman and was also a tough one for me. If I didn’t have Maurean Toal’s voice to accompany me, I doubt if I could have written it. One other person should be mentioned in the context of writing Baglady. Mairead Ni Domhnaill is the best Gaelic singer of her generation. She also works as a nurse. She told a company of friends at dinner one night a story that will always haunt me. Being the professional she is, Mairead totally respected the privacy of all concerned, but I know that the power of her compassion lies at the root of the play.


I wrote Observe the Sons of Ulster Marching Towards the Somme in Coleraine. The Irish Arts Council again helped me by giving me a grant to live there and research it. It was an eye-opener for a Catholic Republican, as I am, to have to examine the complexity, diversity, disturbance and integrity of the other side, the Protestant people. When the Abbey toured Patrick’s first production of the play to Coleraine in 1985, I was there to hear Johnny Millen ask his fellow Coleraine man, Willie Moore, to take him home to the banks of the River Bann. I’ll always remember that night.


All of these plays were performed by the Abbey. The next play, Innocence (1986), went on at Dublin’s other leading theatre, the Gate. Michael Colgan wanted to do a new play, I wanted to work with him, and the subject matter was the life of Michelangelo Merisi, otherwise known as Caravaggio. It is fair to say that it took nerve for any theatre in Dublin in 1985 to stage Innocence, but no one could deny Michael Colgan’s nerve. There was a fair degree of uproar, Patrick and I were branded as a disgrace to the nation and I got a number of anonymous warnings, but the play did reasonably well. I’d loved Caravaggio’s paintings since I set eyes on them in Florence in 1977. I pieced together a fiction of his life based on a reading of clues I imagined he’d left in his paintings. As I was adamant the actor playing Caravaggio would not have to do a Rolf Harris impersonation, I tried to make him a poet and in his poetry would be his painting. I used the city of Derry as my model for the Rome of his day, which is near where I grew up and which is now about the same size as Rome was then.


Derry was also the centre for Carthaginians (1987). The events of Bloody Sunday ripped Ireland apart. In January, 1972, I was in my first year studying at University College Dublin. My adolescence ended that day. Carthaginians is my elegy to the dead and the living of Derry, the living who kept going, in Dido’s words, ‘Surviving. Carthage has not been destroyed.’


I don’t want to say any more about the plays. They can talk for themselves. Many people were involved in their production. I owe them a lot. But, in the end, you stand on your own and do not look back. Of course, if you believe that, you’ll believe anything. I like that in a person.




 





Frank McGuinness


August 1995
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SCENE ONE








Wednesday morning.


Ellen, Vera, Rebecca and Una are seated at their benches working.




Ellen   It’s the second time in a fortnight.


Vera   You’re fairly counting.


Ellen   It was me asked to get her in, Vera.


Rebecca   Well it’s not you has to watch her. Let her fight her own battles.


Ellen   Don’t worry, Rebecca. But I have to face her mother if anyone says anything to her.


Vera   Tell her mother she should get her out in the morning.


Una   If her mother had more to get out she would know what was sticking to her.


Ellen   What are you talking about? Doesn’t your big sister still get you out in the morning? I’m always expecting her to walk with us to the factory gate to make sure nobody runs away with you.


Una   Susan’s a born worrier. How do you manage to get your two out in the morning, Vera?


Ellen   She manages, we all had to.


Vera   I can answer for myself, you know. I’m not speechless.


Ellen   Well she’s always looking for news.


Una   I was only asking.


Pause.


Vera   My bloody eyes. (Pause.) This new work is going to blind me.


Ellen   You should have glasses.


Vera   I know.


Ellen   Why don’t you?


Rebecca   Because she’s too bloody lazy.


Una   Men never make passes at girls who wear glasses.


Ellen   You would know all about that, wouldn’t you?


Una   Don’t be so passremarkable.


Vera   I’m sorry I opened my mouth. But do the rest of you not find this rate sore on your eyes? This is rotten work.


Rebecca   It’s work, isn’t it? Before this order weren’t we three days in, three days out? This is a week’s work at a time.


Ellen   No. Vera’s right. This is the worst work. Not one of us can keep up this rate. Rohan’s a right pup.


Una   If this factory is in such a bad state why was a young fella put in to do a man’s job?


Ellen   Because he’s cheap.


Vera   Just like the material he buys.


Rebecca   And we’re as cheap in his eyes. Put a plaque with a B.Comm. on their door and they think they’re God Almighty.


Una   This place has never recovered since the Buchanans left. You know what they say, new bosses, new rules, and, stupid or not, Rohan’s the new boss.


Ellen   The Buchanans were as bad as any.


Una   They were not. They never had us doing a dozen shirts in sixteen minutes, did they? And there was never this muck of material. Once the Protestants hotfoot it out of a factory, you can forget it. Since they went, not one of the regular orders have reappeared. That’s Freemasons for you. They stick together.


Ellen   Are you saying that if Rohan was a Protestant we’d have better work?


Una   No, I’m not saying that. Sweetieball Rohan doesn’t own this factory, whoever might. He may be the first Catholic we’ve had over us but he’s worse than all the Buchanans rolled into one. I’d rather work for a Protestant than not know who exactly you’re working for, no matter who they put over you.


Rosemary enters, wearing a red duffle coat.


Vera   Christ, look who it is. Santa Claus. You’re a bit late this year, Santa.


