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Introduction







After your death you were better have a bad epitaph, than their ill-report while you live.


Hamlet, II, ii





It sometimes seems as if Peter Gill’s plays are one of the best kept secrets of the British theatre. If the subject comes up in a group of actors, writers, designers or directors, everyone turns out to have their own particular favourite. For some it’s the passionate rivalry between the two brothers in Kick for Touch; for others it’s Mrs Harte and Mrs Driscoll dancing together in Small Change; or Julian in Mean Tears asking restlessly, ‘Is this shirt OK?’; or the three generations of women nested in bed together in The Sleepers Den; or the two boys perched on the window sill with the evening light behind them in Over Gardens Out; or Michael’s explanation of the world in Cardiff East. The experiences differ but are linked by their intensity and by a strong sense of personal connection.




Here goes another day. Let’s get ’em all out of it. Let’s have a sit down. That’s the way I think. It’s wrong I know. And when they’re gone, I get lonely. But as soon as they’re in again, I think, Oh, Christ, why don’t you all go out and leave me alone.


Mrs Harte, Small Change





Part of the plays’ intimate appeal lies in their sense of people coping, not in some sentimental put-upon way, but simply getting through the day, managing, making the best of things – the dailiness of life in the enormous complexity of actual living. Some of what is to be coped with is external – joblessness, lack of money or social opportunity – but perhaps the greater struggle is with emotions: fears, obsessions, needs and inherited demands.




Oh Mrs Harte, I felt as if I didn’t exist. I kept looking out of the window but I couldn’t work out how it could be possible. It’s easy to say so now because although I think it I don’t feel it, if you can take my meaning. And the line and the line post and everything. Well the truth to tell I got very frightened, so I locked the bedroom door and I lay down on the bed.


Mrs Driscoll, Small Change





Side by side with those characters who are managing to cope (more or less) are a group of others who are disintegrating or have disintegrated – Mrs Driscoll in Small Change, Shirley in Cardiff East, Mrs Shannon in The Sleepers Den. One of the characteristics of this writing is the ability to enter the personality of someone who is falling apart. This delineation of extreme psychic frailty helps give Gill’s work its particular tone and the presence of such frailty in the plays is like an undertow, which exerts its pull on all but the most robust characters. Sometimes Nature herself seems to share this feeling. Gerard in Small Change looks out of the train and sees ‘field after field after field, all shaking with nerves’.




VINCENT  You ought to be a Catholic.


GERARD  I would be if I wasn’t one.





Gill’s Catholic upbringing also brings its flavour to the writing. It shows not just in the characters’ social and ethical concerns but in their wit, their repartee, and their refusal to let each other have the last word. (It was after all the Catholic Church which invented the position of the Devil’s advocate to ensure that the opposing viewpoint could be fully dramatised.) 




Dear Daddy, I hope you are well, that you are in good health and that it’s all right where you are. Dear Daddy, I wish you were home. Dear Daddy, I wish you could come home for good. I hope I’ll get another postcard again. We all got our cards and we hope you got ours. Lots of love, your son till death – John Vincent O’Driscoll.


Vincent, Small Change





From little Maria in The Sleepers Den hiding behind her comic to escape her mother’s growing distress to Anne-Marie and Ryan in Cardiff East who take refuge next door to get away from their parents’ quarrels, Gill’s plays are full of children. Just as there is a strong sense of the adult characters having had parents (and having to deal with what the parents handed down to them), so Gill is careful to show how present entanglements have their impact on the next generation. From the teenagers in Over Gardens Out to the quite small babies in Cardiff East, Gill shows childhood as a vortex of adult emotions, anxiety, sexual possessiveness, obsession, terror, seduction and moments of sheer weightless bliss.




Whose face did my grin start on? On whose face will it end?


Gerard, Small Change





This strong feeling of connection between generations means that Gill is often writing what are in effect history plays (though not in any fashionable sense). The presence of history is perhaps most overt in Cardiff East, which as its title suggests takes a place and shows us a group of people living there – pensioners, forty-somethings, twenty-somethings, teenagers, school-age children and babes in arms – everyone with their different aspirations and experiences of the world. On one level, history for these characters has been reduced to material for a pub quiz – ‘Alfred Sisley was married in Cardiff’ – but on another level history is the very fabric of people’s lives. The sense of time and community is overwhelming. Small Change tries to chart a connection between the immediate post war and the revolutionary hopes of the late sixties and early seventies; Mean Tears catches perfectly the mixture of heartlessness, self-obsession and despair that characterised the late 1980s. In each of these plays Gill includes characters (Michael, Gerard, Stephen) who as well as living the experience are also trying to interpret it and give it an intellectual dimension.




He is concerned with the whole of life since the particular is unsatisfying – with the particular because the whole of life cannot be focused into vividness.


William Gerhardie on Chekhov





The three godparents that stand behind these plays are Anton Chekhov, D. H. Lawrence and Samuel Beckett. Gill has long had a particular affection for Beckett (especially the short works such as Eh Joe, Play and All That Fall); his second play A Provincial Life is based on and extrapolated from a Chekhov short story, and his version of The Cherry Orchard is the best rendering of Chekhov into English that there is, capturing perfectly the sense of Mayakovsky’s remark that ‘Chekhov’s language is as precise as “Hello” and as simple as “Give me a glass of tea”;’ and of course his production of the three Lawrence plays at the Royal Court Theatre in 1968 is now legendary. But it is the combination of the three influences that is so creatively interesting. Imagine Beckett and Chekhov without Lawrence, or Lawrence and Beckett without Chekhov, and the mixture is immediately less vivifying.




Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life or whether that station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show.


Charles Dickens, David Copperfield





 The desire to put the ordinary centre stage and in doing so to rescue it from the condescension of the cultured classes was shared by many theatre artists in the period after the war – and not just at the Royal Court Theatre. Joan Little-wood’s actors returning from active service couldn’t see why they had to revert to playing comic servants on the fringes of middle-class plays and set out to create work in which they would have the leading roles. In the same way Mrs Harte and Mrs Driscoll are two ‘ordinary’ Cardiff housewives yet they stand – like Hamlet – at the centre of their own consciousness and that of the play.




I want to paint men and women with that something of the eternal, which the halo used to symbolise, and which we seek to convey by the actual radiance and vibration of our colouring.


Vincent Van Gogh





It is natural for the painter to speak of the ‘vibration of our colouring’ but for the playwright it is not pigment but dialogue that has to be full of vibration. Gill’s dialogue is unhurried, witty, faithful to the moment, yet capable of great lyric power. His writing has as its defining qualities a refusal to over-dramatise and a way of never looking at life as if it were only a problem. His work at its best creates the sensation that what is being conveyed is not some idea (still less some abstract theory) about experience but simply and directly experience itself.


John Burgess
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THE SLEEPERS DEN






















First Performance





The Sleepers Den in an earlier version was presented by the English Stage Society at the Royal Court Theatre on Sunday 28 February 1965, with the following cast:


 


Old Mrs Shannon   Kathleen Williams


Maria   Jean Woollard


Mrs Shannon   Eileen Atkins


Mr Blake   Anthony Hall


Frankie   Trevor Peacock


Mary Lynch   Sonia Graham


 


Directed by   Desmond O’Donovan




 





 


The present version was first presented in the Theatre Upstairs at the Royal Court Theatre on 18 November 1969, with the following cast:


 


Old Mrs Shannon   Madeline Thomas


Maria   Kimberly Iles


Mrs Shannon   Eileen Atkins


Mr Blake   Anthony Douse


Frankie   John Rees


Mary Lynch   Margaret John


 


Directed by   Peter Gill


Designed by   Deirdre Clancy






















Characters







Old Mrs Shannon


Maria


Mrs Shannon


Mr Blake


Frankie


Mary Lynch



























Act One








A bed centre. Door left to the back kitchen. Door right to the passage and the front door. Table and chairs. A sideboard. An armchair near the foot of the bed.


Old Mrs Shannon in bed. Maria sitting down reading a comic. Mrs Shannon whistling in the back kitchen.




Maria   Nana’s crying.




Enter Mrs Shannon.





Mrs Shannon   What are you crying for? What? You are, Mama. Just because of that. You are, I can see you are. Here you are. There’s a silly.




They both laugh.





Maria   Oh, don’t laugh at her.


Mrs Shannon   She’s laughing. That’s better. You’re a proper baby, eh? She’s meant to be the baby. You’ve been asleep nearly all day.


Old Mrs Shannon   I wants some tea, Joannie.


Mrs Shannon   Mama, I made you some. It went cold.


Old Mrs Shannon   Tea.


Mrs Shannon   Alright. Stay there. I’ll put the kettle on in a minute.


Old Mrs Shannon   Joannie.


Mrs Shannon   Mama, I said stay.


Old Mrs Shannon   I don’t need bed. 


Mrs Shannon   What do you need? Do you want the toilet?


Old Mrs Shannon   No.


Mrs Shannon   Now let me know when you do, Mama, not like the last time. Be good now.


Maria   You should stay in bed, Nana. You don’t like it up.


Old Mrs Shannon   Shut up, you. It’s not for you to say.


Mrs Shannon   Now, Mama, come on or you won’t get your tea.


Maria   Oh, is she staring? Get back to bed, go on.


Mrs Shannon   Shut up, you.


Maria   Well, I don’t want her up.


Mrs Shannon   It’s a pity for you. It’s hard lines on you.


Maria   I’m going out.


Mrs Shannon   Hey.


Maria   What?


Mrs Shannon   Maria.


Maria   What?


Mrs Shannon   Don’t you come in here late.


Maria   I’m going upstairs, you don’t mind? (Exits.)


Mrs Shannon   Come on now, into bed.


Old Mrs Shannon   Stop ordering me about. I’m staying here.


Mrs Shannon   Mama, I’m tired. You get in and then I can make some tea. 


Old Mrs Shannon   I’ve no need to be in bed.


Mrs Shannon   I know, but I’m tired.


Old Mrs Shannon   Why did you put me there?


Mrs Shannon   All those weeks, why didn’t you get up?


Old Mrs Shannon   That’s different.


Mrs Shannon   Well, you’re going now.




Old Mrs Shannon mutters.





What? What did you say. Why do you talk under your breath as if you was afraid for me to hear? Why do you always pretend I’m going to do something to you? I could kill you when you do that.




Old Mrs Shannon mutters.





Talk out loud. Will you. Look. Look, if I give you a drink, will you take a couple of tablets I got? Make you have a sleep.


Old Mrs Shannon   Leave off.


