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A DOLL’S HOUSE



























Act One








London, December 1909. Christmas Eve.


The drawing room of a large Victorian house.


It’s quite empty, apart from a few packing cases, a chair or two covered in dust sheets and a Christmas tree.


In the middle of the room stands a woman.


The woman moves the Christmas tree to a spot by the window.


Then she stands back. She doesn’t think it is quite in the right place; she moves it again.


It is quite an effort to move.


She assesses the position: that is better, but not quite right.


She moves it again.


Yes, now it is perfect.


She takes a few bits of tinsel out of her pocket and puts them on the tree.


She giggles, delighted.


A man’s voice calls through the door.




Thomas  Mouse?


Nora   You can’t come in.


Thomas  Why ever not?


Nora   I don’t want you to see it until it’s decorated.


Thomas   I have seen a tree before.


Nora   Not this one.


I mean it – stay where you are.


Thomas   So what do you suggest we do, talk through the door?


Nora   If you like.


Thomas   Remind me, in this house, who are the adults and who are the children?




He comes in through the door.





Nora   You ruined it.


Thomas   I thought it was a joke.


Nora   What do you want anyway, I thought you were working?


Thomas   I can’t find anything, everything’s a mess.


Nora   Oh.


Thomas   Annie says there’s a list somewhere that says what’s what, but I can’t even find the list, so really –


Nora   What are you looking for?


Thomas   Shirt cuffs. A collar.


A tie would be nice.


Nora   The cases are all labelled.


Thomas   I can’t get at the cases for the piles of stuff that have come out of the cases.


Nora   I’ll get Annie on to it.


Thomas   I hate moving house.


Nora   Well, you can’t come and decorate the tree.


Thomas   Why not?


Nora   You should be working.


Thomas   It’s Christmas Eve.




She puts a ribbon on the tree, looks at him.





Come on, one ribbon.


Nora   You’ll put it in an odd place.


Thomas   I can be aesthetic.




Beat.





Where did they come from anyway?


Nora   What?


Thomas   The ribbons?


Nora   The market.


Thomas   And the bells?


Nora   They were cheap.


Thomas   We have decorations.


Nora   We have old decorations that are half broken.


Thomas   They functioned, they did what decorations are supposed to do.


Nora   Thomas, really.


Thomas   They hung there, where they were put.


They said hello, look at me, happy Christmas.


Nora   That’s why I don’t let you decorate the tree.


Thomas   What was wrong with them?


Nora   They were ugly.


Thomas   All decorations are ugly.


Nora   How can you say that?


Thomas   They’re a gross misuse of money. They say look at me, I’m a waste of resources. I’m just here to cheer up a dead tree that’s going to go out in the rubbish come January.




Beat.





Nora   You don’t think that.


Thomas   I might.


Nora   I know you don’t.


You love Christmas.


You’re just like the children, so excited for the morning you can’t sleep the night before.


Thomas   Am I?


Nora   Yes. And you love decorations as much as I do.




Beat.





Thomas   What else did you get?


Nora   Bits and bobs.


Thomas   Oh?


Nora   Essential things.


This tree’s going to be perfect.


It looks like an illustration from a book, don’t you think?


Now you’ve seen it, you might as well comment.




He looks at it.





Thomas   So it does.




Beat.





Nora   I want everything to be just right, that’s all.


Thomas   It will be.


Nora   But just a little more just right than last year, don’t you agree?


Thomas   Nora –


Nora   Well, with our change in fortune.


And this, this house will need a huge amount of decoration. It looks like no one’s painted it for years, whoever the last inhabitant was –


Thomas   Kelman.


Nora   Kelman.


Thomas   He was single.


Nora   There we are then. No wonder it looks so drab.


Thomas   My salary doesn’t officially start until January, remember.


Nora   But you’re doing the work already.


Thomas   Only because Kelman had to go so suddenly. And when you get to be appointed to a position like this –


Nora   So are we supposed to borrow?


Thomas   No, we’re supposed to live within our means until then.


Nora   I am.


Thomas   Everything’s up in the air, Nora, we just have to do what’s expected of us.


Nora   But when the pay cheque comes in, it will be huge –


Thomas   But that’s precisely my point, when it comes in.