Rebecca   Where did you get the red duffle coat, Rosemary?


Ellen   Never mind the red duffle. You’re late again, woman. The second time in less than a fortnight. You’re very lucky nobody came checking to see if your orange skull was bobbing about. Get me some more work or my complaint goes to Rohan.


Rosemary   Run on and tell, big mouth. I don’t give a tinker’s curse.


Ellen   You’ll know that when you’re out on your ear.


Rosemary   Go and shite.


Una   Charming. Lovely-spoken girl.


Rebecca   Where did you get the red duffle?


Vera   In the jumble sale for the blind.


Rosemary   Anything you say to me is in one ear and out the other. But then you’d know who bought what at jumble sales. You’re always first in the queue. Jesus, I dread to think how long since your weans had a clean stitch on their backs.


Rebecca   Rosemary, start working.


Vera   And watch it, small fry, or you get my fist in that beck of yours.


Rebecca   Leave her alone. She’s only in the door and everybody’s at her.


Vera   Poor wee Rosemary. Poor wee soul. Leave her alone.


Rosemary   Leave me alone, that’s right. The whole lot of you can go to hell.


Una   Temper, temper. It must have been a late night last night.


Ellen   All she ever thinks about is gallivanting.


Vera   That’s all they ever think about, gallivanting.


Ellen   Her poor mother’s heart’s broken.


Vera   If I was her mother, I’d tie her up.


Rosemary   If you were my mother, I’d tie myself up.


Ellen   You see, no respect even for her mother.


Vera   A girl with no respect for her mother never has luck.


Una   I always say that too, and so does Susan.


Rosemary   You always say that too, and so does Susan. You and Susan aren’t right in the head. Just lay off me, and for everybody’s information I wasn’t out last night, gallivanting or anything else. Now get your own work. I don’t give a damn. Tell that to Rohan too, big faced Ellen. I’m going out for a smoke, yous do it often enough.


Vera   Cheeky wee bitch.


Rosemary exits: short pause.


Ellen   That one will have to learn something soon. She’ll have to learn she can’t come saddling in here half an hour late and then storm out to the toilets after five minutes, no matter what kind of temper she’s in. The way this factory’s in at the minute, she’s going to be flung to the streets if she’s found out. There’s a big enough queue waiting to take her place. By Christ she’s changed her soft tune since she came in here first. She’s getting a tongue that could tar roads.


Rebecca   I wonder where she learned it from.


Ellen   You can be right cheeky as well, Rebecca.


Rebecca   I wonder where I learned it from too, Ellen.


Ellen   Listen you, you’re doing her no favours by sticking up for her. If she thinks she has one silly enough to take her part, she’ll walk on you.


Una   Young people today would eat you alive if you let them.


Vera   Jesus, she’s not joking. Did any of yous read in the paper two Sundays ago about a gang fight, one fella bit the ear off another and ate it?


Ellen   Sweet mother of Jesus, what kind of cannibals are they?


Vera   He ate the ear.


Pause.


Una   I saw in a picture once where a man cut his ear off. He wasn’t right. He was a painter.


Ellen   A lot of them go that way. It’s the lead fumes from the paint. A man that lived down beside us towards the end of his life could only do whitewashing.


Una   He wasn’t that kind of painter, he painted pictures.


Ellen   I suppose he did Christmas cards. You sometimes get them from the handicapped.


Una   No, he just did paintings. Kirk Douglas was acting the man who cut off his ear. I love Kirk Douglas.


Vera   I never knew Kirk Douglas had one ear.


Una   Jesus Christ, Vera, Kirk Douglas was only acting –


Vera   Who would cut off his ear just for a picture? Kirk Douglas must have only one ear.


Una   I’ve seen him in other pictures where he had two.


Vera   That must be a dummy one he uses to let on he has two.


Una   Holy God, I always thought Kirk Douglas was lovely and now you say he has only one ear.


Rebecca   Una, you are an innocent eejit of a woman. Vera’s mocking you. Kirk Douglas has two ears.


Una   Vera, you bad bitch. Taking a hand at an oul woman.


Ellen   An oul woman’s right. A woman oul enough to be Kirk Douglas’s granny. You think he’s lovely. You’re getting worse as you’re starting to dote. You should be at home saying your prayers, you stupid bitch.


Una   I beg your pardon, nobody has to tell me to say my prayers. Me and Susan are at first Mass every Sunday.


Ellen   Taking in anything and everything that moves. The two of yous see enough there to keep yous in gossip for a week.


Una   My sister has always minded her own business.


Ellen   And everybody else’s if she had the chance.


Una   Susan’s in her late seventies, she notices very little of what goes on about her.


Ellen   Not when she’s sober.


Una   God forgive you.


Vera   This is some morning. Not ten o’clock yet and two fights.


Rebecca   I mean it, we’re going to have to start bringing in a bell and ring it to start and end the boxing matches.


Vera   Jesus, can you just see it? The two old dolls in the wee white vests and silk shorts. Falling on top of each other like two pigs in a parachute.


Ellen   You can be very fucking funny, can’t you? If Una and me are to take up boxing, maybe you and your fighting man might teach us all we need to know. If the noise that’s supposed to come out of your house is anything to go by, you’re well able to talk about boxing and insult other people.


Vera   Thanks, Ellen, you could always laugh at yourself. They say it’s a great gift.


Ellen   You weren’t given much of it yourself.


Pause.


