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For my family




‘The urge to form partnerships, to link up in collaborative arrangements, is perhaps the oldest, strongest, and most fundamental force in Nature. There are no solitary, free-living creatures, every form of life is dependent on other forms.’


Lewis Thomas


‘You cannot be a feminist and a capitalist – feminism is about freeing women from oppression, and capitalism oppresses all women.’


Ruth Wallsgrove


‘…the first half of the age of oil now closes… it lasted 150 years and saw the rapid expansion of industry, transport, trade, agriculture and financial capital – allowing the population to expand six-fold. The second half now dawns, and will be marked by the decline of oil and all that depends on it; including financial capital.’


Colin Campbell


‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.’


Arthur C. Clark


‘My father rode a camel. I drive a car. My son flies a jet airplane. His son will ride a camel.’


A Saudi saying




Characters


MAY


AMY


JOSS


MA SINGER


ANNE/ANA/AMINAH


THOMAS/MR THOMAS/TOM


SAMUEL/OFFICER SAMUEL/SAMMY


FANNY/FAN WANG


WILLIAM WHITCOMB


NATE


MR FAROUK


Settings


Part One: 1889, Cornwall


Part Two: 1908, Tehran


Part Three: 1970, Hampstead


Part Four: 2021, Baghdad


Part Five: 2051, Cornwall


This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




PART ONE


Farm, Cornwall – 1889


The Singer Family Farm: a remote smallholding in the West Country countryside.


Late afternoon, winter; it is bitingly cold, the snow is thick – the air is purple-grey.


A white sun is low in the sky. JOSS, twenty-five – physical, bulky – is splitting logs with a long-axe. MAY, twenty – hardy, slim, muscular and three months pregnant. MAY is frozen, dirty and hungry. MAY watches JOSS. MAY waits for JOSS to take a break so she can speak. JOSS splits a log. JOSS splits a log. JOSS splits a log. JOSS doesn’t take a break.


MAY. Joss?


JOSS. Hm?


–


MAY. Joss?


JOSS keeps splitting logs.


–


Joss? Joss? Joss? Joss?


JOSS raises the axe to strike again, as he does so MAY steps in towards it; the axe comes down centimetres from her face and lodges in the block.


MAY doesn’t flinch.


Pause.


It’s not because I’m weak.


–


JOSS crumples.


JOSS. God’s sake.


–


MAY. Sun’s going down. (Beat.) Been up to my elbows in freeze since noon.


JOSS. Why?


MAY. Drinking trough’s frozen; inches thick – had to chip at it.


JOSS. You get ’em all done?


MAY. Baby’s making me tired; hungry as hell. Joss?


JOSS. You get ’em done?


MAY. All but two.


JOSS. They need doing or animals can’t drink.


MAY. Can’t feel my fingers.


JOSS. We can’t have you in bed, not yet.


MAY. I can’t feel my fingers.


JOSS. Rub ’em together.


–


MAY. Put your arms around me.


JOSS. If you get warm you’ll be colder than you started five minutes after.


MAY. Then keep your arms around me.


JOSS. If I stop it’ll be hell getting goin’ again.


MAY. Please.


JOSS. Don’t make it seem cruel, May – it’s work.


JOSS keeps splitting logs.


–


MAY. I’ll fetch some bread and cheese from the pantry, few logs and we can set up in here, I can sit with you whilst you work, I’ll bring the chicken in for plucking and we can sit warm together.


MA SINGER has entered unseen – tall, thin and beaky.


MA SINGER. Not enough for all five up there to be making picnics down here for two, Joss.


JOSS. Mother.


MA SINGER. Thought you were clearing the troughs, May – far as I could see two still frozen over.


MAY. Ice was too thick.


MA SINGER. Half a dozen sheep gaspin’.


Pause.


MAY. I was just coming by to see if… Joss had wood for me.


–


MA SINGER. Find you in these stables lot more than I find you working.


MAY. I like the stables.


MA SINGER. Must be a natural instinct of sorts.


MAY. Dare say.


–


JOSS. Well now. May, go get warm up in the house and I’ll do those troughs for you when I’m through here.


MAY. No, no – they’ll be done. Then we’ll have our picnic, Joss – just us.


MAY kisses JOSS’s cheek.


MAY turns to leave.


MA SINGER. May?


MAY stops and turns back.


Why is it that you think you should be warm when the sun ain’t shining?


–


MAY exits.


JOSS turns away and starts chopping logs again.


MAY sees him and turns to walk up to the house.


The kitchen. Early evening. Winter.


Candles. Black walls.


FANNY uses washing board and tub and scrubs vigorously at underclothes.


MAY tugs and plucks at a slightly rotten chicken.


MA SINGER is loading the range with more coal.


ANNE is hefting all the weight she has into kneading dough.


MAY. Feathers ripping out more flesh than they should.


MA SINGER. It’s fine.


MAY. Doesn’t smell right.


MA SINGER. Smells fine.


MAY. It’s.


FANNY. Not going to rot in this freeze, is it?


MA SINGER. Exactly.


ANNE holds up the dough.


MA SINGER comes round – takes a piece of the dough – smooths it out in front of the candle – the light shines through it and shows that there are still lumps.


Needs to look like parchment – not porridge. You see?


ANNE. Quicker to make parchment, I reckon. Hardly feel my arms.


MA SINGER. You’re doing a good job.


FANNY. Range is smeeching; smoke’s getting to these shirts.


MA SINGER. Do ’em outside.


MAY. It’s pitch black.


MA SINGER. Need to get them done, don’t we? Can’t send those boys out in this weather with damp shirts.


MAY. It’s not right, this chicken.


MA SINGER. Will you stop whining? Do these potatoes; I can’t get my hands round them.