And it isn’t in yet.


Nora   They can’t expect us to live in this dreary house without a little cheering it up for Christmas.


Thomas   No, but we have to be moderate.


Nora   That word again.


Thomas   There’s nothing wrong with moderation.


Decorations yes, but last year’s.


Nora   Uggg.


Thomas   A turkey but not a huge one, presents but no big surprises.


Nora   Less joy on the children’s faces.


Thomas   Nonsense.


Nora   Less delight at the beauty of the house.


Less laughter.


Thomas   Not at all.


Nora   Less treats.


More or less where we’ve always been in fact.


The land of moderation.


Thomas   Just for a little longer.


Nora   Or … we could take out just a little loan, for Christmas?




Beat.





Have a really wonderful time, enjoy ourselves.


Celebrate your success.


Thomas   And what happens when something unforeseen occurs, when I accidentally step out in front of a tram?


Nora   Don’t be silly.


Thomas   Before the first pay cheque even reaches the bank.


Nora   It won’t happen.


Thomas   Then you’d be in debt, with no way to repay it.


Bankrupt.


Nora   You have a very dark imagination.


Thomas   I’m just saying it’s particularly important that we’re prudent, don’t make any rash decisions. We’re living in the public eye now, and that means we’ll be under scrutiny all the time.


Nora   I don’t like it when you talk like that.


Thomas   Like what?


Nora   As if there’s this eye, this great public eye that watches everything.


Thomas   My sweet girl, not everything in this world is as lovely as you wish.




Beat.





Here.




He takes some money out of his wallet.





With my love.


And my knowledge of how all these essentials add up.


Nora   Thank you.




She takes it.





How come you aren’t working?


Thomas   I couldn’t find anything, I told you. I’d love to work if I could find my briefcase, my notes, a pencil would be nice.


Nora   I’ll get Annie on to it.


Thomas   Later.


As you said, it’s Christmas Eve.




Beat.





Come a little nearer to me.




She comes a little nearer.





You know your happiness is almost infectious, when you are around I feel it too.


Nora   I’m so proud of you.




He takes her hands.





But you’re cold.


Thomas   No.


Nora   Freezing.


Thomas   I’ve just been sitting still.


Nora   I’ll tell Annie to light a fire.


Thomas   She’ll be busy with the children, don’t worry her.




Nora raises an eyebrow, as if to query what he might be saying.





What?




She takes his hands, breathes on them.





How did I get a wife like you?


Nora   You chose well.


Thomas   Of course I did.


Nora   So how warm exactly would you like to be?


Thomas   Mrs Vaughan …?


Nora   I don’t know what you mean!


Thomas   I’m a member of the cabinet now. What if we were to be heard?


Nora   We could be very quiet.


Thomas   You’re really quite something.


Nora   As I say – just a suggestion.


Thomas   It’s an interesting one.


Nora   Oh, you like it?


The children are in the nursery doing what the children must do, the servants are downstairs already starting to think about dinner, the gardener is planting bulbs for the spring. The piano tuner is upstairs.


All are doing as they must.


Thomas   And we?


Nora   My darling Thomas, it’s Christmas Eve.


Thomas   You know – you should have been the politician, you make quite an argument.




Pause.


The bell rings.


Pause.





Damn.


Nora   Ignore it.




She brings his hands back up to her mouth.


She breathes on them.





Annie   will go.


Thomas   But what if it’s important?


Nora   It’s Christmas Eve.


Thomas   In my post.


Nora   I know – there’s no such thing as being off duty.


But today …




The doorbell rings again.





Thomas   She isn’t answering.


Nora   She’ll answer.


We’ll give her a stern talking-to later.


But for the moment –


Thomas   I’m just worried about who it will be.


We don’t want to keep anyone waiting on our doorstep.


Unless it’s the delivery boy.


Nora   The delivery boy?


Thomas   Could it be?


Nora   I don’t think so.


Thomas   Are you sure? Think hard now.


I wouldn’t mind, you know, if it was.


I would understand.


Nora   Would you?


Thomas   You spend money because it’s your nature, it’s very straightforward.