Rosemary enters: sees the glum faces, pauses, works.


Rosemary   What’s the big joke?


Una   They’re taking a hand at innocent people as usual.


Rosemary   You don’t need to tell me. I know them too well. You can say nothing in this place but they’re at you.


Vera   Look, if you’ve cooled down a bit, could you do your job for a minute and give us our work? I’m nearly finished with this lot.


Ellen   I asked you for work before you went out, so move it.


Rosemary   Are you OK for work, Una and Rebecca?


Una   I could do with some, pet.


Ellen   What do you mean, you could do with some, pet? You’re not halfway through that batch yet. There’s not much point you starting to hoard work. There’s none of us reaching our quota as it stands. And for that matter, since when has pigeontoes been your wee pet?


Una   Rosemary, give the work first to Godzilla.


Rosemary   All right, Una dear.


Una   Thank you, pet.


Rosemary starts to pile shirts on Ellen’s bench.


Ellen   Thanks, wee pet. You’re too good, wee pet. You’re a living saint, wee pet. Vera, what would we do without our wee pet?


Vera   I don’t know. Just don’t know. Maybe we should take up a collection for her. She might think it was a going away present.


Una   Don’t listen to them, Rosemary.


Rosemary   Don’t worry, Una. I hear nothing that passes between the two magpies. They’re farting with their big mouths into the wind.


Long pause. The women continue working. Rosemary goes around collecting and delivering work.


Vera   Jesus, I cannot understand how the rest of yous haven’t the eyes burned out of you with this work.


Una   You have bad eyes because you didn’t eat enough carrots when you were a wean.


Vera   And you did?


Una   I certainly did. That’s why I have eyes like Grace Kelly.


Vera   Well, if Grace Kelly will excuse me, I’m going to the toilets for a smoke. Becky, are you coming now or are you waiting?


Rebecca   I’ll come with you.


Ellen   What if they see the two of yous are out?


Una   We’ll tell them one can’t pee without the other. Run on.


Rebecca   Thanks, Una, we’ll bring you back something nice.


Una   If you see any sailors, I have first pick.


Ellen   Get out to hell and don’t be long. We’ll want to go soon.


Rebecca and Vera exit. Rosemary follows. Short pause.


Una   Do you think Vera might be looking for another man, God forgive me for saying it.


Ellen   What do you mean?


Una   Well, you said yourself she and him were always fighting, you know.


Ellen   Don’t drag me into your dirty stories.


Una   She won’t get glasses and I always heard it said that men never make passes at girls who wear glasses.


Ellen   Woman, will you shut your big mouth?


Una   I was just asking.


Ellen   You were just hoping.


Una   I wouldn’t wish it for a minute, a woman with two weans.


Ellen   And a big man that would knife her.


Una   Oh no, don’t forget him.


Ellen   You better not. If he heard you, he might do the same for you.


Una   He’d only hear me if somebody repeated it.


Ellen   You should watch your tongue.


Una   Look who’s talking.


Ellen   They’re well matched. One’s as bad as the other, as quick-tempered.


Una   Just like you and your man.


Ellen   We won’t speak of the dead.


Una   What stopped you before?


Ellen   He was as rotten an oul shite as Vera’s.


Una   And you were as mild a woman.


Ellen   Since when did you start to stick up for him? At least I never haired one to the ground over a man like Vera did. Do you remember in the toilets before she was married? I suppose you would have been the same, given the chance.


Rosemary enters.


Una   Thank Jesus, no fear. Me and Rebecca has the right idea.


Rosemary   Do you think Rebecca’s never going to get married?


Una   Well, she’s no spring chicken.


Ellen   I don’t think Rebecca’s the marrying kind.


Rosemary   Rebecca’s a lovely name, isn’t it? I’m going to call my first baby Rebecca if it’s a girl.


Ellen   You’re a bit young to be chatting about babies, aren’t you?


Una   You had one when you were eighteen.


Ellen   And the third before I was twenty-two. I might not have had them long but I know too well what they bring. Stay away from babies, woman. There’s plenty of time. Rebecca does right to wait. The same one has no shortage of men who want her.


Rosemary   She says no man is good enough for her.


Una   She’s right. Do you remember that time and study fella, Nigel, the Englishman? He was mad about Rebecca, asked her out, but she wouldn’t go. Who would blame her? He was a right plaster of Paris.


Ellen   You didn’t think so at the beginning. Who used to run every morning to him with a packet of peanuts?


Una   I soon stopped after our rate went haywire. Nigel was working our fingers to the bone. Something had to be done, Rosemary.


Rosemary   So what happened?


Una   Well you know we all down tools at twelve o’clock and say the Angelus when it’s on the wireless? This day Ellen decided that when we downed tools, they’d stay down.


Ellen   When Nigel saw no movement for ten minutes, he came over to Rebecca.


Una   And he still thought he had a soft mark in our quiet Rebecca.


Ellen   Right. So he whispered to her, ‘Are you still praying, dear?’


Una   Rebecca looked at him and said, ‘Go away and shite.’


Ellen   He nearly did. I think Nigel was never the same in here afterwards.


Rosemary   Rebecca wouldn’t let you away with anything. She’s great. I’m wild about her, everybody is.


Ellen   Well, if you’re that wild about her, get out to the toilets after her and Vera. We’re not covering up for them if they’re out much longer.


