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    REBECCA WEST, seventeen/nineteen


    ANNE ‘THE BELDAM’ WEST, forties




	JUDITH MOONE, seventeen


    MARGARET MOONE, forties




	LIZ GODWIN, thirties


    BESS CLARKE, sixties
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	JOHN STEARNE, thirties


    JOHN EDES, thirties




	MATTHEW HOPKINS, twenty-five




	All other roles to be divided up by the company






    

      
Notes on the Text





      ( / )  indicates an interruption.




For the purposes of this production, the stage directions allude to movement sequences done in collaboration with Frantic Assembly.




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


    


  




  

    




    

      
Prologue





      February, 1645.




Colchester Gaol, Essex.




REBECCA WEST sits at a table, haggard, her clothes dirty, a girl who has been rubbed out. MATTHEW HOPKINS  sits opposite her.




MATTHEW. When you’re ready, Rebecca.




REBECCA. It happened two years ago, in the summer when I was seventeen.




I was in our house cleaning when my mother comes in and tells me to stop what I’m doing cos she wants to show me something. Well I didn’t wanna go, cos I thought I was in for a beating – I was always in for a beating then and I was scared of her – I am scared of her – but then I knew if I said no it would only make the beating worse, so I did as I was told and I followed.




We walked for hours and not once did she say anything. At first it was a normal sort of walk, through Mistley then up through the village green until we got to the wood. But then we kept going, until we were deep in the wood, until we were way off the road, way off from anywhere.




And then eventually we get to this clearing and they’re all there, waiting for us.




MATTHEW. Who is they?




REBECCA. Liz Godwin, Old Bess Clarke and Margaret Moone. All of ’em waiting, with this terrifying smile on their face, like when dogs bare their teeth. Then I saw Liz Godwin open a book with a red cover and that’s when I knew what they were doing.




I tried to run, but my mother caught me. Grabbed me by the hair and dragged me back. And then she squeezed my face and told me if I spoke a  word of what I was about to witness, she’d flay me alive, that she’d chain me down and let the Devil have his way with me, let him push hot spikes inside of me.




Liz Godwin started reading from the book, I didn’t know the language, they began to speak in unison, in, in tongues and – Bess Clarke lifted her skirts and there were black beetles crawling up her thighs and my mother dropped to her knees and begged the Devil to come to her, to them, and their eyes turned black and spit ran down and they vowed to harm that little boy –




MATTHEW. That’s enough.




He stares at her.




You swear to this?




REBECCA. I do, sir.




MATTHEW. You  swear that these women are witches?




REBECCA. Yes, sir.




MATTHEW. That your own mother is a witch?




REBECCA. She is a witch and a whore and I pray you scrape her from the world.




He stares at her.




And then he gets up and heads for the door.




MATTHEW. Well done, Rebecca. Truly, you’ve saved us all.




He leaves.




She waits for a moment, as if to check.




Then she turns and in her turning she transforms, relaxes.




REBECCA. It doesn’t matter what is true or not true, all that matters is what is written down.




She looks at us, levels with us.




What would you have fucking done?




    


  




  

    





    

      
ACT ONE





      Scene One




      REBECCA. But it’s true, it did start two years ago.




      March, 1643.




      The year is 1643 and England is at war with herself.




      Cannon fire.




      OLIVER CROMWELL storms out.




      MARGARET MOONE pushes forward, carrying baskets of washing.




      MARGARET. Oliver Cromwell has decided there is no room for a king.




      KING CHARLES rushes out after him, followed by LIZ GODWIN.




      LIZ. The King disagrees.




      BELDAM WEST. As kings tend to fucking do.




      REBECCA. And so they have sliced England open and turned her inside out, she bleeds and bucks and belches with the noises of war.




      SOLDIERS march, fight and die.




      CHORUS. Men are fighting.




      Men are dying.




      Young men.




      Old men.




      Good men.




      Bad men.




      Men you know.




      Men who raised you.




      Men who made you.




      All of them, dead.




      REBECCA. And in death they all look the same, no matter which side they’re on.




      All the women come together, a town community.




      Down in Manningtree!




      CHORUS. In Essex!!




      REBECCA. Collected in the muddied skirts of England the earth is barren from the famine of war.




      MARGARET. A fight none of us asked for by the way.




      CHORUS. Nothing grows.




      Nothing lives.




      The men go.




      The women stay.




      LIZ. And we wait for better days to come.




      BESS. Wives lose husbands like loose pennies.




      LIZ. Anyone got a shilling?




      BELDAM WEST. No one’s got a shilling, Liz.




