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Foreword


I was a complete and utter waster in my twenties. There was probably something for me in Dublin in the early 1990s. But I didn’t see it.


I moved to Cork then and I fell in with a bloke called Pat Kiernan who had started Corcadorca Theatre Company. There was twelve of us working with Corcadorca within two months. We were paid by the social welfare. It kept us off the streets and in a little theatre called the Triskel Arts Centre in Cork City. It was a time of stout and crisps and I think we genuinely all liked each other (for a while). Pat Kiernan was the real talent though. He actually read plays! He was also an excellent director and we rode on his energy and spark devising work sporadically over a year or so and playing it on the small stage of the Triskel to a developing and devoted fan base. I was working in theatre. I was directionless. But I was with friends. And we were directionless together.


During this time I had become the designated writer. I don’t really know why. I probably had notions about myself and I suppose I wanted to become a foil to Pat’s natural talent for direction. I had an idea of a play about a ventriloquist who has a nervous breakdown. A musical comedy! Pat encouraged me to write it… but I had to keep everyone in the group happy… so the play’s shape and characters were decided on what we had in the room. It had songs in it because the guy who wrote music had to be kept busy and out of the pub. It had dance routines because there was a couple of restless dancers wanting to choreograph something/ anything. Everyone wanted a monologue. Fair enough. It was pretty makeshift stuff. I had no idea what I was doing. The Ginger Ale Boy’s a mess but it has some ability in there, I suppose. The production was fantastic though and that was all Pat. Leaving that play behind, I knew I had to write a proper play for Pat and something cheap also. We were broke. The stout and crisps continued. Thank Christ. I’d write a two-hander.




I had seen a young actress Eileen Walsh in a play by Gina Moxley called Danti Dan. She was completely unique. So I decided to write her a play. Disco Pigs is a jumble of things. A failed relationship I had with a twin, my relationship with the Cork dialect as a Dublin man, the explosive nightlife of the city at that time and our company’s participation in that nightlife. The play wrote itself in two weeks, was hugely naive but had a language that surprised me and somehow captured something about the city. We were blessed with finding Cillian Murphy who was still in college doing Law. Himself and Eileen clicked and were extraordinary together. And again it was Pat Kiernan who captured the pulse and energy of where we were in our lives at that particular time in his superb production. For two years we were opening festivals all over the world. The stout was put on hold as we socialised on more classier beverages.


As a reaction to the urban cool of Disco Pigs I found myself writing a nasty rural thriller called misterman. That play went on to influence later plays. It’s very thin on the page but the life and lies of the central character Thomas felt very large and dark on stage. I ended up playing Thomas. It’s a one-man show. It was a dangerous thing to do as I’m not a natural actor but I loved the wildness of carrying a show alone and the sense of it all about to fall apart at any moment. I understood only then the power needed to be on stage and that a strong character will demand a certain logic for a play, a particular structure for the play. It was something I suppose I inherently knew but the experience of being on stage with my own text spelled the lesson out to me. As much as the writer is always ‘on’, I needed to find ways of disappearing and allowing character to just be. A consequence of acting in misterman was that I inevitably fell out badly with my co-creator Pat Kiernan. This was devastating. Corcadorca went on to building huge shows and I went the other direction. I needed to make smaller-scale work and try to get myself talking to myself in a stronger, more personal way.


bedbound was my first effort away from Pat and towards myself. It’s essentially about the relationship between me and my dad. It’s wild but also very honest. A love letter to my sick dad at the time. Both characters are tortured monsters and it takes a significant journey for the audience to arrive at some empathy for these creatures. The play struck a chord. This was pleasing. It’s a hard piece and the redemption of the ending doesn’t always sit for people… but it ended the way it should have and I was glad to be a part of it.


Disco Pigs, misterman and bedbound were translated into many languages and over this three- to four-year period I was making connections with European theatremakers. I’ve always been embarrassed by my own voice and my characters tend to be battered and trapped by language. The actual words in the plays were meaning less to me and directing bedbound in German and Italian, and seeing my work in various languages, started giving me a clearer sense of form and structure. The shorter plays in this volume were written for European colleagues and seem like exercises in form and atmosphere more than anything else.


The Small Things was a play written about the relationship of my dead father with my still alive mother. It’s a tightly spun machine of a play that searches out silences. It has this ceaseless rhythm to it which I must have been conscious about when writing. It feels like it was written in one sitting. Of mine it’s still my favourite. Obviously I love the characters a lot and the ending I really needed, but the world of it and what these characters are experiencing is still a mystery to me.


The final play in this volume is Chatroom. A play I loved writing. A play unlike anything I have written. It doesn’t even feel like mine. But I think I wrote it from a perspective within me. My fifteen-year-old self. I’m immensely proud that so many kids have performed it all over the world now and it speaks to them somehow.


I’ve always tried to get out of the way when writing these plays. Writing a foreword seems somewhat disingenuous then. But here they are, these early plays, and all together. Thanks for taking the time and I hope in reading them they throw something at you.


Enda Walsh, 2010










THE GINGER ALE BOY










The Ginger Ale Boy was first performed by Corcadorca Theatre Company at the Granary Theatre, Cork, on 30 March 1995 (previews from 27 March). The cast was as follows:
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Characters


BOBBY


BARNEY


MOTHER


DANNY


LOVE INTEREST


TELEVISION WOMAN


ICE-CREAM MAN


MAUREEN


DOG ONE


DOG TWO


Also chorus, dancers, members of the community










The set is dominated by two large staircases that sweep up dramatically into a small boy’s box bedroom. Up in that room a boy/man is sleeping. This is BOBBY. The alarm sounds loudly and he is up fast and suddenly holding a ventriloquist dummy, BARNEY, on his knee.