Rosemary   Hold your horses. I’m not here just to answer your beck and call. What’ll you give me if I go?


Ellen   These clippers up the nose if you don’t. Hop it.


Rosemary   All right, Godzilla.


Ellen   Cheeky fucker.


Rosemary exits.


You started that Godzilla name. I hope you know that.


Una   You started plenty of names as well. There never was much to stop your big mouth.


Ellen   Just leave my mouth out of it. You should put a zip on yours. That Rosemary has been as bold as brass since you had your wee talk with her.


Una   What wee talk?


Ellen   The wee talk in the toilets a wheen of months after she started, when you told her she would either have to face up to me or leave the factory. Don’t deny it. My ears were burning when yous were out and I could tell by your sleekit face what yous were up to.


Una   Well, Jesus Christ, when she came in here first she could do nothing right by your. Everybody has to learn, you know.


Ellen   I was doing it for her own good.


Una   You were doing it because you’re a bad tempered bitch. It did you good too. When she faced up to you, I thought the shock was going to kill you. You’re getting worse with age.


Ellen   It’s better than getting senile. Jesus, where are those two? I’m gasping for a smoke.


Una   I think I’ll give up smoking. It ruins the skin.


Ellen   Your skin can take it, dear. It’s hard to ruin a Brillo pad.


Una   It’s better than being shaped like a Dettol bottle.


Ellen   What’s that supposed to mean?


Una   I don’t know, but I’m glad it annoyed you.


Darkness.



























SCENE TWO








Wednesday lunchtime.


Rosemary sits on Ellen’s stool, affectedly combing her hair. Ellen enters.




Ellen   Off my stool, crab.


Rosemary   Sorry, big arse.


Ellen   You could trim a fair few slices off your own. What’s this?


She picks up a few of Rosemary’s combed out hairs.


Are you going bald?


Rosemary   What do you mean?


Ellen   It’s very bad for a girl your age to be shedding hair.


Rosemary   I am not losing hair.


Ellen   You’re casting, woman. Look at that. There’s only one cure.


Rosemary   What?


Ellen   Old maid’s piss.


Rosemary   What?


Ellen   You heard me. You have to wash your hair in it. Ask Una to bring you in her sample.


Rosemary   I will not.


Ellen starts to laugh.


That’s you all over, isn’t it? Mocking people. Nobody should speak to you.


Ellen   Wouldn’t that save me a lot of bother? The only time you speak civil is when you come girning you want something done that only the old horse can do for you. Where’s the rest of them?


Rosemary   Rebecca’s doing Una’s hair and Vera went home.


Ellen   Vera always goes to the canteen on Wednesdays and her mother gets her weans their dinner.


Rosemary   Her mother’s at a wedding.


Ellen   Who’s getting married?


Rosemary   Don’t know.


Ellen   Is it a relative?


Rosemary   Don’t know.


Ellen   Where’s the reception?


Rosemary   I don’t know.


Ellen   Thank you and that is the end of the news.


Pause.


Rosemary   Ellen?


Ellen   What?


Rosemary   Do you think there’ll be redundancies?


Ellen   You needn’t worry about redundancies.


Rosemary   Why not?


Ellen   Because you’re going to be sacked for timekeeping. Every time you’re late, young lady, it’s down on your sheet.


Rosemary   It’s not you know. I get someone to stamp my sheet when they see it’s not.


Ellen   So you’re out to lose two jobs instead of one? And who’s stupid enough to do it?


Rosemary   Wouldn’t you like to know?


Ellen   Keep it all to yourself. Just don’t send your ma crying to me when you’re out on your ear.


Rosemary   Why should anybody come crying to you?


Ellen   That’s very true. Why should they?


Rosemary   Will the union do anything?


Ellen   About what?


Rosemary   Redundancies.


Ellen   Why all this chat about redundancies?


Rosemary   Well, Mr Rohan was down –


Ellen   Has Mr Universe been flexing his muscles again?


Rosemary   It’s no joke. Rohan was down with the collars section and the banders yesterday. He told them they’d either take the new rate or there’d be no work for them. They said they never saw him as angry.


Ellen   His shiny smile must have stopped blinding them then.


Rosemary   He said times had changed in this factory. The way of working had changed and it should have done years ago. If we can’t modernize, we don’t survive. So we’ll go under and take all with us. He said there was no orders on the books and the only way he could get them was to offer firms cheaper work.


Ellen   He should try dazzling them with his B.Comm.


Rosemary   He said too he couldn’t afford opposition and that there were ways and means of getting rid of it. Everybody thinks there’s definitely going to be redundancies and pay-offs.


Ellen   Well, if that’s what everybody thinks there must be some truth in it.


Rosemary   Do you think there must be truth in it?


Ellen   I don’t know.


Rosemary   You do so.


Ellen   Well, I just know that I’ve heard the same rumour every year for the past thirty. Sometimes it’s true, sometimes it’s not. I wouldn’t worry too much.


Rosemary   He can’t get rid of us all. The union would do something. What do we pay them for?


Ellen   Listen, Rosemary, unions work like big business, they have to if they’re going to tackle big business, and in every big business there are priorities. We’re not at the top of anybody’s priorities and to get there we have to fight our own way up every time. If not you learn the hard way how things will turn out.


Rosemary   What do you mean?


