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             Premiere Production

         

         The Meeting was first performed on the Minerva stage of the Chichester Festival Theatre on 13 July 2018. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Rachel  Lydia Leonard

         Adam  Gerald Kyd

         Alice  Jean St Clair

         Tabitha  Leona Allen

         Biddy  Olivia Darnley

         Nathaniel Burns  Laurie Davidson

         James Rickman  Jim Findley

         
             

         

         Director  Natalie Abrahami

         Designer  Vicki Mortimer

         Lighting Designers  Paule Constable and Marc Williams

         Music and Sound  Ben and Max Ringham

         Choreographer  Mark Smith

         Movement Director  Gary Sefton

         Casting Director  Charlotte Sutton 

      

   


   
      
         

            Characters

         

         
            Alice Thirley 

sixties, deaf

            Rachel Young 

thirties, hearing, fluent in sign language

            Adam Young 

forties

            Biddy Rickman 

thirties

            James Rickman 

fifties

            Tabitha Rickman 

sixteen

            Nathaniel Burns 

early twenties

         


      

   


   
      

         
            Our life is love, and peace, and tenderness; and bearing one with another, and forgiving one another, and not laying accusations one against another; but praying one for another, and helping one another up with a tender hand.

            
                

            

            Isaac Penington, 1667

         

      

   


   
      
         

            SCRIPT NOTE

         

         
            The lines in italics represent sign language

and should be signed.

            The lines in bold italics should be

signed and spoken. 
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               SCENE ONE

            

         

         1805. The Meeting Place. A circle. Spring. Chalky soil and stones.

         The members of the Meeting for Worship are gathered. Adam Young is a strong, quiet man in his forties. Rachel, his wife, is vibrant with an unconventional beauty, thirties. Alice Thirley is Rachel’s mother – late fifties, early sixties, piercing. She is deaf. James Rickman is the elder today, late fifties, cerebral, earnest, and with him, his wife Biddy, plump, attractive, late thirties, and his daughter Tabitha, sixteen, pert, pretty. There are perhaps five more members of the Meeting gathered. This is a largely ageing population. 

         They do not speak. After a period of silence Rickman stands.

         
            Rickman    Friends, I must warn you that tonight there will be rejoicing in the town. There has been a victory for the troops and the town will, as a consequence, be illuminated. No doubt there will be drinking and debauchery. Our presence there would be seen as a provocation. For the time being therefore I would urge that we keep to ourselves. There will be no rejoicing in our hearts over the destruction of our fellow men. Let them break our windows. Let them slander us. We will remain true to ourselves. We will not place our dependence on fleets and armies, but we will be peaceful in ourselves, in our words and our actions. In the words of our dear founder: ‘We utterly deny all outward wars and strife and fightings with outward weapons, for any end and under any pretence whatsoever. And this is our testimony to the whole world.’ I give thanks for our declaration to peace and that we can live here together in harmony. Let us, in this time of war, be an example to our fellow men of the true path of no violence.

            
               He sits. His ministry settles. Then he turns to the man on his right – Adam – shakes his hand. The others shake hands. The Meeting disperses. Only Alice remains.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               SCENE TWO

            

         

         Rachel and Adam’s house. Spring.

         Alice goes to a large wooden blanket-box and takes out her sewing. She sits and sews.

         Rachel enters and watches her mother. Alice stretches her hands out – the sewing is causing her strain these days. Rachel goes up and taps her lightly on the shoulder. Alice doesn’t look round but smiles – knows her daughter’s touch, holds her hand a moment. They both sign.

         
            Rachel    Your Hands? Tired?

            
               Alice shakes her head.

            

            Alice    My hands are strong.

            Rachel    No more sewing.

            
               Rachel tries to take away her sewing.

            

            Alice    You were a long time.

            Rachel    I walked.

            Alice    Sad?

            
               Rachel shakes her head, smiles. She speaks.

            

            Rachel    No, not sad –

            
               Then she signs:

            

            Happy! Full of life. 

            
               Alice touches Rachel’s face.

            

            Mamma.