Mrs Shannon   You’re going to. Come on, Mama.


Old Mrs Shannon   What? What? I’ll tell Frank I’ve been living on them tablets.


Mrs Shannon   You do and I’ll tell him about what you did last night. Do you hear?


Old Mrs Shannon   What did I do? I don’t know.


Mrs Shannon   You do. You tell him and that’ll be it, I’m telling you. Stand up. Stop it will you, Mama. Don’t go like that.




Knock at the front door. Old Mrs Shannon jumps.





Old Mrs Shannon   What’s that? What’s that? 


Mrs Shannon   Shut up. I’m not in. Shhh.


Old Mrs Shannon   Frankie?


Mrs Shannon   It’s the club man. I can’t pay them. Shut up, will you. (She takes the club book and hides it in her pocket.)


Old Mrs Shannon   I’m going to bed.


Mrs Shannon   You’re not. Shut up. (She goes to the door.) Who left the door open?


Mr Blake   Mrs Shannon. I know you’re in, you know. The front door is open. I’m afraid you must answer.


Mrs Shannon   (to her mother) Have you been opening the door?


Maria   (off) Mama, there’s someone at the door.


Mrs Shannon   Our Maria. I’ll kill her. (to her mother) Get out there. Go on … out there. I won’t be long.




Knock.





Mr Blake, is it?


Mr Blake   That’s the name.


Mrs Shannon   Look. There’s a sweet out there for you. Go on. I’ll be a minute.




Old Mrs Shannon goes into the back kitchen.





Listen, Mr Blake. I’m sorry I can’t ask you in but my mother, I’m trying to get her tidied up. Oh, come in, Mr Blake.




Enter Mr Blake.





I’m sorry I’m looking like this. You’ll have to excuse me. 


Mr Blake   Don’t worry, you ladies have to work. Don’t mind me. How is your mother? I hear you have an invalid on your hands.


Mrs Shannon   Who said that?


Mr Blake   I asked Reg Cottrell when I visited him in hospital about his old round.


Mrs Shannon   Oh yes. How is Mr Cottrell? When’s he coming back?


Mr Blake   Oh, not yet. Not yet.


Mrs Shannon   Oh.


Mr Blake   He’s quite comfortable, they say.


Mrs Shannon   They always say that.


Mr Blake   Well, Mrs Shannon. Let’s get this cleared up a bit, shall we? (opening his account book)


Mrs Shannon   I thought I’d wait for Mr Cottrell.


Old Mrs Shannon   (from the back kitchen) Joan. I want to come in.


Mrs Shannon   You stay there.


Old Mrs Shannon   Joan.


Mrs Shannon   Stay there.


Old Mrs Shannon   Is that Mr Cottrell?


Mrs Shannon   I’m sorry. Stay out there, I said. I said I wouldn’t be long. Well, Mr Blake, I thought I’d wait …


Old Mrs Shannon   (enters) Is that Mr Cottrell?


Mrs Shannon   Mama!


Old Mrs Shannon   Don’t shut me up. That’s not Mr Cottrell. 


Mr Blake   No. No.




She gets into bed.





Mrs Shannon   Go on then. Now I’m talking. Mind!


Mr Blake   A bit of a worry?


Mrs Shannon   No.


Mr Blake   Well, Mrs Shannon, let’s make up your book.


Mrs Shannon   Well, the trouble is, Mr Blake, I just can’t put my hands on it. I’ve looked everywhere. I’ll come across it, mind. Is it alright next week?


Mr Blake   You know, Mrs Shannon, this is the eighth week.


Mrs Shannon   Is it? Are you sure?


Mr Blake   Yes, Mrs Shannon, and it isn’t alright next week. It’s only Mr Cottrell’s going into hospital and the extra work entailed that’s stopped Mr Blakey having something done about it. You know what I mean?


Mrs Shannon   Well, Mr Cottrell knows I’ll pay.


Mr Blake   I know, Mrs Shannon, but I’ve got to take the rap for this street now and I haven’t been with the firm long.


Mrs Shannon   Well, I haven’t got it, Mr Blake.


Mr Blake   When does your husband come in, Mrs Shannon?


Mrs Shannon   I haven’t got a husband.


Mr Blake   I think I really ought to have a word …


Mrs Shannon   I haven’t got a husband.


Mr Blake   Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were widowed. 


Mrs Shannon   I’m not. Don’t be sorry. You could speak to my brother only he’s out. Mr Blake, I’m glad to tell you the truth. I’d be grateful if you didn’t try and get hold of him. It’s my doing getting into this debt. I suppose I can’t borrow any more off you?


Mr Blake   Now, Mrs Shannon! I don’t know what to do, Mrs Shannon, for the best. Apart from the clothing balance, there’s the money lent … the loan and the interest. I don’t know I’m sure. I’m afraid the firm might have to take action.


Mrs Shannon   Have a heart, Mr Blake.


Mr Blake   It’s not a matter of heart, Mrs Shannon. It’s my job. Perhaps Mr Blakey will come himself and have a chat.


Mrs Shannon   I might have it next week.


Mr Blake   I’ll tell him. I don’t know what good it will do, mind. He was pretty firm.


Mrs Shannon   I might have it next week.


Mr Blake   Well, I’ve got the rest of the street to do. I haven’t got the hang of it yet.