Music begins and BOBBY’s manager DANNY appears, singing, as DANCERS dance.


DANNY. He walked… cross the river towards Rio.






	         

	He talked… to many natives on the way.


He asked… ‘Is it found here in Brasilia?’


They said… ‘Fame is a stranger here.’







In the bedroom BOBBY and BARNEY run through their ventriloquist routine.






	         

	So he ran… ’cross the deserts of Kurdistan.


He rang… on every bell in Istanbul


He asked… five thousand belly dancers.


They said… ‘Fame is a stranger here.’











	         

	Oh Fame, my rosary.


Fame, my PhD.


Everyone’s lookin’ for the high life.


You gotta get ya through


Life’s like a funeral parlour.


With Fame that body ain’t you.











	         

	Back home… so tired and yes, bewildered.


The boy… told his mother he tried but failed.


She said… ‘Just settle down, my sweet little one,’ (Sigh.)


And she told him… this story of a family.







BOBBY drops BARNEY and dresses himself.






	         

	Through hardship and sickness this family battled.


Through thick and through thin they fought.


And just when their hearts grew weaker.


Fame saw the youngest and thought:


‘I’ll give him… a gift that folks would die for.


I’ll make him… a tap-dancing superstar.’


’Cause Fame… no matter how you sweat your tail off.


It’s Fame… that does the searching near and far.







BARNEY gets to his feet, runs down the stairs and performs an outrageous tap-dance routine.






	         

	Oh Fame… elusive morning.


Oh Fame… rosary.


Oh Fame… I’m gettin’ closer.


Fame… just you wait and see!







The song ends and DANNY and the DANCERS are gone.


A clock is heard ticking.


BOBBY’s MOTHER cleans a toilet. She’s from Liverpool.


MOTHER. Did you leave that mess in the toilet?! It’s like bloody Pearl Harbour in there! Can’t you learn how to piss straight?! At least crouch down and give an aim a little! I’ll tell you, sweetheart, one look at that rim, too late mind you, and I thought, ‘Father’s son! Oh, here we go! What’s this?’ I’m out with the scouring powder… knees on soiled toilet rug… giving the loo floor the once-over with your father’s old knickers. I catch my reflection in the silver flusher handle and I mouth my epitaph… ‘There must be more to life than this!’ Arm down, I finally dislodge that enormous creature from the toilet bowl. Felt like one of those great English dam-busters from the great colonial days. All the time I’m gripping the edge of the toilet bowl with sheer peril, when… ‘Oh fuck me sideways!’ Little yellow puddles of piss hang about the rim like yesterday’s Smarties down in our local pool. ‘Oh Bobby!’


BOBBY (aside). My mother.


MOTHER. And it’s not that I haven’t tried! I have tried! I have! I was there! Twenty-five hours a day if necessary! A slave! A little baby cough is all it took and there I’d be, pounding that baby-sized cough right out of those baby-sized tiny lungs! ‘Stop hitting the baby!’ your father would say! ‘I’m saving the poor dear’s life!!’ What did he ever know? What does he know now? What do men know about babies, anyway? But you, son! I gave you, I did! I gave you the best… I gave you them, Bobby! I gave you the best years… the best years of your father’s life! The least you can do is talk to the miserable old bastard!


BOBBY. Hello, Dad.


MOTHER. Don’t you ‘Hello, Dad’ him!! ‘Thank you, Dad! Thank you, Dad!’ Education doesn’t come cheap and he should know! Do you think he liked crawling out of bed at 5.30… a.m. ‘A’ bloody ‘M’, and just to stop and started another in the p.m. A bit of respect is all that’s asked, Bobby!! Break his heart! Crawling home all knackered for a two-hour sleep just to start it all over again! He was never there for me either! Is it any wonder he’s the way he is?! Appreciation, Bobby! Be glad of that full-colour poster with English football memorabilia!


BOBBY. I never wanted that stuff! We’re Irish!


MOTHER. Not me! I’m English, bread and bloody buttered and given half the chance, boy, I’d get out of this Emerald Pile! But like you, son, I’m stuck… and worse still, we’re stuck where we are! My motto’s ‘Make the Most’. When your days and nights send forth only misery and shite, think daisies and blossom smells! It pays to keep the lid off your dreams, Bobby! How do you think I’ve stuck with your father for so long?


BOBBY comes down the stairs having dressed in a black velvet ‘showbiz suit’.


BOBBY. The business of the day is me. These days, it always is. I’m ready, it seems. Bourbon cream in hand, she clears a space, and I stand there ready.


BARNEY hops off the floor and sits on BOBBY’s knee.


MOTHER. Barney looks good. So what do you have for me?




BOBBY. Then I begin. It’s me and Barney. We’re mixing new material with the old. I’m cutting a word too long and adding that one word too less. The words are flashing in front of my eyes… I grab them and I speak them out. From him or me. I speak words now, though you can’t tell, can you? My lip-control is flawless. My tongue connects with my hand and it becomes Barney’s tongue. His head pivots on my hand. To me, Barney’s become alive. With lever and rope, yes, but most of all… it’s me… I’m the one who’s woken him. Without me he’s nothing. A twist of my hand is all it takes and a pinch of the lever, and with that look, Barney’s always there for me. ‘Aren’t you, Barney? You’ll always be by my side.’ And inside I’m listening to my rhythm. Our rhythm. The rhythm of words. Funny words. I deliver that line and receive those applause and I grab at a word again… seamlessly. Like when I did my balloon-folding act… But this is what we’ve trained for. This here. Just me and Barney. And I watch my mother laugh. Like a cloud, her fat changes shape with each chuckle. A blast of laughter lifts the kitchen table, and somewhere in the room… a jam jar rattles. She’s looking and laughing at Barney, but it’s me that she loves.