It’s difficult for you to do anything else. Dangerous even.


A sheep must be as a sheep is.


A wolf as a wolf.


And my little Nora-mouse.


Maybe I should dress you in pound notes and be done with it. Sew you together a little outfit made out of nothing but paper. Hmm?




The bell rings again.





She hasn’t answered, Nora.


Nora   She’ll be on her way.


Thomas   Whoever it is will be standing in the cold, freezing.


Nora   So let them freeze.


I’ll talk to Annie later.


I’ll chastise Annie later.


The little delivery boy can come back tomorrow.


Thomas   So there is a delivery boy?




We hear Annie’s voice through the door.





She’s answering now.


Nora   So she is.




They listen. Thomas’s hands still on Nora’s legs.





It is Christmas Eve, even God himself will have some time off, after all.


Annie   A visitor for you, ma’am.


Nora   For me?


Annie   She says she has an appointment.


Nora   Who is it?


Annie   A Mrs Lyle.


Nora   Is it three already?


Thomas   Mrs who?


Nora   Christine Lyle.


A friend of mine, I totally forgot.


Thomas   So surely we can tell her to call tomorrow, whoever she is.


Nora   Do your shirt back up, Thomas.


Thomas   We are really going to be interrupted by a friend of yours?


Nora   I have to talk to you about something.


Thomas   You look serious.


How can my little mouse suddenly look so serious?




She smoothes out her clothing.





Nora   Annie, please tell Mrs Lyle I’ll be a few minutes. Tell her to take her coat off and warm herself by the fire in the library.


Indeed, I told her to come at three o’clock.


Thomas   She’ll understand.


Nora   She hasn’t got as much as we have and she’ll have taken the tram from the other side of the city to get here.


Thomas   Well, only fools travel by tram in London in the first place.


Nora   Oh, she’s no fool.


Thomas   Nora, do we really have to talk about her now?


Nora   She’s an educated woman, Thomas.


Thomas   It’s Christmas Eve.


Nora   In fact she’s extremely intelligent. Resourceful, honest, hard-working.


Thomas   Who is this woman?


Nora   We were at school together.


Thomas   She was at the same school as you?


Nora   She listened harder than me.


Thomas   You’ve never mentioned her.


Nora   Haven’t I?


Thomas   I don’t think so.


Nora   That’s strange because she was a very good friend. Well, we might have lost touch a little since then but at school we were inseparable.


Thomas   I look forward to meeting her some other day.


Nora   You’ll be quite bowled over by her. Impressed, that’s what you’ll be.


Thomas   Are you being serious?


Nora   Deadly.




Thomas starts to wonder where this is headed.





Thomas   Is this part of some performance, Nora? Some game you’re playing?


Nora   She was the one getting good marks, Thomas. Really. Impressing the teacher. You think you can count, you should meet Christine, the way she can add up, without any abacus or counting aid, faster than lightning, all the numbers whirring around in her head. And the way she can type.


She’s quite something.


Thomas   So you said.


Nora   And she wants to meet you.


Well of course she does, I told her I had this clever, compassionate husband. Who of course has had a promotion.


Thomas   Mouse, just say it.




Beat.





Nora   All right, I’ll say it.


Thomas   She wants a job.


Nora   Exactly.


Thomas   In my office?


Nora   Well she, she’s looking for a man that she can really learn from, she’s keen to learn, you see.


Thomas   I wish you would just say this boldly, rather than all this going around the houses.


Nora   It’s in my nature.


Little Nora-mouse must squirrel and squeak.


Thomas   She can type?


Nora   Like the wind.


Thomas   Fine. I’ll see if I can give her a position. I can’t make any promises, but if she’s as good as you say she is …


Nora   Oh, she’s very good.


Thomas   Then I’d be a fool not to employ her. Isn’t that so?







Beat.





As it happens there may be a vacancy coming up soon, I’ll put her name forward. I still don’t understand why she must disturb us on this afternoon.




Beat.





Nora   You want me to keep her waiting? Honestly?




Beat.





Thomas   She is by the fire, after all.


Nora   She got the tram.


Thomas   She can take it back.


Nora   She’s a woman, Thomas, and she’s come a long way.