Mrs Shannon   OK, Mr Blake.


Mr Blake   Don’t come out.


Mrs Shannon   No. It’s no bother.


Mr Blake   Bye. Bye. (to her mother) Goodbye, Mrs …


Mrs Shannon   Shannon.


Mr Blake   Bye. Bye, then. (Exits.)


Old Mrs Shannon   I’d rather Mr Cottrell.


Mrs Shannon   Well, you can’t have him, he’s in hospital. 


Old Mrs Shannon   Who is he?


Mrs Shannon   I don’t know.


Old Mrs Shannon   I’m awful tired.


Mrs Shannon   Well, if you’re tired, why are you always getting out of bed? You don’t know what you’re doing half the time.




She gets her club book and looks at it and then puts it away. Her mother gets out of bed.





Come on now, stay there. Come on now. Stop it, do you hear, stop. I’m sick of it!




Old Mrs Shannon shouts.





I’m not touching you now, am I? Bugger you, shut up. I’m not going to hurt you. You’ll have them in from next door. I didn’t hit you. I didn’t hit you, you bugger. You bugger, I will hit you. Keep still, I will. You bugger, I will. I will. I’ll kill you. God’ll have you one day for this. Keep quiet now. Now get in there. You can’t meet people looking like that. Look, Mama, let me wash you and then we’ll have some people in to see you. Come on now. (Exits and brings back a bottle of tablets.) Have one of these.




Frankie with his bike.





Who’s that now?


Mrs Shannon   Is that you, Frank?


Frankie   It’s me.


Mrs Shannon   Come on now.




Mother is docile.





Now remember what I said. (putting tablets in her pocket) 


Old Mrs Shannon   Frank.


Mrs Shannon   Just you keep that shut. (pointing to her own mouth)




Enter Frankie.





You’re in early.


Frankie   Meaning I’m what?


Mrs Shannon   How many did you have?


Frankie   How many?


Mrs Shannon   Come off it, Frankie. Down the Trafalgar, after work.


Frankie   Where’s the grub then?


Mrs Shannon   Alright. Sit down before you fall down.


Frankie   Have you ever seen me otherwise than straight sober?


Mrs Shannon   Ha. Ha. (Exits into the kitchen.)


Frankie   (to his mother) How are you? Come on then. (tucking her in) What’s for tea?


Mrs Shannon   Bread and lard.


Frankie   That’ll be your cards for you if it is. Who was that fellow at the door?


Mrs Shannon   What?


Frankie   One of the club men. Was it?


Mrs Shannon   Yes. How do you know?


Frankie   I saw him turn the corner. (Pause.) Alright?


Mrs Shannon   Aye.




Maria enters with a comic, walks to table, sits.





Frankie   Hiya, I thought you were out on the street – give us that after you.


Maria   Go on, you got the Echo.


Frankie   So I have. Ahhhh. (Stretches. Pause.) Aye, did I tell you about my dream, Joannie?


Mrs Shannon   What?


Frankie   The dream I had last night.


Mrs Shannon   What dream?


Frankie   I had this dream and I woke up and it went on going.


Maria   How could it go on?


Mrs Shannon   And?


Frankie   It went on. I was sitting up. I can’t remember it really. Something. About these three women. Three women. And three pains.


Maria   What were they like?


Frankie   Well, that’s it.


Maria   What?


Frankie   They were the three women who works in the coffee tavern down the docks. Aye.


Maria   I’ve had better dreams than that. (Goes back to comic.)


Frankie   Well, you would.


Mrs Shannon   (enters with his food) Here we are, come on, Frankie.


Frankie   Alright.




Tea poured for the four of them.





Old Mrs Shannon   Have you made the tea?


Frankie   Oh, you pipes up for the tea.


Mrs Shannon   Yes, here you are. Tea tank.


Frankie   I don’t know what your guts must be like.




Silence. Eating. Frankie eats piggishly.





Mrs Shannon   Don’t make so much noise, Frankie. There’s a good boy.


Frankie   What are you talking about. I got to eat, haven’t I?


Mrs Shannon   Not as loud as you.




Pause. She exits. Noise from the kitchen.





Frankie   Any more tea? (Pause.) Any more tea?


Mrs Shannon   (off) Have a look in the pot.


Frankie   No.


Mrs Shannon   (off) I’ll fill it up.




She enters.





You don’t half bolt your food. (She takes the teapot up.)


Frankie   Aye. God. I hates food. Bloody disgusting. You should have seen the people in the café dinner time. Full up to their heads. Hey, our Joan, got anything for afters?


Mrs Shannon   No. Some biscuits out here if you want some.


Frankie   No.




Mother snores.





She’s dozed off.


Mrs Shannon   You going out? 


Frankie   Expect so.


Mrs Shannon   Never in, are you?


Frankie   What’s Mama been like?


Mrs Shannon   Quiet really. Give us that. There was a big mouse on the draining board just now. He came out of that panel.


Frankie   You want to get it seen to.


Mrs Shannon   Yes.




Exit Maria.





Give us that. (She clears his plate, exits.)




Frankie goes to his mother.





Frankie   Alright? (She is awake.) OK today? What happened, anything? (sitting on the bed) What do you want? What, love? Aah. (He goes away.)


Old Mrs Shannon   Cupboard.


Frankie   What do you want? What?


Old Mrs Shannon   It’s the cupboard.