MOTHER. I like it! Oh, it’s… it’s… it’s very funny!


BOBBY. Really?


MOTHER. Yes! Not as good as your granddad, mind you! But you’re good, Bobby! Best in Cork City, I’d say. Very good! Here, have a biccie!


BOBBY. Thanks.


MOTHER. They’re the ones you like! Who needs diets, hey?! They’re only an excuse for more packaging! Try one of those iced shorties.


BOBBY. I will.


MOTHER. It’s what’s inside that matters. That’s right, isn’t it, Bobby?!


BOBBY. No one could ever find your inside.




A pause as they do nothing. Then:


MOTHER. Are you going to try and get outside today?


A pause.


BOBBY. Yes, I’ll try.


MOTHER. You’ll try and go outside?


BOBBY. I said I would!


MOTHER. Make the most!!


BOBBY. She carries on like that until she gets her fifth cup of Nescafé down her. I’m not my own any more… but I can wait. We’ll sit in the kitchen until Danny comes over.


They wait in silence for a long period.


Jazz music. DANNY enters with full Cork swagger.


DANNY. Casual in the daytime – Shirt and tie in the evenings. A summer’s morning and Christ I’m hot… but just the right side of hot, mind you. I make casual and skip outta my beat-up Mazda… when just then!… A twenty-something leggy blonde purrs by and gives me a ‘want me’ smile. I want her back and growl out my stake for those juicy hips. (Growls while combing back his hair.) I break into a short-lived trot that finds me hand-on-gate entering the garden from hell. A ferocious puny mongrel foams and displays for me his deadly fangs in monstrous, man-eating barks! Diligently I strike out and kick the little doggy, sending him five yards careering towards a tangled rosebush of dirty coal sacks. Like a good-lookin’ lanky Cork City striker I clench my goal and take your ‘Olés’! I’ll tell ya, boy, I’ll leave ye stiff and callin’ out for more! A medium close-up catches my satisfaction… (Freezes into a smile. Stops.) And takes me down this garden path of jungle weeds and up-turned turds. My crushed tanned slip-on finds one of these poos but I walk on regardless yet puffing. A thick-piled carpet waits inside. I’ll make my deposit there.




Music stops.


MOTHER. Danny!! Come in, love! Nice to see ya!


DANNY. Nice carpet! Very nice! (Wipes his shitty shoe on the carpet.)


MOTHER. Why, thank you! (Smells the air.) Nice aftershave!


DANNY (smells the air). Yes. Very nice. Indeed. (Turns to BOBBY.) Hey, my little man!


DANNY fires an imaginary pistol at BOBBY while making that noise.


BOBBY. My agent. He lyrically waltzes my mother about the sitting room, making idle remarks about the decor as if he were in the Copa Cabana.


DANNY. Oh, that’s nice! Oh, I like that, yes! Oh, it has a certain…


MOTHER. Niceness?


DANNY. Exactly! Plus more. Character plus style. Art-déco plus home-naturale.


MOTHER. Bobby says it’s old-fashioned.


DANNY. Sure old-fashioned is new!


MOTHER. Really?


DANNY. Peruse at your pleasure the meteoric resurrection of the maxi-skirt.


MOTHER. I will! Have you got one to spare?


DANNY. Not yet no.


BOBBY. A bisexual transvestite like Danny makes her feel twenty years younger… despite Danny matching her for years… if not older. It’s hard to tell with Danny. Mother says that he might have his faults but give him a tub of foundation and a little pad and he’s a wizard. Mind you, his legs are knackered.




DANNY. I’ve killed a fortune in popsocks over the years! The pains you put yourself through to give others pleasure. You know, Danny La Rue cried himself to sleep every night for forty-five years!


MOTHER. Did he?


DANNY. He did.


BOBBY. They both stay on showbiz-speak and move me centre-stage again.


MOTHER. I can feel it in my waters, Danny, he’s ready.


DANNY. But can he…


MOTHER. Danny, I laughed, love! I did!


DANNY. Oh, he’s a good boy, all right!


MOTHER. Well, I’ve watched him, haven’t I? Watched him well.


DANNY. I just need the nod, girl, that’s all.


MOTHER. I’m nodding, Danny.


DANNY. Can he be trusted?


A pause. BOBBY shifts in his seat and BARNEY turns to stare at DANNY.


I won’t let it happen again.


A pause.


MOTHER. It’s a different show from last year’s. He’s got Barney, hasn’t he?


BOBBY. I stop listening and leave, leaving them with me in the kitchen. I pass by my father’s butterfly collection, framed up in the hallway. They’re all the same kind. All a yellow colour. I like them. I think about my dad. How he hasn’t spoken for about two years, and I think… that’s not too sad, really. There are worse things than staying quiet in life. I think so, anyway.




A pause. BOBBY closes his eyes.


BOBBY. I can tell that she’s coming over again. It’s that feeling I have… and just like before.


LOVE INTEREST appears and BOBBY opens his eyes.