MAY picks up the potatoes and reaches for a knife. MA SINGER starts in with the washing.


Brush ’em don’t cut ’em not enough as there is – we’ll lose half to the pigs you go cutting them and clean all that up first – you never do a job properly you, do you?


ANNE squeals.


What you done, love?


ANNE. Piece a glass, I think. Pass that candle.


MAY reaches for the candle to come and look.


MA SINGER. You got work to do.


MA SINGER takes the candle off MAY.


MAY. Bind it or you’ll bleed into the bread.


ANNE. It hurts.


MAY. Find the glass ’n’ all.


MA SINGER. It’s all right, love, give it here – let’s look at it.


Cut’s clean.


MA SINGER binds the cut.


MAY. Find the piece of glass.


ANNE gets back to kneading.


Don’t much like the idea of that glass being on the inside.


MA SINGER. Maybe you can have cake instead?


MAY. I don’t think there’s any one of us that’s got insides above glass cutting into them, have we?


MA SINGER. Fifty years I’ve been running this house it’s a miracle no one died before you came along and educated us on how to live.


MAY. You going to feed your boys bread with glass in it?


No answer.


Done plucking.


MA SINGER. Gut it.


MAY picks the bird up and puts it on the table – brings a cleaver down hard on its head. The smell is intense.


Make good what’s good. Throw what’s not.


Footsteps can be heard in the hall – boots being taken off.


ANNE. It’s Sam. He’s back early.


MAY goes to the cupboard – and takes out a bottle of Scotch and moves it – the hides it behind the range.


MA SINGER. May.


ANNE. Don’t.


MAY. Bottles don’t break on their own.


SAMUEL enters and goes straight for the cupboard. He finds it empty.


SAMUEL. It fucking stinks in here.


ANNE. Warm your hands by the range.


FANNY. You look frozen through.


SAMUEL. It’s cold out.


SAMUEL checks another cupboard.


Wife.


He kisses ANNE. She’s warm. He takes her warmth. He looks about the room.


Mother?


MA SINGER. You get the feed in?


SAMUEL. All but the bottom field, stock aren’t going in there anyway. Ground’s too hard. We been moving things around in here, have we?


FANNY. Your hands look red.


SAMUEL. Gone past red, Fan. This one’s gone all the way to black.


MA SINGER. Let me look.


SAMUEL (to ANNE). Pair of injured soldiers, eh? What do you do there?


MA SINGER. We patched her up right enough.


MAY. Bit a glass, broken bottle I think.


SAMUEL turns on MAY. Goes in really close.


SAMUEL. What you think a that finger then? You think I’m going to get to keep it?


MAY. If you’re lucky.


MA SINGER. That’s no joke.


SAMUEL. That fowl stinks.


MAY slops the guts into a bowl.


MA SINGER. Sit. I’ll get you some tea. We can’t have you one hand down. Work in the woodshed tomorrow.


SAMUEL sits for his tea. Watches MAY. MA SINGER places the tea in front of him.


FANNY. Sun, this morning – sneaking across – catching things, lick of God it looked. Makes you grateful to be alive.


SAMUEL. Land’s long and dark out there now.


SAMUEL stands and pushes his chair back hard – gets MAY in a corner.


MA SINGER. Sam?


SAMUEL. Mother loves me and the other two haven’t got the spine.


MAY. Don’t know what you’re talking about.


SAMUEL. Knackered I am. Nothing in me. Drained, May.


MAY. Want to sit down and have your tea, take a weight off.


MA SINGER. Samuel.


SAMUEL. Not slept one night this week sound of you and Joss rutting.


MAY. You’re hurting my face.


ANNE (weakly). Stop it, Sam.


SAMUEL. My wife sobbing ’bout the one we lost whilst she has to listen to you two fucking the night away. Not nice that? Not good people is it?


MA SINGER. Samuel Singer, you let go of her and sit your arse down in that chair right now.


SAMUEL. I’d like a drink.


MAY. As I say – take a seat, have your tea. Rest of us is busy making a meal.


SAMUEL brings his face in close – grunts at her, clicks an underbite, guttural.


SAMUEL spots the bottle by the range. Picks it up. Gets a glass. Sits down.


SAMUEL. Care to join me?


MAY. Fine for now, thanks.


SAMUEL. Have a drink with your husband’s brother?


MAY. I’m still working on the bird; I’ll be covered in blood again in seconds.


MA SINGER. You’ve got mud all over your face. Get yourself washed.


MAY. Sam’s pure mud.


SAMUEL. I been in the fields, May. Man’s work. Women should be clean – not all mucky.


MA SINGER. Won’t take two minutes and then we can forget the whole thing.


MAY. But /


MA SINGER. / Must you fight me on every corner?


MAY. Pass some water out that kettle, will you – Fan?


MA SINGER. Kettle’s for cooking. We need it for the dinner or we’ll all be late eating, use the trough outside.


MAY. It’s frozen over outside.


MA SINGER. I cleared the trough.


SAMUEL. You shouldn’t be doing that, Ma. Your age, you should have asked one of us to do it.


MA SINGER. You were all working elsewhere.


SAMUEL hooks ANNE into him and nuzzles his face in her side.


ANNE. I got to keep going till it looks like parchment.


SAMUEL. Go on girl; go on!


MAY heads for the door, she stumbles – ANNE catches her, no one else sees.


ANNE (aside to MAY as best she can). You all right?


MAY. Fine.


ANNE. Get some rest. Eh?


MAY. I said I’m fine.


MAY exits to the porch.


The porch: MAY steps out – she can still hear the kitchen through the wall. The area is small – she rests against the door and tries to breathe. JOSS arrives through the dark – he carries wood.
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