Ellen   Something happens in this factory. We ring Andy Bonner at the Union. He thanks us for ringing and he rings Dublin. Dublin says, ‘Where? Donegal? Donegal?’ Dublin gets a map of Ireland, looks for Donegal, Jesus that’s it, the jiggeldy-piggeldy bit at the top of the country. They think we dropped off years ago, Donegal’s been that quiet. Dublin ringadings Andy Bonner, says, ‘we’ll support them but you do the talking, Andy.’ Andy Pandy ringadings us, says, ‘shut your mouths, I’ll do the talking.’ And we’ve learned to shut our mouths. Like good weans, be seen but not heard. It would be bad manners to interrupt. Fortunately I’ve never prided myself on my manners. But remember one thing, if the worst comes to the worst, it’s always the way with redundancies and pay offs that last in is first out. So all you can do is pray there’ll be none.


Rosemary   There will be, I just know it.


Ellen   Oh for Christ’s sake, woman, if it’s any consolation to you, I’ve heard bigger threats than any Rohan could come up with. Look, there’s no point in worrying about what hasn’t happened yet.


Rosemary   OK.


Rebecca and Una enter. Rebecca carries a box full of hair curlers. Una’s hair is still very slightly damp. She carries a towel. She sits on her bench and Rebecca starts to curl her hair.


Ellen   Animal crackers in my soup, monkies and tigers loop the loop –


Una   Have you finished?


Ellen   Would you do mine on Friday, Rebecca?


Rosemary   I was going to ask her to do mine today. This place is like a hairdressers on Friday.


Ellen   I asked her first. It’s not often I ask.


Rosemary   What does an old woman need her hair done for?


Ellen   Less of the old woman.


Rebecca   One moment, please. Vidal Sassoon hasn’t checked the appointment book yet. I think I can fit both ladies in on Friday. Ellen, you at the dinner-break, Rosemary, you in the evening.


Ellen   If it’s too much bother, then don’t.


Rebecca   Shut your mouth. If I didn’t do it, I wouldn’t have the living of a dog.


Una   You’re far too goodnatured, Rebecca. You should refuse once in awhile. That would – aah! Did you jag me with that steel comb?


Rebecca   I did. That’s for you to shut your mouth too.


Rosemary   Rebecca’s better than any hairdresser. She should do it full-time. That’s why her hair is so lovely.


Una   Ellen, do you remember when your hair was as nice as Becky’s?


Ellen   No. It was as long as Rebecca’s, but it never had her colouring or strength. Mine was too straight. Good hair’s a Godsend. Do you remember Veronica Lake?


Rosemary   Who?


Ellen   Veronica Lake. She was a film star. A perfect face. I saw her a few years ago on TV and God help her, she was that drunk she couldn’t stand. She was a dead old woman. They shouldn’t have let her on. I think she died just after that.


Una   Do you remember the one worked in here thought she looked like the image of Veronica Lake? She had long stringy hair and she used to keep it all over one eye until one day it caught in her sewing machine.


Ellen   Jesus, who could forget it? The squeals of her.


Rosemary   The poor woman. What did yous do?


Ellen   What could we do? We cut her hair. Looked like Veronica Lake. She looked more like my arse.


Vera enters.


Vera   Your best feature, Ellen.


Ellen   Between you and Rosemary, my arse is having some day of it.


Vera   What?


Ellen   Forget it.


Vera   Anyway you better move it. I met Rohan on the way in. He wants to see you in his office.


Ellen   What does he want to see me for?


Vera   In an effort to improve management-workers cooperation, he’s organizing a quiz. He wants to test your general knowledge.


Ellen   What does he want to see me for?


Vera   I didn’t ask him. Pleasant as he is, we’re not on familiar terms. My husband would not approve.


Ellen   He can wait until we start work. I’m not giving up my dinner-break for him. I’m worked hard enough.


Vera   You better go up. He said it was urgent. You know when he asks to see you, something’s on the cards.


Una   Oh God, do you think something desperate has happened?


Vera   Shut your mouth, alarmous Kate. We’ll only know when Ellen goes up to see him.


Ellen   Rosemary, I’m nearly finished with this work. Get me a fresh batch. I don’t suppose I’ll be long.


Ellen exits. A short, tense pause, then the sound of the factory horn. Una and Rebecca clean up quickly. The women go back to work. The pause continues briefly.


Rosemary   Why do you think he wants to see her?


Rebecca   When Rohan sends for her, it’s not good.


Pause.


Vera   I think one of mine might have the measles.


Una   Poor wean.


Vera   He was scratching the whole time. I didn’t know what he might have picked up, you know weans at school. So I looked through his clothes. There was nothing there. I saw the beginnings of a red rash. I don’t think it’s hives. Measles is all I need.


Rebecca   Did you keep him at home?


Vera   I wasn’t going to but I thought it better. My mother’s at the wedding, so there’s nobody to look after him. I couldn’t stay at home with the way the work is here, so I had to keep the other one home too.


Una   She’s very long out of the room, isn’t she?


Vera   She’s hardly out of the room for two minutes.


Una   I just hope it’s not bad news about somebody belonging to us and they’re asking Ellen to break it to us. That’s all I hope.


Rebecca   Una, will you go and put a plastic bag over your head?


Una   The laugh will be on the other side of your face if anything has happened.


Vera   Nobody’s laughing, Una.


Pause.


Rosemary   She is there a long time.


Una   That’s what I said.


Rebecca   I think we heard you. Look, she hasn’t had time to walk to the office and back. Do yous think she’s flying there by helicopter?