And when I look up, it is her, my old doll. A garden with holocaust in its eyes peeps up and starts to bloom. Stretched dog turds wipe away, leaving only lavender and lemon smells. The rust on the gate turns good as she pirouettes down our garden path… paved in quartz. Our mongrel dog rolls onto his back and starts cooing. She rubs his stomach and him, like some tiny baby, seems to smile… and doesn’t even try to get up on her leg the way he does to others. Now she’s by me. It’s Fame. She whispers something… but it’s lost… I strain to hear the next. She then takes my hand in hers and we watch the dog, who’s made up like he’s off to Crufts. She whispers something… I strain to hear, and grab her next word. And she faces me, hand in hand once more, whispering. ‘I can’t hear what you’re saying. What is it you’re saying, love?’ (Pause.) I must get ready. (Pause.) And it looks and smells of summer outside here. For the first time in so long… it feels like summer.


An ICE-CREAM MAN and his wife MAUREEN appear.


ICE-CREAM MAN. Maureen!! Maureen!! Keep that engine running, girl!! Ohhhh, Jayney Mackers!! I’m seein’ hate in your eyes now, boys!! Besieged I am by screaming fusiliers while my little tin trench shudders ’neath your tiny hands!! Sure, is it any wonder your mammies toss ye outways! Not one ‘please’ to pass your lips, I’ll launch my war cry!! ‘Wait your fucking turn, boyo!!’ A musketeer of the ice-cream world! A Richard Clayderman of the vanilla whip, I assume the aggressive and cones in fist, I’ll whip up my attack. Now, let’s have ya!! Just look at the form on those cones. Now be honest with me, sunshine, and tell me cert, have ya ever seen the cream so solid? WALLOP!! I deliver it swift and gather the readies! But head up and eyes follow, to spy your full platoon salivatin’ and yieldin’ bullets of want my ways! And one by one I power my pillars of cream deep inside your groping guts! But still more and more. ‘Maureen!!’ Strengthening my stronghold I place Maureen on crisps and sweeties. ‘Well, get to it, love! It’s now I need ya more than ever!’ FIRE!!! A volley of plain whips lightly coated in a choccy shell slams your front line. Quickly I gather and silenced, nay, petrified, ye limp away, lickin’ your wounds. But Christ and double Christ! Your second division in a fiery quickstep manoeuvre in on all sides. As reliable as a Wet Tuesday, Maureen stands firm… rocketing out a round of cheese and onion! ‘Oh, nice firing, Maureen! Splendid use of the plastic bag! Dynamite, girl!!’ But what’s this? Good Lord, no! Ohh nooo! Here he comes. ‘Cover me now, Maureen!’ Here’s a man with real armature! ‘I’m going in for the Chocolate Sundae Surprise… “Surprise” being it will cost him a Sister McAuley.’ (Prays.) Christ watch over your one and only in his hour of greed! WALLOP AND WHIP!! Ohh, yes!! Yes!! Yes!! Yes!! Alone I’ll take ye all on!! ‘My ice-cream wizardry will for ever leave ye nobbled! For, cone in hand, I’ll never be toppled!’ NEVER!!! ‘Maureen!!! My work is done here! Drive on, girl!’


‘Teddy Bears’ Picnic’ is heard. He calms down. MAUREEN remains silent beside him.


Beautiful, hah? Sure, that’s beautiful music! And look how our battlefield becomes a playground. Good Christ, that’s great news, that is. While only earlier did ye sneer in hateful jibes, sure now you’re all smiley and ice-pop-like. ‘Bye-bye Mr Ice-Cream Man!’ I hear ye say. ‘Well, bye-bye buachailli agus cailini!’ And I watch as ye run by my van, waving and laughing. I toss ye some penny chews. ‘Don’t forget to brush your teeth, now! ’Cos with good comes bad.’ And you all love me ’cos I bring the sun and I’m the ice-cream man. What was pain for me brought happiness to you, isn’t that it, hah? Sure, that’s life! Hey, Maureen? (Pause.) She doesn’t answer me… Just drives on to the next place. (Pause.) We’re fighters, my girl and me… and we do fight. I bark most, I suppose, but it’s my bite that we feed on. It’s my bite that keeps us in close. Time has scoffed her face and flattened her chest and fattened that heart but Maureen just sighs and says, ‘Where there’s hope, there’s life! Where there’s hope, there’s life. Where there’s hope, there’s life.’ And d’you know, a day doesn’t go by when I’m adding on to that hope. I’m adding hope to hope. And what hopes have I got without the fight? What life have I when nothing’s beneath? Nothing. (Pause.) To become like this place.


‘Teddy Bears’ Picnic’ stops.


Sun doesn’t shine like true summer here. Here the sun scorches. On these streets, wild dogs, like pinballs, they fire out of houses reeking of shit and boarded up in cellophane. The houses, they lean like headstones. And there’s no children. And there’s no sounds. (Long pause.) And there’s nobody here. Just these hungry dogs. The people they live inside… afraid to leave for the outside they say. It’s poverty on these streets. (Sniffs the air.) It smells of poverty to me. (Long pause.) ‘We’re not needed here, Maureen.’ The fight’s too big.


BOBBY. I’d like a plain cone, please.


ICE-CREAM MAN. Please.


A pause.


BOBBY. I did say please. Please.


ICE-CREAM MAN. Aren’t ya hot inside that thing? Ya must have an awful sweat on ya!


BOBBY. I don’t think so. Not really.


ICE-CREAM MAN. A T-shirt.


BOBBY. No.


ICE-CREAM MAN. A T-shirt’s the thing! Never too old to wear one, either. And sure look at ya! You’re young. Twenty-one, maybe?


BOBBY. Twenty-five actually.




ICE-CREAM MAN. Knock-a-dee knock and key of the door!


BOBBY. That’s right.


ICE-CREAM MAN. And open wide! (Hands BOBBY his ice cream.)


BOBBY. Thank you!


The ICE-CREAM MAN suddenly grabs BOBBY’s hand. He stares, examining BOBBY’s face.