Frankie   What’s in the cupboard?


Old Mrs Shannon   In it. There.


Frankie   This right?


Old Mrs Shannon   Not that.


Frankie   But you pointed here. Where? This it? (He takes out a bottle.)


Old Mrs Shannon   No, that.


Frankie   Do you have a drink of this? 


Old Mrs Shannon   No. Don’t like it. Joan does. But only sometimes. Put it back.


Frankie   Hey, Joan.


Mrs Shannon   What?


Frankie   Do you give this to our Mama?


Mrs Shannon   (enters) What?


Frankie   This.


Mrs Shannon   Yes. Well, you know we got her some tonic wine before.


Frankie   I know. This isn’t it.


Mrs Shannon   It’s made by the monks that is. Buckfast Tonic Wine.


Old Mrs Shannon   That’s right, the monks make it.


Frankie   We finished that bottle.


Mrs Shannon   We got it in a club.


Frankie   You didn’t tell me.


Mrs Shannon   I don’t have to put everything down, do I? Do you want me to present bills? Do you? On what you brings home. It’s a tonic.


Frankie   I just haven’t noticed you give her one, that’s all.


Mrs Shannon   So. You don’t have sight in here half the time, do you?


Frankie   Well, what’s it in there for?


Mrs Shannon   Where do you expect me to keep it, in the bloody outside dub for your inspection?


Frankie   But you keeps clothes and that in here. 


Mrs Shannon   I know.


Frankie   Well, what’s it in there for?


Mrs Shannon   (sarcastically) I’m being tidy.


Frankie   Well, it’s time someone was. Look at it. What does it look like?


Mrs Shannon   I looks at nothing else.


Frankie   Whose bloody fault is that? How much was it, then?


Mrs Shannon   How should I know?


Frankie   Well, how should I know? How should I know?


Mrs Shannon   I got it on a club.


Frankie   Oh.




Pause. He looks at the bottle. She doesn’t take it.





Must have cost something. (He goes into the back kitchen to wash.)


Mrs Shannon   I’ll pay you out.


Old Mrs Shannon   What?


Mrs Shannon   Don’t come it. I’ll get you. You wait.


Old Mrs Shannon   You won’t.


Mrs Shannon   Won’t I? We’ll see. We’ll just see.


Old Mrs Shannon   You’d better not that’s all.


Mrs Shannon   And what can you do?




Enter Frankie. He goes upstairs.





Here, I bought these and you take ’em. Go on. I don’t care. Shout. Go on. (Gives her the two tablets.) Now let’s have a bit of peace. 




She looks at the bottle and then puts it away. Knock at the front door.





Who the hell is that now? I’ll go!




She goes to the door. It is Mary Lynch.





Mary   Hello.


Mrs Shannon   Good evening.


Mary   I’m from the Legion of Mary.


Mrs Shannon   Oh yes.


Mary   I’ve come to see Mrs Shannon.


Mrs Shannon   Oh. Come in, will you. Mind the bike.




Mary Lynch knocks herself on it.





I’m sorry. There’s nowhere else we’ve got to put it.




Enter.





Mary   Is it you I’ve come to see?


Mrs Shannon   I expect it’s my mother. She’s going off to sleep.


Mary   Oh, you’ve got someone in bed. I hope I’m not disturbing her.


Mrs Shannon   No, it’s alright.


Mary   I don’t live in this parish, of course. So we’ve never met. But I belong to the Legion down here. Do you know about our work?


Mrs Shannon   Oh yes.


Mary   Well, in our meeting last week we heard that Mrs Shannon wasn’t well. So that’s why I’m here. We usually work in twos. 


Mrs Shannon   That’s right.


Mary   I was really meant to come with a friend of mine. Eileen Dwyer. Do you know her? She lives over here. Well over the black bridge actually. Edward’s Terrace that was. Do you know them?


Mrs Shannon   Can’t say I do. But I don’t go over there very often.


Mary   Well, she’s got a cold coming, I think.


Mrs Shannon   That’s nasty.


Mary   There’s so many about. That’s why I’ve popped in on my own.


Mrs Shannon   Would you like to sit down?


Mary   Thanks. (She sits.)


Mrs Shannon   Shall I wake her up?


Mary   No, please don’t do that. How is she? Do you have to stay with her all the time?


Mrs Shannon   Not all. But I don’t go out much.


Mary   I suppose you’re very busy with the housework.


Mrs Shannon   It’s not very tidy.


Mary   It’s not criticism, believe me. I hardly do any at all.


Mrs Shannon   Yes, I get very nervy.


Mary   That’s awful, I believe.


Mrs Shannon   It isn’t very pleasant.


Mary   I believe you have to fight it.


Mrs Shannon   Yes, you do.


Mary   I could sit with you a little if you liked. 


Mrs Shannon   I’m alright I assure you. I’ll make a cup of tea if you like.


Mary   No, Mrs Shannon. I just called to see Mrs Shannon to see if we could be of help as far as the church is concerned.


Mrs Shannon   Won’t you have one? I’d put the kettle on.


Mary   Thank you.




She goes out. Noise.





Mrs Shannon. Does this mean you never go out?


Mrs Shannon   I said sometimes.




Enter Mrs Shannon.





Mary   Perhaps I might suggest …


Mrs Shannon   Don’t ask me to do anything now. I’m not up to it really.