Una   I wonder what he’s saying to her.


Vera   He’s lost without his mother. He wants her to adopt him.


Una   I just wonder what they’re doing.


Vera   Playing marbles.


Una   I’ll know it’s bad news if she walks in with red eyes.


Vera   Give my head peace, Una. You’d sicken a dog girning.


Una   I’m just worried.


Vera   You’re just whining.


Rosemary   When was the last time he sent for her?


Rebecca   When they threatened to get rid of me for giving backchat to Nigel, the Englishman.


Rosemary   What happened?


Rebecca   I had to make an apology, a formal apology.


Rosemary   What did you do?


Vera   She went up to Nigel, and she said, ‘Did I tell you to go and shite? Well then don’t bother now’. He didn’t ask for another apology.


Rosemary   You’re a bad bitch at times, Rebecca.


Rebecca   I know.


Una   Poor Nigel.


Vera   Fuck poor Nigel. It was that bollox started this whole caper with his bloody stopwatch. I think he imagined he was working with a pack of greyhounds. I ripped more shirts trying to keep up with his time and motion and he was supposed to be increasing production.


Ellen enters and immediately starts to work.


Well?


Ellen   Well what?


Rebecca   Tell us, Ellen.


Ellen   Yous will have to miss your teabreak tomorrow morning. But just for tomorrow.


Una   That’s why he sent out for you?


Ellen   We’re having a meeting with him and Bonner from the union tomorrow at eleven. I know no more, so ask no more.


Pause.


Una   Is it bad news, Ellen?


Ellen   What do you think, Una?


Pause.


Remember what I was saying to you, Rosemary? Well you better start saying your prayers.


Darkness.



























SCENE THREE








Thursday morning.


The women, with the exception of the absent Una, are all working.




Ellen   I hope she doesn’t think she’s going to sit this out in the toilet.


Rosemary   She’ll be back in time.


Ellen   It’s nearly eleven.


Rebecca   Will they be here on the dot?


Vera   Likely.


Ellen   Did yous notice Bonner’s car outside the factory this morning?


Vera   He must have been here before nine.


Ellen   Something’s cooking and we’re going to get the smell. Rosemary, will you do me a message?


Rosemary   What?


Ellen   Go up to the manager’s office, knock on the door, tell Rohan and Bonner that Ellen sent you and she said that if they want to talk to her they’ll have to come down and see her, not her up to see them. All right?


Rebecca   You said they were coming to see all of us down here.


Ellen   A little white lie. Rohan tried to palm me off yesterday with just me meeting Bonner. I agreed because I was saving my ammunition for this morning. I am not moving to that office. The fight is on home ground. Tactics, Rebecca dear, you have to have tactics. Move, Rosemary.


Rosemary   Will they not be wild angry?


Ellen   Not as much as I will be if you don’t hop it. Go.


Rosemary exits as Una enters.


Una   My chest is still going. (She starts to work.)


Ellen   Well, if it finally goes, that’ll stop you chatting about it.


Una   Does anyone think we should say a decade of the rosary for luck?


Ellen   The joyful mystery strikes again. Maybe you’d be better off thinking of ways to save your job. Just shut your mouth, do you hear?


Una   I won’t open my mouth.


Vera   I wonder what Rohan’s up to.


Ellen   I wonder more about Bonner. Since the Buchanans sold out he’s changed his ways. I would just like to know why him and Rohan are in such cahoots. Bonner knows a damn sight more about this place and the running of it than he’ll tell us.


Vera   You definitely don’t think Rohan part owns it?


Ellen   You can forget that rumour. That edgy little bastard couldn’t buy a kennel when he came here, let alone a factory.


Rosemary enters.


Rosemary   It’s them.


Ellen   Are yous ready?


Rebecca   Yes.


Vera   I’ll start off.


Ellen   Good. Come in then when yous are needed.


Rohan and Bonner enter, at the dialogue’s beginning the  women keep working.


Rohan   Good morning, ladies, hard at it? (pause) I see you’ve taken us for a short stroll, Ellen.


Vera   Exercise is great for the figure, Mr Rohan.


Rohan   We could all benefit from it, couldn’t we?


Vera   Thanks.


Rohan   You all know Mr Bonner.


Vera and all   (sing) Hello, Andy, well hello, Andy, it’s so nice to see you back where you belong.


Ellen   Are you looking for a job, son, or is this a social visit?


Bonner   Just a visit, Ellen.


Ellen   You’re looking well, your shirt’s lovely. Very well made.


Bonner   You’ve always noticed a good shirt, Ellen.


Ellen   The shirt never made the man though, did it, Andy?


Bonner   I see.


Vera   You better.


Rohan   We did want to talk to you on your own. You know that, Ellen. I think we might get on with this better if we didn’t have to compete with your choir of factory women.


Vera   Excuse me, Mr Rohan, not factory women, factory girls. Everyone here is a factory girl. Factory girls never grow old and they don’t fade away.


Rohan   Are you coming to the office, Ellen?


Ellen   No, I’m not going to the office.


Rebecca   Anything either of you have to say to her you have to say to everyone here.


Una   You will not use Ellen as your message girl.


Vera   Speak to all of us or to none of us.


Rosemary   We’re all ears.


The women stop working.


Rohan   I thought there might be a fairer chance of a hearing if I could speak with you first and explain this in detail.