ICE-CREAM MAN. I know you. I remember you. I remember your face.


BOBBY pulls back his arm.


You’re that fella! Bobby!!! (Laughs.)


A single violin begins to play a fast, rhythmic tune.


The ICE-CREAM MAN is heard shouting in the darkness.


BOBBY. I’m trying to leave and still hearing that loud, fat hulk warbling out my song! For all the world to hear the Cock-eyed Optimist is out and about as that bastard man rounds up the troops like I’m the Sunday roast on everybody’s lips.


ICE-CREAM MAN (roaring). Bobby!!


BOBBY. And what now?! What do they want? More? To them, I’m still ‘him’. A silver-sequinned dreamer who’s got a new line on hope!! Oh, why did I leave?? Inside it’s safe! I want for the inside right now!!


ICE-CREAM MAN. Bobby!!!


BOBBY. Oh, fuck it!!! I wanted a summer but now look!! Trembling like some baa-baa lamb, this is my place too!!


ICE-CREAM MAN. Bobby!!


Violin stops. The sound of DOGS viciously barking.


DOG ONE. Come to me, you little fucker!


DOG ONE lunges at BOBBY, who jumps away.




BOBBY. No dog will eat me! Least of all a bony fart like you!!


BOBBY kicks the dog away.


DOG TWO lunges towards BOBBY.


Another! And this time more alive and up to my fight!


DOG TWO. Who allowed you out, boy?


BOBBY. I’m ready for you, you mass of fleas!


DOG TWO. I’ll rip you to pieces!


BOBBY. Then take me on! I’ll eat you up and shit ya out!


DOG TWO lunges at BOBBY.


(Screams.) Ahhhhh! (Pause.) Open wide, you rabid Bonzo!! (Kicks out.)


DOG TWO is kicked back.


It’s me who’s winning this war of nerves! (Kicks out and strikes.) Not you! It’s feeling like summer again, when there’s someone beneath! And it’s not me! Bobby’s better! Bobby’s better! Bobby’s better!!


Slow fade out to black.


MOTHER and BOBBY are standing at the kitchen table. MOTHER stands silently, watching BOBBY pensively stare into nothing.


MOTHER. Don’t just sit there saying nothing! How do you feel?


BOBBY. What?


MOTHER. What do you think?


BOBBY. Fine.


MOTHER. Is that a feeling or a thinking?


BOBBY. I feel fine.


MOTHER. Really?




BOBBY. I think I do. It’s great.


MOTHER. ‘Great’? Ireland’s record in the Eurovision, that’s ‘great’, Bobby! I mean, it’s frightening but it’s still ‘great’… but a television-audition-thingy is ‘magnificent’!


BOBBY. It’s an interview, Mother.


MOTHER. An informal pizza, a splash of some French wine, two men of the entertainment world tripping over the niceties of stardom. All that’s TV parlance for ‘he wants you’.


BOBBY. It mightn’t mean a thing!


MOTHER. You just have to make the right impression, Danny says.


BOBBY (snaps). I know what I have to do!!


MOTHER. All right all right!! Tsch! I’ve ironed your other shirt, you just need some clean smalls.


A pause.


BOBBY. I’m sorry. I don’t feel too well.


MOTHER. I love you, son. You’re what’s called ‘brand new’. When all about is showing up dull and dirty, you’re the one carrying the clean flag.


A pause.


BOBBY. I went out today.


MOTHER. Yes, I saw.


BOBBY. It’s not all loveliness with me, you know. They haven’t forgotten me.


MOTHER. How would you fancy a corned-beef sandwich to tide you over before tonight?


BOBBY moves up the stairs.


BOBBY. I took my corned-beef sandwich into Dad and the television. Four o’clock on the hottest day of the year and there he sat mouthing Karl Malden’s lines on The Streets of San Francisco. He’ll watch anything, my dad. One day I caught his sad eyes glued to this Czechoslovakian cartoon about a spot that fell in love with a squiggle. And he was crying. Maybe it was too close to home. Maybe that was it. (Pause.) I left Dad on The Streets of San Francisco and came up here to my room to smarten myself up for this television man. (Pause.) And I’m upstairs now. So this is my life you’re in apparently. It’s all too simple when I think of it. There’s me and Barney, Mother and Danny and my girl. And all of us just trying to keep our heads above to catch that bright canary yellow. (Pause.) I’m ready, I’m told.


BOBBY goes up, undresses and gets into bed.


Music. A string quartet plays rhythmless tune.


TELEVISION WOMAN. ‘No thanks’ – to the lift home! ‘No thanks’ – to the toilet roll. No apologies! No goodbyes! Just leave! My headed notepaper floating on a layer of anchovy and Bobby swooning goggly-eyed and bloated – a half-digested pizza spilling out of his gob, doing a Torvill and Dean down his chin onto his jeans! It was when we both sat down, menus in hand, Piat d’Or in the other, idle chat about the waitress… about the decor…


An audio recording of BOBBY and the TELEVISION WOMAN is heard as BOBBY’s face is seen on a television screen. BARNEY plays BOBBY’s disastrous evening in the centre of the stage.


BOBBY (recording). Laura Ashley?


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Of course!


BOBBY (recording). It’s nice!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). What?


BOBBY (recording). In moderation!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Do you think?


BOBBY (recording). Well, I think so.




TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Whereabouts then?


BOBBY (recording). A bathroom?


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). What?!


BOBBY (recording). A child’s room?


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). What about your room, then?


BOBBY (recording). What about my room?


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). More wine?


BOBBY (recording). Please!