Thomas   If she’s as desperate as you say, another halfhour won’t kill her.


Nora   She’s a friend of mine.


Thomas   And what about me?


Nora   What do you mean?


Thomas   What am I to you?


Nora   Well of course you are my husband.




Beat.





Thomas   You have no idea how important I am, do you? It’s almost quite sweet. The whole country is looking to me now, as part of the cabinet. The economy is precarious, the whole of Europe a tinderbox, and I am one of the new government.


Next to the Prime Minister I’m one of the most important men in London. Last week I may have just been another Member of Parliament, but now –







The bell rings.





All I’m saying is, many women would be glad to see their husbands on Christmas Eve, love to spend time with them and the children. Particularly a man who doesn’t have much time to give.


Nora   As you wish. I’ll send her away.


Thomas   There’s so much work I’m swimming in it. Serious things, Nora, big decisions that I’ll have to decide about. And the paperwork, after Christmas when the job really starts I’ll be hardly ever with you.




Annie comes to the door.





Annie   Someone else to see you, sir.


Thomas   This could even be the Prime Minister now.


Nora   Who is it, Annie?


Annie   Dr Rank.


Nora   You can keep Dr Rank waiting.


Annie, can you tell him to call back later?


Thomas   No.


This is no way to treat our friends.


He’s a man after all and no doubt he’s also made the journey.


Nora   Put him by the fire next to Christine – they can both wait.


Thomas   I am sorry, Nora, Dr Rank has no doubt some business to discuss with me, and business comes first. You are edible, Nora, but even I must be careful not to feast too much.


Excuse me.




He begins to leave.


Beat.





Nora   Thomas?




He stops.





I love you.




She rushes over to him.





I’ll make it up to you.


You’ll get as much of me as you wish this Christmas.


Thomas   I must see my visitor, Nora.


Nora   Of course you must.


Thomas   And you must understand how serious my work is, we must be sober about it. This is everything that I have worked for, Nora.




Thomas leaves.


Nora by herself.


She puts the money he gave her in her stocking.


She takes a second to regain her composure.


Then she goes to the door.





Nora   Christine.




Christine comes in.





Christine   My dear Nora.


Nora   You look freezing.


Christine   I’m fine now.


I sat by your fire.


Nora   Don’t you have gloves?


Christine   I took them off.


Nora   Well put them back on, your fingers are quite blue.


I know it’s cold out there but this is ridiculous. Oh dear me.




Christine gets out her gloves.


She doesn’t put them on.





Christine   I’d prefer not to wear gloves in the house.


Nora   What is this, superstition?


Christine   No.


Nora   Then let me see them.




Nora takes the gloves out and has a look.


They have holes in the fingers.


She gives them back to Christine without comment.





I have good news.


Christine   He said yes?


Nora   There’s a vacancy, he’ll put you forward.


Christine   What does that mean?


Nora   A formality only. He likes to be seen doing things the right way. Don’t worry, it’s a yes.


Christine   Did you have to beg him?


Nora   Of course not, he’s a kind man and besides, I told him he’d be a fool not to have you. That you were exquisite at typing, and a thoroughly good thing. You are exquisite at typing, aren’t you?


Christine   Of course I am.


Nora   Good.


Christine   And I check and double check and when I get them wrong I always find my mistakes. You didn’t tell him I was too good?




Beat.





Nora   You’ll be fine.


Christine   Of course I will.


Nora   A government clerk, how hard can it be?


Besides, you don’t want to go around in gloves like that for the rest of your life, do you?




Christine gets something out of her bag.





Christine   I nearly forgot.




She gives a bag of macaroons to Nora.





Payment. Glad to see some things never change.


Nora   I’m only supposed to eat them occasionally.


Christine   Really? I would have thought with all this money –


Nora   He worries about my teeth.


Christine   Oh.


Nora   He likes me to have nice shining white teeth.


And slim hips.


He’s more worried about the hips than the teeth if the truth be told. We had our photograph taken yesterday for the paper and he told me to stand sideways so I would look as slim as possible.


Christine   Appearances are important.


Nora   Of course they are.


I want slim hips too, God forbid to have a hide like an elephant, we’re both interested in my having slim hips.