Mary   A young woman like you.


Mrs Shannon   I couldn’t really. I just go round the shop. I’m not really up to it, see.


Mary   Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were ill.


Mrs Shannon   I’m not.


Mary   Does Mrs Shannon get the sacraments?


Mrs Shannon   Not any more.


Mary   Would you like me to arrange it?


Mrs Shannon   No. I don’t think so.


Mary   I could.


Mrs Shannon   No. (dreamily) We haven’t seen a priest for, oo, must be a twelvemonth. 


Mary   Do you really mean it? Not even to bring communion to your mother?


Mrs Shannon Not since, oo, must be Easter twelve-month. I shouldn’t think she’d be allowed now.


Mary   Oh I don’t know.


Mrs Shannon   Well, look at her.


Mary   Do you want me to find out?


Mrs Shannon   No, don’t bother.


Mary   No bother.


Mrs Shannon   You’ve got other things to do I’m sure.


Mary   I would, you know.


Mrs Shannon   No. Thanks.


Maria   (off) Mama.


Mrs Shannon   That’s my little girl.


Mary   Oh, I thought you were in by yourself. Does she go to a Catholic school?


Mrs Shannon   Oh yes. Of course.




Maria enters.





Maria   Can I have a drink of water?


Mrs Shannon   There’s a tap out there. She goes on Sundays.


Mary   That’s good.


Maria   Mama?


Mrs Shannon   What? Don’t whine, Maria, you’re not a baby, in front of people. What do you want now?


Mary   Hello. 


Mrs Shannon   Come on now, Maria, be your age.


Mary   Do you enjoy school?


Mrs Shannon   Alright.


Mary   What’s your best subject?


Maria   I dunno.


Mary   Have you made your first communion?


Maria   Of course.


Mary   Of course. Well then, what month is this?


Maria   Month? October I suppose.


Mary   What month is it though?


Maria   What month? I said.


Mary   What do we know it as?


Maria   Oh. We. ‘The month of the Holy Rosary.’


Mary   Have you got a rosary?


Maria   Nana has one on the bed. Look at that.


Mrs Shannon   That’s mother-of-pearl.


Mary   That’s nice. Do you ever say it? It’s the month you know, for saying it. In church we say it every night. Some people even say the Rosary at home. The Family Rosary. I don’t wish to be rude, but might I suggest we might say a decade now? For your mother. Families often say the Rosary together you know.


Mrs Shannon   What now?


Mary   Would you mind?


Mrs Shannon   Here?


Mary   Why not? 


Mrs Shannon   What about my brother? He’s upstairs.


Mary   Oh. Would he mind?


Mrs Shannon   I haven’t got one.


Mary   Please borrow mine.


Mrs Shannon   No, that’s yours.


Maria   I’m going out, Mama.


Mrs Shannon   Stay here, you little cat.


Maria   I don’t want to.


Mary   I’m sure Our Lady would be hurt to hear you say that.




They kneel around the bed.





Shall we take the joyful mysteries, and this is the first decade, the Annunciation. In this we contemplate the Annunciation to Our Lady by the Angel Gabriel of the birth of Our Blessed Lord.




A decade of the Rosary.* The Sign of the Cross. Our Father. Ten Hail Marys. One Glory Be to The Father.


    The child fidgets occasionally through it. Sometimes Old Mrs Shannon snores. In the middle Frankie enters.





Frankie   Joan, I’m off. Oh.


Mary   I’m so sorry.


Frankie   That’s alright.


Mary   I came to visit your mother actually.


Frankie   Why don’t you wake her up?


Mary   No, please.


Frankie   You from church? 


Mary Yes. Actually I’m visiting from the Legion of Mary.


Frankie I didn’t know we had a visitor expected.


Mrs Shannon This is my brother Francis.


Frankie Francis? Pleased to meet you.


Mary You going out?


Frankie I was just off.


Mary Oh. Well, it was nice to have met you.


Frankie Trying to get rid of me?


Mary Oh, sorry, I thought you were going.


Frankie I’m sorry we don’t have anything to offer you. Unless there is anything in the cupboard. Joan’ll make you a cup of tea.


Mrs Shannon I am.


 Frankie   Tra, then, I’ll be going.


Mary   Goodnight.




Frankie exits.





Mrs Shannon   In and out. He’s just had his tea.


Mary Perhaps   he’s got an appointment.


Mrs Shannon   I wouldn’t know. It won’t be long, the tea. Here’s your rosary.


Mary   Oh thank you.


Mrs Shannon   Maria, put your Nana’s back.


Mary   Aren’t we going to finish our prayers?


Mrs Shannon   Maria.


Maria   Oh, Mama. (putting it back)


Mrs Shannon   Back.


Mary   I do think it would be nice if we could finish them.


Maria   I’m going out again now.


Mrs Shannon   Not now.


Mary   Late to be out.


Mrs Shannon   She’s not going. It’s nearly time for bed.


Mary   Is it her bedtime? I mustn’t keep you. Where’s my bag?


Mrs Shannon   I didn’t mean that.


Mary   No, really. I ought to go. My mother doesn’t know I’m out.




Maria gives her her handbag. With it is a black mantilla.





 Maria   That’s nice, isn’t it?


Mary   Do you like it? That’s my mantilla.


Maria   I know. People wear them in church.