            
               Rachel puts out her hands. Alice surrenders her hands to her and relaxes as Rachel massages them. Adam enters. Looks at them.

            

            Adam    Do her hands trouble her still?

            
               Alice doesn’t hear him, of course. Rachel stirs her, indicates to her that Adam is back.

            

            Rachel    It’s all the sewing.

            
               Adam signs chattering hands. He’s in a teasing mode.

            

            Adam    And all the talking. Mother and daughter – all day – behind my back.

            Rachel    (teasing him back) Do you feel excluded, husband?

            Adam    From your woman talk? I have my mind on higher things.

            Rachel    You are a true Quaker, Adam!

            
               Alice nudges her daughter, wants to be included.

            

            Adam wants to talk with his hands.

            
               Alice smiles – this is a great joke between them.

            

            Alice    You and me? We can talk. All night.

            Adam    (smiling) What did she say?

            Rachel    She wants to talk with you, Adam. All night long.

            Adam    Tell her I need my sleep.

            Rachel    He’s scared of you, Mamma.

            
               Alice chuckles. 

            

            Alice    (to Adam) Eat?

            Adam    (nodding, echoing her ‘eat’ sign) Yes. Let’s eat. You’re good to me, Alice.

            
               Alice smiles, pinches Adam’s cheek, exits to get their food. Adam takes Rachel in his arms, kisses her neck. After a moment, Rachel shakes him off, laughs, looks at her dress. It’s covered in chalk. She pats her dress, mock-annoyed.

            

            Rachel    Your hands are full of chalk!

            Adam    It is God’s own chalk.

            Rachel    You find your every excuse in God.

            Adam    Where else?

            
               He touches her. She pushes him away lightly.

            

            Rachel    (laughing) Cleanliness before godliness, Adam.

            
               He holds her more strongly.

            

            Adam    I need to talk to you.

            Rachel    Ah! Now he wants to talk.

            Adam    You are different today. You are happy! Are you?

            Rachel    I saw my first swallow today. Summer is coming.

            Adam    (concerned) You went walking?

            
               She pulls away from him. She goes to fetch a pitcher of water for him to wash his hands.

            

            Rachel    Not far.

            Adam    Did you keep from the town?

            
               Pause.

            

            Rachel    I held God in my head, as you told me. 

            Adam    It is not safe for you. A woman alone. Did you not hear what James said? The talk in the town is only of the wars.

            Rachel    And the hero dead. I saw a mother today – weeping for her dead son. I spoke to her –

            Adam    Why will you not listen to me?

            Rachel    I wanted to comfort her. Do we not have a ministry to help those who suffer?

            Adam    We are not welcome in the town at this time –

            Rachel    Her son was sixteen years old. A child still.

            Adam    What did you say to her?

            Rachel    I told her of our testimony. She laughed at me and told me her younger son wants to enlist too. That she would lose him too rather than be like me!

            Adam    She knows no better.

            Rachel    A man came up to me then and told me to go. He said her son was a hero. That we must all celebrate his death. That anyone who did not was a traitor.

            Adam    You left then I hope?

            Rachel    (nods) But Adam, our testimony to peace meant nothing to them. They glory in war. They seem to find their identity in it. We are an irrelevance to them. What good are we if we sit here in silence and watch as the world burns?

            Adam    We lead by example.

            Rachel    But how can we if no one looks in our direction?

            
               Adam washes his hands.

            

            Adam    You must not go to the town any more. Give me your word. 

            Rachel    You know I like to walk, Adam. It clears my head.

            Adam    You can walk elsewhere.

            Rachel    You go to the town!

            Adam    For my work only.

            Rachel    How comes it, that I cannot talk to the townspeople but you can commemorate their dead?

            
               Pause.

            

            Adam    That is different. We have always traded in the town.

            Rachel    Perhaps you will be the one to carve the stone for that child. An empty grave for a lost soldier boy. Maybe your words will glorify his dying. Your words will make a hero of him.

            Adam    I am a stonemason. I must make tombstones.

            Rachel    But these are not Quaker dead.