Christine puts the macaroons away.





Hey.


Christine   I am not comfortable with this.


Nora   Don’t be such a fuddy-duddy.


Christine   He has forbidden you.


Nora   Not forbidden, no, he isn’t that sort of man, just strongly recommended.


Christine   If I am to work in his ministry, I would rather not start a working relationship on the basis of defiance. I should be loyal to him now.


Nora   Oh just give them to me would you, Christine?




Christine gives Nora the macaroons.





Do you want one?


I don’t mean to be rude but it’s a little late to worry about your hips.




Christine laughs.


She eats one.





Take two.


We’re going to have to finish the whole bag.




Christine takes two.


Nora takes three.





You’re going to have to be my supplier, now that I’ve got you this job. You’re going to have to smuggle them in.


Christine   You’re exactly the same, you know that.


This world is upside down and different, but you, you’re completely the same.




Nora has crammed them into her mouth.





Nora   And you too, and I can’t tell you how happy I am.


We’ve been through some times, Christine, but now here, with this house and this new job – I’m starting to think that everything’s been worth it.


Christine   Strange isn’t it, you seem to have changed not a stitch, and yet me?


When I look in the mirror I don’t see myself staring back.


Nora   Nonsense.


Christine   You were polite yesterday, Nora, I know you were, but when I came to your door, you wouldn’t have recognised me if I hadn’t announced myself.


The years have not favoured me as much as you.


Nora   I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have spoken about myself so contentedly.


Christine   Why shouldn’t you?


After all you’ve had nothing to contend with.


Be content, Nora, enjoy it.


Nora   I’ve had my share of hardship.


Christine   What, the maid off sick, not enough money for macaroons?


Please, Nora, I don’t want to argue, but don’t make me laugh.


Nora   You know very little about me.


Christine   I know what I can see.


When my husband died I was left without anything.


And I mean anything, it was my own resilience that kept me from being destitute. In fact it was only because I was so glad to see the back of him that I kept going. Even working my fingers to the bone I counted myself fortunate that I’d got rid of the old sod.


Nora   You can’t mean that.


Christine   I didn’t marry for love, Nora, you know that.


I married because my mother was sick and I needed a man with an income.


Don’t look shocked. You know nothing of my life.


Nora   Nor you, of mine.




Beat.





Christine   I’m sorry, I don’t mean to quarrel, particularly after your kindness.


Nora   I’m not as dim-witted as everyone thinks.


Christine   Of course you’re not.


Nora   Thomas had a breakdown. I don’t suppose you heard about it, it isn’t mentioned here and no one knows. Even Thomas now won’t let me talk about it. We hardly talk about the past at all. He lost his wits completely, if you want to know. Eight years ago, he went quite mad, Christine. Not the mad you’ve read about in books, mad ravings and screaming out in the night. No, just an exhausted, sad kind of mad that fills the days with tears.


You say I haven’t seen hardship, and yes, I’ve never put a foot inside the poorhouse, but I have slept next to a man that for six months hardly recognised me and I him.


Christine   It can’t have been like that.


Nora   It was worse.


If the maid talked to him, he could hardly understand. If a card came to the door, I had to read it for him and then send whoever it was away. Above all I had to keep him hidden. He’d just started in politics and I had to take him away before anyone found out how bad he was, or he would never get re-elected and we’d be finished. It was overwork, I’m quite sure of it. The doctor who examined him said that a rest was what he needed, and that I’d find he’d come back to himself little by little.


He’d just won his first seat. Out in the sticks, so I had to tell a few fibs, pretend that he’d caught pneumonia from walking house to house and canvassing.


Christine   You told lies?


Nora   I had to. That’s why we went to Italy. Not exactly when we might have chosen to have an extended holiday, what with the twins newly born.


And it cost us dearly.


You want to know how much it cost? Twice the deposit we put on our house. We couldn’t sell where we were, and we had to rent over there, quite apart from the cost involved in running two houses, and with no income.


Christine   But your father has money.


Nora   My father never saw Thomas in a good light. To ask him for money would have confirmed his suspicions. He always thought that politics was a vanity and I was determined that nobody would know the reason why we left for Italy, so I found it myself.