Mary   That’s right. I’ve just been to Benediction. I got it when I went on a holiday in Spain.


Maria   My friend got one like that, brought back for her.


Mrs Shannon   Thanks for calling, then.


Mary   That’s alright. I hope your mother will be better.


Mrs Shannon   There’s nothing wrong with her really. I keep her there. It keeps her quiet.


Mary   Well, really, I must go.


Mrs Shannon   Say ta ta, Maria.


Mary   Bye bye, love. (Exits.)


Mrs Shannon   Can you see?


Mary   (off) Oh yes.


Mrs Shannon   Good night then.




Exits. Mrs Shannon comes back in. Pause. She sits.





Oh. We forgot the tea. Fancy that.




Mrs Shannon goes out into the kitchen. Maria gets on the bed next to her grandmother, playing with the rosary. Old Mrs Shannon stirs.





Old Mrs Shannon   Joan.


Maria   She’s not here.


Old Mrs Shannon   What? You been to church?


Maria   What do you mean? Of course I haven’t been to church. 


Old Mrs Shannon   (puzzled) Oh. You should go, you know. I feel a bit funny. After Catechism. As I was walking home from church one Sunday afternoon. We dared to cross the feeder, by the floating logs that were in it. The canal under the bridge. I fell in and it was only my hair that saved me. Down to here it was then. It floated out over the top while I was trapped under the logs that closed over me. He pulled me out by my hair and he lent me his coat and we ran all the way down to my mother’s.


Maria   Did you now?


Old Mrs Shannon   What?


Maria   Oh nothing. (putting rosary away)




Mrs Shannon comes in. She sits down – Maria is walking about. Old Mrs Shannon goes to sleep.





Mammy?


Mrs Shannon   What?


Maria   Can I go out?


Mrs Shannon   No.


Maria   Come on, Mam. Mama.


Mrs Shannon   No, I said it’s too late.


Maria   You’re mean you are. You are.


Mrs Shannon   Be quiet now, Maria. There’s a good girl.




Old Mrs Shannon snores.





Listen to her.




Maria tries to get on her mother’s lap.





Get off now. (She’s tired.)


Maria   Shall I comb your hair, Nana?


Mrs Shannon   Leave her, I’ve given her a tablet. 


Maria   Come on, Nana, let me comb your hair?


Mrs Shannon   Oh, don’t comb her hair this time of night.


Maria   Come on, Nana. Where’s the comb? Where’s the comb, Nana?


Mrs Shannon   Look.


Maria   Nana. Where’s the comb?


Mrs Shannon   Look. Look. How should I know? You don’t want the comb.


Maria   I do. (She walks about, frustrated.) Where’s Frankie’s comb, Mama?


Mrs Shannon   Christ, there. There’s the comb.




Maria gets the comb.





Maria   Haven’t we got a better one?


Mrs Shannon   Shut up, will you?


Maria   Don’t fall asleep, Mama. Oh don’t go to sleep. (She goes to the bed. She combs her grandmother’s hair.) There, that’s nice. You’ll like this. It won’t hurt. (She drags the comb through her hair.) Keep still. Keep still.




Grandmother cries out. Maria jumps off the bed.





Mrs Shannon   See, I told you to leave her alone.


Maria   It’s not my fault, it’s her hair.


Mrs Shannon   I told you to leave her alone.


Maria   It’s knotty.


Mrs Shannon   What did you want to do that to her for?


Maria   Oh. She doesn’t notice. (She wanders round the room, putting the comb through her own hair.) Come on, Mama. Mammy, come on, let’s comb your hair.


Mrs Shannon   Well, no pulling. Do you hear? 




The child plays with her mother’s hair for a while.





Maria   Oh I wish it would go properly. You should have it washed. It’d look much lighter. Nana, look at that. You ought to put more lipstick on, you ought. To make yourself look nicer. You ought to wear stuff on your eyes, Mama. Look in the mirror. Mama.




She pushes her. Her mother has relaxed.





Mama. You’re not asleep, Mama. I know you. Oh Mama, have a look. Look at it. Mama. (She pulls.) Mama. Oh, Mama, don’t do that. Mama, wake up. (She looks at her mother’s eyes, laughing.) You’re having me on again. Look, Mama, Nana’s got out of bed. She’s going out, Mama. Come on, stop pretending – like you are. Mama.




She pulls her mother’s hair. Mrs Shannon sits up.





Mrs Shannon   Aye, that hurt, you little mare. What’d you do that for?


Maria   You wasn’t asleep.


Mrs Shannon   I was asleep.


Maria   You wasn’t. I know you.


Mrs Shannon   You know me, do you? I was.


Maria   You wasn’t.


Mrs Shannon   What if I was dead? What would you do then eh? Eh? You’d have something to cry over then, wouldn’t you? And what’d you do then?




She pushes her out of the way and goes into the back kitchen. Maria tries to open the door. Mrs Shannon slams it back. Maria pretends not to care. She goes back to it.





Maria   Mama, I want to come in. (She knocks.) Mam. (She bangs.) Let me in, Mammy. Mammy. Mammy. Mammy. 




Eventually she stops and walks around the room. Plays. Goes to her grandmother.





Are you still asleep?




Grandmother stirs.





Come on. (She goes to the door.) Well, I’m going upstairs. I’m going to bed. I’m going up.




She goes upstairs.