            Adam    (rattled) We hold all in the light. All men equal. Alive or dead. Besides I do not choose the words … What would you have me do? Gravestones must still be carved …

            Rachel    Does peace not start in the words we think and speak – the words we write?

            Adam    I have squared myself with it.

            Rachel    If you bury their hero dead, it may be said that you make profit from these wars –

            Adam    Why must you always question like this?

            Rachel    I worry for your peace of mind. What do the elders say about it? Have you spoken to James? 

            Adam    He is not my judge.

            Rachel    No. But he is your friend.

            Adam    If it will please you, I will talk to him.

            
               Rachel smiles.

            

            Rachel    Thank you … What is it you wanted to tell me, husband?

            
               She finds Adam a cloth and gives it to him. He wipes his hands. Alice re-enters with food. She prepares the table. Alice takes no notice of them at first but gradually she picks up on Rachel’s discomfort.

            

            Adam    I need help. With my work.

            
               Rachel looks at him.

            

            Rachel    What?

            Adam    With the inscription work. My eyes will not see them right. The letters fly about. If I mark the name wrong then I must cut a new stone. Last month I lost work. Lost money.

            Rachel    I can help you with the words.

            Adam    I thought you took exception to the words –

            Rachel    But I would like to be of use to you –

            Adam    I need a pupil. An apprentice. A boy.

            
               Pause.

            

            I must have someone who can read and write.

            Rachel    A Friend?

            Adam    A Friend of course. But there are no young boys suitable amongst us …

            Rachel    (painfully) No. 

            Adam    I will enquire perhaps at Regional Meeting.

            Rachel    Will he live here?

            Adam    Where else?

            Rachel    In our house?

            Adam    He need not be strong. I can do the strength work. I can teach him. I am a master mason now. I know my trade. I have worked hard.

            Rachel    An apprenticeship? He would live here for seven years? In our house?

            Adam    There is room enough for the boy.

            Rachel    And what am I to him? What will I be?

            Adam    He would be – my apprentice. Nothing more. A business arrangement.

            
               He glances at her – he knew this would upset her. Rachel says nothing. Adam sits at the table.

            

            Alice    Eat?

            
               Rachel shakes her head.

            

            Look at me. What is it?

            Rachel    Nothing.

            Alice    Talk to me … You’re troubled.

            Rachel    I’ll tell you later.

            Alice    What did he say?

            Adam    Stop it! Both of you. Please.

            
               They both stop signing.

            

            Rachel. Sit. We will say grace.

            
               Rachel sits. Adam puts his hands together. Rachel’s hands are restless. She fingerspells a name to herself. 

            

            Rachel    Nathaniel.

            Adam    Be still your hands.

            Rachel    I’m thinking.

            Adam    Please. Don’t spoil our good silence with your thoughts. Let us pray.

            
               Alice quietens Rachel’s hands, shakes her head at her, no. Rachel then puts her hands together and bows her head. Their grace is silent. Alice doesn’t pray. She watches the other two. Adam finishes, looks up – smiles.

            

            I am hungry, Good Alice. Let’s eat.

            
               Alice looks at him and then breaks the bread, hands it out. They start to eat in silence.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               SCENE THREE

            

         

         Adam exits. Biddy enters with her daughter Tabitha who holds the baby ‘Mary’ in her arms. A bundle of swaddled linen to represent the baby.

         
            Biddy    It does my soul good to see you, Friend.

            Rachel    Biddy. Tabitha. And little Mary. Look at her! How are your nights, Biddy?

            Biddy    Sleep is for the wicked. Of course the troubles we live with daily do not help. Did you hear they broke the windows of old Sam Grover’s house last night? And then they flung dirt in his good wife’s face!

            Rachel    Oh no! Our independence is seen as a threat. But we must continue to walk courageously over the world.

            
               Alice gets a half-made quilt out of the linen box and a small box of linen squares and needles etc. This is their weekly quilting circle. 

            

            Biddy    All I know is my nerves are shred.

            Tabitha    (interrupting) She won’t settle, Mamma.
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