Christine   How could you have?


Nora   I told you, I’m not the silly Nora that everyone thinks I am.


Christine   I owe you an apology. I feel we’ve quarrelled like schoolchildren.


Nora   At least let me finish my tale now you’ve started me on this line.


Christine   You don’t need to convince me.


It’s the worst of being me, I say things I only mean to think.


Nora   How do you think I came by the money?


Christine   I have no idea.


Nora   What would you have done if you were in my shoes?


Christine   I am not as resourceful as you, obviously –


Nora   But you’ve already told me you are.


When you needed money, you turned to a man.


Christine   No, Nora, don’t tell me.


Nora   A rich fanciful admirer.


Why not?


What else could I do?


Christine   You were married.


Nora   Exactly, and so I must save my husband.


Christine   You took a lover?




Beat.





Nora   Really, Mrs Lyle, is that the time? Perhaps you need to be going back for your tram.


Christine   Tell me …


Nora   Look again at my face, and tell me I haven’t changed.




Christine looks.





I wish I could tell you that I sat on an old man’s lap and gained his fortune. Just for the look on your face, I wish you could see yourself now.




Beat.





I did what a man would have done.


Christine   What do you mean?


Nora   I borrowed it. The whole sum.


Christine   That’s impossible.


Nora   I did.


Christine   But you would have needed your husband’s consent.


Nora   Not so, it turns out. I found a way around it.


Christine   What way?


Nora   You must never tell Thomas of this, do you swear? In fact no one, I’ve so far never breathed a word of this out loud. This is my secret, Christine, for your ears only. Let’s just say, it turns out if you know a thing or two about business, and you’re prepared to think like a man, you can find a way around these things.


And so I did.


Thomas assumes the money was my inheritance, my father died at just about that time. But as it turned out, I inherited nothing, my father had lost the lot.


Christine   You should tell Thomas.


Nora   Why? He’s a proud man, Christine, you’ll learn that when you work for him. He doesn’t like to owe anyone anything, least of all his wife.


Have another macaroon –


Christine   I shouldn’t.


Nora   Oh for goodness sake.




They both eat another macaroon.





Really, take off that scandalised look, you’re putting me off my biscuit.




Beat.





Christine   Are you still in debt?


Nora   Don’t gasp. Debt isn’t as bad as you think. Oh, Thomas says that the walls will fall in if you even think of borrowing some money, but really, you just borrow the money and you find a way to pay it back. Simple. Well, apart from the interest, as it turns out that is the demon. You must pay back more than you borrow, strangely it’s true.


Christine   But you have no money to pay it back.


Nora   So that is where the clever Nora comes in.


I work, Christine.


Yes, surprising eh, but yes, I do.


I do things for people.


And before you ask what sort of things, I want you to clear your face of that disapproval, we’ve established that sometimes one does things to survive. Well, I too have had to survive.


I have an array of things I do for people. Let’s leave it at that. I do things that make people happy, people who have very little in their lives and are glad to see me.


And I save, of course. A little of everything that Thomas gives me. I dress from second-hand clothes that some ladies throw out, I patch them up and no one would know. This blouse, for instance, cost me nothing at all, likewise the skirt. The only thing I’m wearing that has any value are these earrings that Thomas gave me.




Nora giggles.





Christine   You wear other people’s clothes?


Nora   Not only that, but Thomas does too. He has no idea. Old suits of men who died of some ailment or other. He thinks I buy them new, but I get them from clothing sales put on to help the poor, then I clean them or mend them, I’m so good at mending with tiny invisible stitches you would never know.


He goes to parliament every day wearing a dead man’s suit.


Christine   I can’t believe what I’m hearing.


Nora   And the presents I bought today. Second-hand all of them, I buy up things that people are throwing out then I give them to a delivery boy to bring in as new. And I save the money I would have spent. You wouldn’t believe how clever I am, he doesn’t suspect a thing.


Christine   I can’t believe any of this.


Nora   I’m twelve hundred pounds in debt, Christine. Or I was. I had to find it from somewhere. What, would you rather I had taken a lover? Would that be more acceptable?
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