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The Match Box was produced by Liverpool Everyman and Playhouse and first performed at the Playhouse Theatre Studio on 14 June 2012.
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Character





Sal


an English woman of Irish descent


 


Place


Valentia Island,


off the coast of County Kerry


 


Time


The present






















THE MATCH BOX




















 


 


Sal is dressed for a summer’s day. As the play progresses, light softly fades as morning moves through afternoon into evening and early night.


 


The music is of the production’s own choosing.





















EPISODE ONE










Sal   It is quiet. So quiet you can hear yourself breathe. A peaceful place, this island. If you had told me years ago – when I was a young girl – this would be where I’d end my days – spend my days I meant to say – if you had told me that, I would have thought you were cracked. Lovely to come here for holidays, see what relations are still living, do the social duties, and then run wild like a billygoat, wild for the rest of the summer. You come here looking like a lady, my Aunt Breda would say – a fine lady from England with a lovely accent – and within a week you’re already a savage like the rest of them.


They’re nearly all gone now. My aunts and uncles, dead and buried. The island’s growing deserted. What few cousins are still here, they cross the bridge to work in the mainland. The school closed a few years ago. What kids remain, they get the bus into the town. No sound of children at all during the day. That’s part of the reason for the silence. Quite eerie at times. Something absent. Not that anybody mentions children to me. Say nothing out of respect. Or maybe it’s fear. They’re a superstitious people.


That’s why they were quite glad when I showed my face occasionally at Mass. Heathen England hadn’t hardened me entirely. I still had time for the old faith. One or two of the neighbours even hinted it might have been a source of comfort. The look in my face put a stop to that gallop. I don’t mind their sympathy. That I would expect. But I won’t take that nonsense about comfort. What happened, happened. I live with it as best I can. I keep myself to myself on that subject, thank you very much. I have nothing further to add or to hide, I assure you. I said what I had to say about forgiveness, and much good it did me. Still to a man and to a woman, they’d each say about me, she’s bearing up, she’s not bitter, considering – considering –




She strikes a match and watches it burn.





There is I find something pleasant about the smell of sulphur. I always have done. These give off quite a tang.




She rattles the matches in the box.







She reads its name.





‘Maguire and Paterson – established 1882. Cara Safety Matches.’ I had a pal in school – she was called Cara. A sweet girl, bit nervy. She believed in fate. She said that to me – we were about nine years old. I’d never heard the word fate before, but Cara announced to all and sundry she believed in it, and she smiled when she declared this, because her fate in life, she maintained, was to be kind to everyone – in the Irish language, you see, Cara meant friend, she explained. That’s what she tried to be. And it’s true – everyone liked her. Then she went away. We had a party for her – well, her parents did. And here’s the funny thing. Not everyone showed up.


Very few did, in fact. She was beside herself, Cara. She couldn’t believe it. She’d delivered the invites personally. Couldn’t blame the post. Where were they all? She locked herself in her bedroom. Wouldn’t show her face. We could hear her sobbing. The few of us there, we just sat downstairs, really embarrassed, making up something – anything to say. And Cara’s mum – she was so angry. Now I think she must have started to hit the bottle. Her dad too, he was in a right tizzy, shouting for Cara to be with her mates, not stuck as usual in her bloody den.


That was when her mother turned on us, demanding to know where were the other bitches? They had let her daughter down, and why had they done it? We couldn’t tell her, so she ordered us out, and we legged it, willingly. She was crazed now. She shouted after us – good riddance to bad rubbish, you pack of fuckers. And we were shocked. So shocked. We were little girls. No one had ever called us such a name before. No one used words like that in our company. And we never saw Cara again. Never heard a word from her, wherever she disappeared to – which wasn’t a surprise. Within a week no one missed her. All we could remember was her lunatic drunkard of a mother screaming curses after us. So much for being kind to everyone – for being a friend. Cara.




She looks again at the match box and reads.





‘Safety matches’ – what does that mean? That they don’t burn you?




She strikes a match and lets it burn.





It went out by itself. That must be it. It’s set alight. It glows. It goes out. There is a fixed time for it to flare. After that, it’s gone. Maybe the way you strike it – that decides how long it lasts. Maybe it’s the way you hold it, the angle – the distance from yourself – the nearer to you, the shorter time it burns. If you were to get a stopwatch, the most precise stopwatch in the world, like something you see used in the Olympic Games, one that measures down to a thousand of a second, if you were to use that, you’d discover no two matches ever lasted the exact amount of time. Each one was different – each has its own span of life and then it was exhausted, extinguished, burnt itself out, falling from your hand, having served its purpose, its job done – the cigarette lit, the Zip lighters blazing in the grate, warming the whole house, the screams from the coal, from the wood, burning … burning … burning …




Music.



























EPISODE TWO










Sal   These are the things you start wondering – how long each match lasts – when you live in a place where you can hear yourself breathing. It does affect you, when you’re not that used to it, living away from a crowd of people. It’s beyond question things sound different. For instance the fields – the green fields, I swear they have their own way of talking. You might be passing by one and it starts calling your name in a way you’d never imagine. You have to resist the temptation to stand still and listen or else you’d get nothing done. And it’s not just the land has a language here. I swear this is true, I was passing by a flock of sheep and lambs and I could hear them whisper, don’t kill me, don’t eat me. Strange, very strange, but as I say, true as I’m standing here. I answered the lambs, and I said, why have you started to talk to me? They said you know damned well why – it’s because of your daughter. And I wondered how did they know her? How did they know me? But that’s when they chose to ignore me and go back to chewing the grass, as if nothing untoward had happened, as if the animals had not begun to accuse me – accuse me of what, I can’t say, but I know when it’s happening, because I’ve faced my fair share in my time, let me tell you.


There was consternation before she was born. My mother – I thought she’d blow a gasket. From the day and hour I hit my teens she was expecting trouble. She let me know it. My dad was the steady one. Always calming her down. Pouring her a large whiskey or a big glass of red wine. Get that into you – there is nothing a slow drink won’t solve. His remedy for all ills. This time 


it didn’t cure him of his own panic. His darling girl up the spout, and with no intention of telling who was the baker of her bun in the oven. It was the nearest he ever came to raising his hand against me. Part of me wished he would. Knock me into the middle of next week – next month – next year – when this bump would be born and we’ll all be back to normal. Yet it was anything but normal. It was my dad who was crying – not speaking, not saying anything. When he did speak, it was to lose his temper completely. And herself – my mother – as always she was the one you could not – could never predict. No, she was a rock, and one word did not borrow another, she was minding my father more than she was me, almost as if she didn’t care.
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