Vera   Well, now you’re going to speak and explain it to everybody.


Rebecca   That’s what we call fair.


Rohan   Right, well, I don’t need to tell you we’ve been living from order to order. You know too well how things have been going in this factory.


Ellen   We’ve noticed.


Rohan   What work’s coming in has to be shared. The three-day week and all.


Ellen   Have you noticed you’re trying to get twice the work out of us in half the time?


Rebecca   You have some of us nearly blinded at the rates you expect us to keep up.


Vera   It’s hardly work anymore. It’s slave labour.


Rohan   Can I continue without these interruptions?


Ellen   Well, as you’re hardly going to answer them, you better.


Rohan   Ellen, I didn’t particularly enjoy putting anyone on a three-day week. I have to take orders too and get a certain amount of work out in the time I’m given. Would you prefer I rejected contracts?


Ellen   I would prefer you got better contracts. That’s what you’re paid to do, isn’t it?


Rohan   Where do I find these better contracts?


Ellen   You look for them. Look for regular orders. They were always there before. Let us do good work for people who will come back wanting us to do more work for them. Don’t deal with fly-by-nights whose shirts for all their big labels fall apart with one pull. Learn your market, man. Learn something about the work you’re doing. Is it not about time?


Rohan   I’m sorry, it’s not as simple as that, Ellen. This factory is no different from any other in the textile industry, the textile industry is the whole cloth –


Vera   We know what textiles means.


Rohan   Then do you know what a flooded market means? Shirts selling for half nothing from Korea, Taiwan –


Bonner   And that factory in Bundoran is managing to get its feet on the ground.


Una   Korea and Taiwan?


Rohan   Yes.


Una   And Bundoran?


Bonner   Yes.


Una   Jesus, if it wasn’t for Bundoran, you’d swear you were watching Miss World.


Rohan   We can continue?


Una   Please do.


Rohan   We are no different from any other business. We have quite simply been hit, badly hit by the recession.


Ellen   We seem quite simply to be permanently hit by recession. And since you arrived, wonder boy, we seem quite simply to have been really hit. The only ones not really hit are yourself and Mr B. I’m sure your hearts went out to us when we were on the three-day week, so I’m just dying to know what changes you’ve come up with to see us through.


Rohan   Clever Ellen, yes, there will have to be changes, I’ve explained as much as he’ll listen to to Mr Bonner. He knows too well there is nothing left to do but what I’m about to propose.


Bonner   I know nothing too well. I know what’s acceptable if this factory is to survive.


Rohan   I’m not getting into another slagging match. This time it’s too serious. The factory is on its uppers. What’s to be done? Back to three-day weeks? Nobody could be satisfied with that. The whole factory needs a clean sweep.


Vera   Here it comes.


Bonner   Girls, I want to save jobs, jobs that are worth saving.


Rohan   Sometimes to save jobs you have to lose them. And some jobs here will have to be lost.


Bonner   I know too well how you’re going to react to the word redundancy. It’s the way I react. That’s why I know how you’re going to think I’m a liar when I say I’d advise you to face up to the fact there will be, there must be, redundancies. The Buchanans might have been the best in the world, but in the long run they couldn’t run their factory. The books in this place have to be seen to be believed. They are in such a state I don’t know why anybody took it over. I can assure you I’ll fight to the last breath in my body that it’ll be voluntary redundancy, with everybody getting as much money as can be squeezed out of the firm.


Ellen   And that’s blood from a stone if it’s correct that this factory is on its uppers.


Rohan   I will do my best to see that anybody accepting voluntary redundancy does not go short.


Ellen   And if nobody does?


Rohan   They’d be very foolish.


Una   Who exactly might you be asking to accept it?


Rohan   Older workers would obviously be asked to volunteer.


Una   Would they indeed? I’m not going, put that in your pipe and smoke it.


Rohan   Una, this will all have to be discussed privately and quietly.


Una   I’m telling you loudly and publicly. No. N-O spells no.


Ellen   I think you might find Una is not an exception, Mr Rohan, B.Comm.


Rohan   Whether she is or not the exception that’s not my concern, but even with redundancies, there will have to be a new rate.


Slight mayhem.


Bonner   There’s a lot of talk to be made before this is settled.


Rohan   It better be made clear here and now that for the sake of new orders –


Vera   I do not believe this.


Bonner   There’s no point in panicking. I’ve said a lot of talk –


Vera   I just do not believe this. Did you not hear what Rebecca’s told you? We can’t work faster, we can’t reach our percentage as it stands.


Rebecca   What do you want now?


Rohan   A dozen in thirteen minutes.


All   What?


Ellen   Andy, he’s bluffing. A dozen in thirteen minutes.


Una   What did he say?


Ellen   A dozen in thirteen minutes. Listen, Rohan, show me a shirt. Here, take a look at this. (She throws a shirt.) What do you see when you look at that, what do you see?


Rohan   A simple piece of coloured cloth, stitched together. A unit of production that I need to see go out this factory quicker and in greater numbers if against all the odds I’m to make this hole of a place survive.


Ellen   Let me tell you what I see. I see a collar. Two cuffs. Eight buttons. Eight buttonholes. Bands. A back. Two sides. A lower line. When I look closer, do you know what else I see? A couple of thousand stitches. Why do I see it? I’ve been trained to see it. I’ve trained other people to see it. That’s my job, Rohan, and I know my job cannot be done in the way and the time you want it done, and I won’t do it that way.