TELEVISION WOMAN. His very best suit a sea of anchovy now! Down Grand Parade like a tinselled chilli… a galloping gourmet that’s just been gourmeted! He’s jelly. He’s all jelly. Never have I seen such an amount of jelly on one person! Excluding your Aunt Vera when she had those thighs on Sandymount Strand! How we’d dread all those summer trips. More cellulite than the combined population of China – I hated that fucking woman!!


BOBBY (recording). Butlins?


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Yes, well, Danny told me.


BOBBY (recording). Well, he never told me.


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). What made you cancel?


BOBBY (recording). I don’t know!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Can’t you remember?


BOBBY (recording). I can’t remember!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Balloon-folding?!


BOBBY (recording). That’s right!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Exactly what?


BOBBY (recording). Endangered species.




TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). A favourite?!


BOBBY (recording). Armadillo!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). More wine?


BOBBY (recording). Why not!?


TELEVISION WOMAN. His bladder’s working overtime, so Lucey Park’s a welcome pit-stop. But not welcome enough. He starts moaning…


BOBBY moans himself.


Walking on in an audible drone. But it’s free-form walking that he walks! Each step an all-new and different style than the last step! Keep this up, I’ll give you your own game show on a Thursday. Silly bastard!!


BOBBY (recording). What are these?


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Anchovy!


BOBBY (recording). Fish?


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Yes!


BOBBY (recording). Baby fish?


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Adults!


BOBBY (recording). Dwarf fish?


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). That’s right!


BOBBY (recording). Oh my Gawd!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). What is it?


BOBBY (recording). They’re staring at me!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). Have you eaten many?


BOBBY (recording). A couple of families!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). More wine?


BOBBY (recording). Of course more wine!




TELEVISION WOMAN. Down Oliver Plunkett Street and he catches his look in a shop window. Like the missing link that Darwin overlooked, he tries to muster a smile… anything… just a little something… but only manages a cross-eyed look and the beginnings of a drool. He’s leaking out all over now and as if to prove his point he breaks wind and shits himself.


BOBBY. Oh, Jesus Christ!


TELEVISION WOMAN. Like a bad busker who’s missed the ball, he’s outside the Post Office singing ‘Layla’. He doesn’t know the words, just the tune and the dance so he sings them instead. He’s singing so loud that a long-limbed girl with a voice like an abattoir asks can she do harmony. ‘Harmonise with this!’ and like a nasty prop forward, he hands her off onto some toothless fuck. Never have you heard screaming so loud… and she wasn’t even in key!


BOBBY (recording). I’m not too well!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). I’ll see you Tuesday, then!


BOBBY (recording). I’ve had too much!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). You’ll be fine!


BOBBY (recording). I can’t perform there!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). You’re a good boy, Bobby!


BOBBY (recording). Not in front of them, I can’t! I can’t go back there!!


TELEVISION WOMAN (recording). You’re making a scene!


BOBBY’s face disappears off the television screen. BARNEY makes a fast exit to be replaced by BOBBY.


TELEVISION WOMAN. Eight thirty on a bright summer’s evening, and he’s running down Patrick’s Street, screaming. Soaked, numbed and stained his teeth have started to wave… and like a blind evangelist, he’s got his number eight in sight!


BOBBY. Oh no!


TELEVISION WOMAN. He elbows his way down the bus queue, sending OAPs crashing against the Eason’s window. ‘Out of my way!!’ And reaching into his pocket, and one foot on, and fumbling out his pence, and chucking them at a short, stocky driver, stuck in FM-radio. HE’S ON!!


The COMMUNITY appear.


COMMUNITY (lines divided). Tell us the one about the fat man!


About the saucepan!


Tell me that one!


Or, what about the back-on!


That bacon one!


Go on!


Do the funny talk!


That swanky one!


Something saucy!


Something for the girls!


I’d say he has!


They all laugh.


Oh, tell us the one about the…


This man walks into a…


Knock, knock!


Paddy who?


D’ya hear the one?


My wife’s so…




What d’you call!?


What d’you get?!


This Irish man.


Queer!


Mother-in-law!


I once knew this!


Tell me!!


Go on!!


Give me!!


Come on!


Punchline!


Tell me!!


Go on!!


Give me!!


Come on!


Punchline!!


Tell me!!


Go on!!


Give me!! Come on!


Punchline!!


BOBBY. I don’t wait for the bus to stop. I jump! Forgetting about the bus stop I catch the bus stop in the centre of my face!


The COMMUNITY spit and jeer and whistle.


Bastards!! I hear angels! Heaven, perhaps? Passing me now, smelling of vinegar chips, designed as football fans striped and moustached. I’m making some joke about their manager being Jesus Christ and how Jesus will always ask for the good high cross. Not being angels, I feel a large-sized hand squeeze a regular-sized chips into my partly conditioned hair. Short of a lemon wedge, I’m now a full-course meal. They’re all laughing! Personally I don’t see the joke… but then, I can’t see a fucking thing… so I close my eyes to. And in there I see me up close… having to get laughs… mouth open first then shut… I’m telling jokes just for you… (Pause as he’s lost for words.) And I’m running fast then! Things race closer and pass… forward and gone… I’m running through things and them past me. Opening in front… closing behind… pushing me to my bedroom! But still up close my face… my joke face and you by my side! Don’t see me like this! So run fast, Bobby! And Bobby’s closing closer… closer to my home… my home… that’s wet with my tears! I am a funny man! Am I a funny man, Mammy? Am I? (Pause.) I’m home. I’m safe.


BOBBY gets into bed.


The LOVE INTEREST appears and mimes a song as another actor sings live.