    Old Mrs Shannon wakes up.





Old Mrs Shannon   Joan? (She goes to the back kitchen.)


Mrs Shannon   (off) Get out of here. Mama, don’t wake up now. It’s time for bed now.


Old Mrs Shannon   I’ve been asleep.


Mrs Shannon   (off) I know. Try to go off again. (Enters.)


Old Mrs Shannon   I can’t. I feel sick.


Mrs Shannon   I don’t know about that. I’m going up to bed.


Old Mrs Shannon   Joan.


Mrs Shannon   Now. Now.


Old Mrs Shannon   Will you sleep with me down here?


Mrs Shannon   Now, Mama, you know how restless I am.


Old Mrs Shannon   It’s awful cold down here. It is cold. I’ll get to sleep better.


Mrs Shannon   Frank’ll be in soon. He’ll come to see if you’re alright.


Old Mrs Shannon   I won’t get to sleep. Come on. I’ll give you something.


Mrs Shannon   What have you got to give? Oh alright, but only until you goes to sleep. 


Old Mrs Shannon   Alright then. Well, get into bed then.




Mrs Shannon undresses and gets into bed.





Mrs Shannon   Come on then, Mama, shift over. Oh, you’re like ice.


Old Mrs Shannon   Well, it is cold down here when the fire goes out.


Mrs Shannon   Come on then, cwtch up, oh, I forgot the light.


Maria   (off) Mama?


Mrs Shannon   I’m not answering.


Maria   Our Mama. Come on up.


Mrs Shannon   I thought you’d be going to sleep.


Maria   I can’t get to sleep.


Mrs Shannon   Go on now, I’ll be up in a minute.


Maria   Come on now.


Old Mrs Shannon She’s staying with me.


Mrs Shannon   Shut up now.




Enter Maria in her nightdress.





Maria   You’re a big liar, our Mama. You’ve got to come to bed.


Mrs Shannon   I’m just seeing Nana off to sleep.




Old Mrs Shannon laughs.





Maria   Come on, Mammy.


Mrs Shannon   Come on, you jealous mare, get in here with us then. (Pause.) Come on.




Maria gets in with them.





Old Mrs Shannon   There’s no room.


Mrs Shannon   I know there’s no room. Shift over and make room. Now then you two, I wants some quiet out of you now. I’m tired. Get out and put the light out, Maria.


Maria   No.


Mrs Shannon   Go on.


Maria   I’ll catch cold.


Mrs Shannon   Well, you shouldn’t have got up.




Maria puts the light out.





Come on now, Frank’ll be in. Did you say your prayers, Maria?


Maria   Did you?


Mrs Shannon   That’s not the point.


Maria   You didn’t.


Mrs Shannon   I did. I said ’em quick. Now go to sleep.




They try and sleep. Eventually Frankie comes in at the front door. Pauses in the hall.





Maria and Mrs Shannon   Shhhh …


Frankie   You asleep, Mama?




No sound.





You alright? (Comes into room.) Should have raked the ashes out. You asleep, our Mama?


Old Mrs Shannon   Yes.


Frankie   That’s alright then.




Maria giggles.





Who’s that? Our Maria. Get out. Our Joannie. What are you all doing down here?


Mrs Shannon   Don’t put the light on, our Frankie.




Light on.





Maria   Where have you been, Frankie?


Frankie   Mind your own business. You should be in bed.


Mrs Shannon   Let’s smell your breath. Come here.


Frankie   Two pints, that’s all I had.


Mrs Shannon   Stinking.


Maria   You stinks, our Frankie. Where’ve you been?


Frankie   Out.


Maria   Where?


Frankie   Out.


Mrs Shannon   Now you should know better than to ask him.


Frankie   Where’s the clock, our Joan?


Mrs Shannon   On the mantelpiece.


Maria   I think he’s had one too many.


Frankie   I’ll give you one too much.


Mrs Shannon   Stop it, our Frankie. I’m trying to get them to sleep.


Frankie   And you.


Maria   Get her, Frankie.




He lifts his sister up. They scream.





Mrs Shannon   Francis! You’ll frighten our Mam.


Frankie   I won’t, will I? Come on then. Tuck you up. Alright? You alright? Good night.


Mrs Shannon   Put the light out.




Light out.





Frankie, the clock.


Frankie   Oh, aye.


Mrs Shannon   Wind it.


Frankie   Yes. What time shall I set it?


Mrs Shannon   What time you on?


Frankie   Six to two, starting tomorrow.


Mrs Shannon   Better have five-thirty then.


Frankie   OK. Goodnight. God bless. Hey, our Joan.


Mrs Shannon   Yes?


Frankie   Everything alright?


Mrs Shannon   What do you mean?


Frankie   Today. OK?




Pause.





Mrs Shannon   Yea.


Frankie   No trouble?




Pause.





Mrs Shannon   No.


Frankie   Alright then. Goodnight all.




He goes upstairs. Breathing. Movement.





Maria   You asleep, Mam? (Pause.) Mam?




End of Act One.










* A Decade of the Rosary


Sign of the Cross In the name of The Father, and of The Son, and of The Holy Ghost. Amen.


Our Father Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy Name. Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive them who trespass against us, and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen.


Hail Mary Hail Mary full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.


Glory Be to The Father Glory be to The Father and to The Son, and to The Holy Ghost, as it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.
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