Bonner   Christ Almighty, this is not agreed on. This eejit of a man thinks he’ll get away with pushing his luck, but he’ll have to learn. He won’t learn if all he has to fight against is a pack of hyenas squealing about what they learned thirty years ago. So cool it, will you? Nobody could be happy about this rate –


Vera   Oh Andy, nobody could be happy? A higher quota and less money. I am only delighted. I am over the moon, just at the very thought of it.


Bonner   Come back down to earth then. Nothing whatsoever has been settled.


Ellen   Look, the factory’s going down, it’s on its uppers. Who put it there, Andy? Who? A simple piece of cloth stuck together, heh? This man knows nothing about a shirt. What in hell’s name is he doing running a shirt factory? Rohan, the only way you’ll let us reject a shirt is if there’s a hole as big as your fist in it. You are pulling this place down about your ears and about our ears because you know fuck all about what you’re working with, let alone who you’re working with. You can talk big talk about production, about quotas, about contracts, but what do you care about our work or about us? What do you care about this factory? Damn all. That’s why it’s on its uppers.


Rohan   It would of course be all different if the Buchanans were still here.


Ellen   The Buchanans could always be seen through. They feathered the nest and flew. They were no different from the rest, but Jesus when they were here at least you were fighting against ones that knew what they were talking about. Do you?


Rohan   That is not the issue.


Ellen   I think it is.


Rohan   I say it is not. Oh, forget it, there’s no reasoning with you.


Rebecca   With your kind of reasoning it’s a bloody good job there’s not.


Bonner   Women, let me ask you straight, are you willing to destroy this factory?


Rebecca   We’re not willing to destroy ourselves.


Rohan   Then what the hell are you doing? Will you not listen to facts and figures?


Vera   The one fact we grasp well is that we have a job. The one figure we’re most interested in is our week’s wages; interfere with that fact and figure anymore and see what happens. Because I for one have had enough.


Rosemary   Hear, hear.


Rebecca   It was about time you said something.


Rosemary   You weren’t that talkative yourself.


Rohan   Your own union knows the state of this factory.


Ellen   I ask again, did any woman here put the factory into that state?


Rohan   Each and everyone has to share responsibility.


Ellen   Right so. Who’ll be the first to apply for redundancy? Will we all trot in sympathy to the dole? No. I don’t think so. Gentlemen, yous have your work cut out. Andy, we’ve lost our teabreak over this and you know we’re entitled to it. I’m sure you’ll ask Mr Rohan to give us our due.


Rohan   You know what you’re entitled to, take it.


Ellen   Andy, isn’t it great to have an understanding boss? You must be doing a great job with him for us. Take your break. You too, Rosemary. Vera, I want to talk to you.


Each of the women exit, except Ellen.


Rohan   No matter what happens, you’re finished here.


Ellen   (sings) I hear music and there’s no one there. (She exits.)


Rohan   You might hear a lot more soon.


Ellen   (off) So might you.


Long pause. Bonner lights a cigarette.


Bonner   Can I give you some advice?


Rohan   Surprise, surprise, that’s all you seem to give.


Bonner   You might very shortly be glad of it.


Rohan   If I want to deal with you, deal straight. Is that it?


Bonner   That’s it. Don’t ever forget it.


Rohan   The new rate?


Bonner   What else?


Rohan   I lost my head.


Bonner   A bad habit to develop.


Pause. Rohan sits on workbench.


Rohan   For Christ’s sake, you know these women. I never know what they’ll come out with next. You know all about them. Where they’re from – What they are – You can use that to give as good as you get. But with me, it’s – Andy, since I arrived in this factory nobody listened to me. I tried being reasonable. I tried to cushion them. I’ve tried everything. You know what I mean. You’ve heard what they say about you.


Bonner   Water off a duck’s back to me. Let them rabbit on. But you, you’ll have to face a lot more than wagging tongues if you try to pull a fast one on me. That’s all I warn you and your pals across the water.


Rohan   The same pals are no pals of mine. They’ll chuck this place over if they don’t get what they want. One bad mistake and we’re fucked.


Bonner   Correction. You’re fucked.


Rohan   This place might bring me down with it, but watch out the ones in it don’t see to it that you go with me.


Bonner   Oh no, son, that’s not the way it works. You might have learned plenty from your copy books, but you still have to learn how to work with me. And I can tell you it won’t be by backslapping. No more than it was with the crowd of charmers that have just left. You might go, and they might go, but will I?


Rohan   Do you want to see this factory survive in any shape or form? If you do, you better keep your wildcats controlled.


Bonner   The same wildcats might have torn their bit of flesh. Leave them to run around in circles. When they’re exhausted, they’ll lie down.


Rohan   I hope they weren’t just sharpening their claws.


Bonner   Live and learn, tomorrow’s Friday. A lot can happen over a weekend. It’s been a hard morning’s work, but I’ve a harder day ahead of me. I’ll leave you to your factory. I won’t wish you good luck. It’s a bit early for that yet.


Bonner exits. Rohan remains.


Darkness.








OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/9780571300761_cover_epub.jpg
CONTEMPORARY CLASSICS

Frank McGuinness: Plays

1

The Factory Girls
Observe the Sons of Ulster Marching Towards the Somme
Innocence « Carthaginians « Baglady

Introduced by the author