LOVE INTEREST. Call me laughable,






	         

	Call me comical,


Call me ludicrous,


Call me ridiculous,


Call me whimsical,


Call me fanciful,


Call me preposterous,


Call me scurrilous…











	         

	But I love him,


Adore him,


Respect him


And trust him,


Admire him,


Won’t tire of him,


Did I say I love him?











	         

	Where can I find the words to describe


This wonderful guy of mine?!







She begins to perform a sweet tap dance.






	         

	I love him,


Adore him,


Respect him


And trust him,


Admire him,


Won’t tire of him,


Did I say I love him?











	         

	Where can I find the words to describe


This wonderful,


Adorable,


Beautiful,


Marvellous,


Incredible,


Superlative,


Lovable,


Astonishing,


Completely indescribable, my guy!







The LOVE INTEREST exits. BOBBY’s MOTHER appears and during the following she makes her way up the stairs and begins to undress a listless, battered son.


MOTHER. After Agnes, ‘Unlucky’ is my middle name. Some people have a monopoly on love, sex or money… mine’s ‘unlucky’!! (Sighs deeply.) Ups-a-daisy, I thread my way out of bed and tear open that plaid green curtain just in time to catch Mr Sun slap on his hat. I spy our idiot neighbours glazed in Baby Oil and Vaseline lying out on their patio like a family of sun-dried tomatoes. Stupid Irish bastards! Me?… I stand half-naked and grizzly… a four-hundred-and-sixty-pound turkey in full sweat… all eyes booking me for their Christmas hamper. Breasts the size of the Pacific, nipples like two bloated onion rings, I fasten them into a bra that previously housed a small colony of knackers. I’m a big girl, all right! But big is best. (Pause.) Eclipsing our honeyed love nest, I sidestep and watch as a heavenly shard of handsome sunlight picks out my husband Brendan. He farts out his morning chorus… rolls over revealing to me his manhood… catches my gawk… sighs and promptly rolls back. Gone are the days of early-morning passions when little trips to the bathroom ended in glorious bed-wrestling. He’d half-nelson me into a kiss and whisper sweet nothings until he got his scrambled eggs. Nowadays his lips only warm to packet soup and hot cornflakes. We didn’t drift apart, him and me… we started off on opposite platforms until our Expressways moved out. (Pause.) I pull on my knickers, a dressing gown borrowed off the Khmer Rouge and stamp into my fluffy canary-yellow slippers. I’m in a real state but I’m done past caring. I have my reasons. I used to be the Belle of the Ball, now I just run the cloakroom. People don’t set out to live in a damp hole. Fate just pins you together. In life, most people end up with the things they don’t really want… it gives those who have it all something to look down at. That’s my service to society. I’m the breadline without the bread. I mean, just look at this house! We’re the same! Our backs all pebble-dashed in a blotchy overcoat, our fronts all fenced up in a rusty wiry brim. We’re the joke on everyone’s lips. I am the English shit on their shoes. They say that Irish eyes are smiling. At what? They say that the Irish are neighbourly and courteous. At what cost? They make no mention of the bigotry! No mention how begrudging has finally outshone Ireland’s previous favourite pastime of kicking the living shit out of its children. I’m living in Europe’s coal bunker! A foreigner living on the edge of civilisation. A land where ‘idle gossip’ can drown little born babies. This island’s sinking out here and still I can hear my sweet dad say, ‘Oh, Sal! Hey, Ireland! The grass is greener over there!!’ Well, it’s not, Dad! It’s not green or anything so picture-book! I was the one who was green when I was waved onto that boat! They confused hospitality with hostility and they have to be told the truth! Ireland is a crumbling shithole!


She stares down at BOBBY sleeping.


He’s my ticket out of here. My hopes rest in him. He’s the only thing I have. And he’s mine. He’s my boy Bobby and I love that boy.




BOBBY. I’m asleep.


MOTHER. Danny’s delighted! It’s official!


BOBBY. I want to sleep!


MOTHER. Tryers sleep while doers do! Right this minute it’s practice that needs doing!


BOBBY. Oh, fuck it!


MOTHER. Ohhhh! Bless you!


She shows him a champagne bottle and glasses.


Champagne!


BOBBY. We can’t afford that.


MOTHER. Why not? Why can’t we, hey? Why the fuck not? Besides, it’s ginger ale, really! Same difference. The magic’s in the bubbles. It’s a prezzie from Danny!


BOBBY (down). Great.


They drink.


MOTHER. Drink enough it’s like living your dreams. Your dad’s dead proud, Bobby.


BOBBY. Did he say anything, then?


MOTHER. It’s a TV performance, not the second coming! He smiled a bit, you know. Anyway, he can watch it himself on the box. There’s only ever rubbish at that time, anyway. So how does it feel? Excited? Bobby, you needed that last turn to put things straight, hey?! Your granddad would be dead proud too. Of course, had telly arrived in his day, he’d have his prime-time sliced out and then who knows what magical journey I’d have taken!


BOBBY. She knew about the balloon-folding set.


MOTHER. That’s right, Danny told her.


BOBBY. What’s this about Butlins?


MOTHER. We had plans, that’s all.




BOBBY. Was she told about the rest?


MOTHER. We were selling your name and not the past but what’s to come! Everything’s behind and you’ve got it all in front!


BOBBY. What have I left behind?


MOTHER. You’ve left plenty!


BOBBY. How can you tell me that something’s changed when it’s me who’s waking with the past and not you.


MOTHER. I know things.


BOBBY. How do you know things?


MOTHER. I know things because a mother knows best, because this is me as well as you, because out of me came you, because it’s me who’s clearing up the mess, because I have a dream, because I was here to pick you up when you were nothing… when they made you nothing, it was me who wrapped you in and keeped you safe because I’m your mother and because I belong to what’s been, Bobby!


A pause. She holds him in an embrace.


Bobby, once upon a time not so long ago, there was just me and your dad. Fresh off the boat and into the welcoming arms of my blue-eyed beau… I was chuffed… and spread before me at grabbin’ distance was a life of wonderful ambition. Back then big beech trees were our neighbours. Copper-coloured and four times as big as our homely den. And these yellow butterflies that your dad would arrive in with after work and he’d let them fly about the house. It was all so beautiful. Everything was. I’d spend a lot of time looking out on those trees. To me it felt as if Nature herself were handing out a wad of copper fifties and what with me being a one-person queue I was sure of a handsome bounty. And I knew then, Bobby, that Fate was sizing me up. I needed a baby. I’d look out and watch little kids run about with fists of frogspawn and mouths of acid drops and I’d imagine a child of my own being part of a gang or, better still, right beside his own loving mam. In 1967 on a hot sticky night I was parcelled up and dropped down to the Mercy and when you popped out, son, you were all wide-eyed but quiet as if you were woken from a dream. And I took my little baby boy back to that copper-coloured light and those little yellow butterflies but they pulled everything down and left instead only grey. But when I lay you down on my bed, Bobby, you lit up the house in a light of your very own. So we learnt to look out, didn’t we? Out at the others and we planned to turn that grey back to what’s right. Your dad too stuck those butterflies behind that frame… ‘And one day I’ll let them go! One day when it’s colour I see!’ That was our plan, Bobby. Still is with me. (Pause.) Eight years go flashing by and right off the blue comes big sis Daisy! ‘Ireland!’ she says, ‘Top of the mornin’ to ya and all that lark… but where’s the fuckin’ donkeys?’


She laughs, as does BOBBY a bit.


And then she gave you Granddad’s suitcase. Do you remember that day, Bobby?


BOBBY. Yes.


MOTHER. And when you opened that suitcase, love… ooooooohhh… to see that face… Just like little baby Jesus, except real.


BOBBY takes BARNEY out of a box.


And you didn’t grab or tug like kids are supposed to do, your touch was soft, Bobby. You reached down and picked up Barney like he himself was a little toddler. And you put him on your knee and your hand into his back. Do you remember that, son? You worked him real gentle. How did you know what to do? ‘Christ, Daisy, look at my one and only!!’ ‘It’s like our dad all over except miniature and alive,’ she said. And that’s what I thought, son… I thought… ‘This is it. This is my life.’ And that night, and how can any of us forget that night… you sat in the kitchen with Barney on your knee… me, Daisy, the dog and your dad… all eyes and all ears. And then you said, ‘What do you have in your ears there,




Barney?’


BOBBY. Spinach.


MOTHER. Spinach? Oh my God, that’s terrible!


BOBBY. I know. I planted carrots.


MOTHER. And that was it! You started on the road to variety! The whole world watching your hand with me to guide. You are funny, Bobby… and funniness spells power.


BOBBY’s MOTHER kisses his head and takes BARNEY away, leaving BOBBY alone in his room.


BOBBY. I’m on tomorrow afternoon… our community centre… in front of all of them. (Pause.) I have my own story to tell, too.


BOBBY lies down on his bed. His MOTHER is seen polishing BARNEY.


MOTHER. Goodnight, Bobby. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.


BOBBY. I’ll try.


MOTHER. Nighty! Nighty!


BOBBY. Sleepy welly! (To us.) Goodnight.


In a light, the LOVE INTEREST appears.


LOVE INTEREST. I’m standing outside Cash’s clock with more backside than a Land Rover overcharged into my hip-cracking jodhpurs. Winter ’92 and it’s coming down real hard. Cork is stuck in a grey monsoon and all the weather lady can do is smile an ironic smile, wave across another killing weather front, and banish me to yet another in a long succession of ‘bad-hair days’. My luck’s out. I deserve better than all of this. Some sorry sight, chewing on a fast-food carton and crying uncontrollably, catches my gaze and gives me the benefit of smelling her up close. Inhaling deeply, I gag, murmur the obligatory ‘Pardon me!’ and pan her aside with my big black umbrella and just in time too it seems… to catch this thick grey cloud of pigeons swoop down onto Winthrope Street while thankfully scattering the buskers. I see him. He must be my blind date, I think. Head high above the others, outfitted in stiff, horny gel and ham-fisted smiles, he struts a constipated strut, cooing in my direction.


BOBBY speaks his lines from his bed and still asleep, as BARNEY plays him meeting the LOVE INTEREST.


BOBBY. I’m Bobby.


LOVE INTEREST. I’m your Love Interest.


BOBBY. So how do you like the suit?


LOVE INTEREST. I lie and suddenly find myself under that dangling limb he calls an arm. I’m bundled down Winthrope Street and into The Long Valley like a much-needed keg. ‘Jesus, why am I doing this?’ Why? Because it’s a favour to your sweetheart, Danny… my theatrical agent and sometime playboy… He’s got high hopes for this walking kelp-man but Bobby gets nervous so I’m drafted in as a welcome tonic before he goes on tonight, but I’d sooner cuddle up to a cold sore that peck those grimy lips.


BOBBY. Danny calls it ‘a balloon-folding act with songs and snippets of comedy’. I’ve been folding all the usual animals but what with there being a lot of me in the act, I feel sort of compelled to do the odd endangered species while singing some old standards. Gives them an edge, you see! So it is somewhat political, I suppose! I want to be remembered as a variety ecologist, basically! A bit like Sting… but with balloons.
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