      MARGARET. In Manningtree it’s the women that push the town on, scrubbing and sewing and fixing and folding.




      LIZ. There’s always something to do, even when there’s nothing to be had.




      REBECCA. I am seventeen!




      Which I have found to be a horrific age, like all my other ages.




      I stand on the cliff’s edge of childhood, my toes peeking over the abyss of womanhood. I’m clever, can you tell?




      LIZ. She’s poor!




      MARGARET. We’re all poor, Liz.




      MRS BRIGGS. She’s peculiar, a widow’s daughter if there ever was one.




      MARGARET. You wanna hope your husband can use a musket, Priscilla, or you’ll be a widow soon enough!




      MRS BRIGGS. How dare you –




      The women begin to argue.




      REBECCA. It’s true, I am poor. At the last stocktake I was in possession of the following: a cat that I love, a mother that I hate and a body that / I




      JOHN EDES. Good morning, Miss West.




      Everything stops, suspended.




      JOHN EDES is smiling at her.




      She stares at him, as if he’s the only living man in the entire world.




      REBECCA. Good morning, Mister Edes.




      JOHN EDES. It is isn’t it? The Lord has blessed us with another beautiful sky. Are we still on for Tuesday?




      REBECCA. Only if it’s not an imposition, sir.




      JOHN EDES. Not at all, I thought you did very well last week.


      Tuesday, then?




      REBECCA nods and he disappears.




      JUDITH MOONE comes racing over.




      JUDITH. Honestly your face! You might as well undress in the market, lay down and let him have you, Becky!




      REBECCA. Judith, keep your voice down!




      JUDITH. Oh Rebecca, no one cares. Now, have you heard what’s happened?




      REBECCA. What’s my mother done now?




      JUDITH. No it’s not that – although she did try and punch Prudence Hart in the Red Lion last night.




      CHORUS. She didn’t try, Judith Moone! She did! She did punch me!




      REBECCA. What?




      JUDITH. Oh who cares it’s only Prudence – Look, there’s a man.




      REBECCA. What? What do you mean, there’s a man?




      JUDITH. Here, today, in Manningtree.




      REBECCA. What, dead?




      JUDITH. Alive.




      REBECCA. Alive?!




      JUDITH. I know, isn’t it brilliant? Come on – I wanna have a look at him –




      REBECCA. Judith, no we can’t!




      JUDITH. Oh it’s just a quick look! We might as well enjoy the men that are living as well as those that are dead. I’m so bored of dead men. Don’t you care what he’s like?




      REBECCA. No, I don’t and you shouldn’t either.




      The other women arrive.




      LIZ. Well I’ve heard he’s gonna open the Thorn Inn, give everyone free beer.




      MARGARET. Free beer? Fuck off.




      MRS BRIGGS. There’s nothing free about this country.




      BELDAM WEST. You could fall down dead and the Devil himself would drag you back here just to charge you for the service!




      JUDITH. So? Are you coming or not?




      REBECCA. I can’t. I’ve got to visit Bess Clarke.




      JUDITH. Suit yourself, you’ll regret it when he’s married me and you’re a spinster on your own!




      She rushes off.




      REBECCA. So this is how it began. A village on its knees, in a country on its back, and then a man came and bought a pub.




      No one knows why, he just appeared one day, out of thin air, book in his hand, dressed all in black.




      MATTHEW appears, in shadow.




      And everything changed.




      Blackout.




      Scene Two




      Afternoon.




      Old Bess Clarke’s house.




      REBECCA blusters in, weighed down with a package.




      REBECCA. BESS?! BESS?!




      Old BESS CLARKE appears.




      BESS. You’re late, Rebecca West!




      REBECCA. Yes, sorry I know, there was a rabbit on your step just now, did you see it?




      BESS. A what?




      REBECCA. A rabbit! Right there, white as snow / it was BESS. Snow? What, now? In March?




      REBECCA. No / that’s not




      BESS. You’ve got that wrong, Rebecca, it doesn’t snow in March.




      REBECCA. Not snow! A rabbit. A rabbit as white as snow, that’s what I said.




      BESS. Oh, really? Well you know what they say about rabbits don’t you? They say there was a great queen around these parts once, who came to fight off the pagan invaders.




      REBECCA. Let’s not do the pagan invaders again –




      BESS. They say that one day, one day she was on her horse, the morning of the great battle when a brown hare hopped out in front of her, bam! And then she died, later that very day… Bad omen, hares.




      REBECCA. Well a hare’s not a rabbit and you’re not a queen, so I think you’re fine. Now eat it quick cos I want the plate back.




      BESS. And is there any news to speak of?




      REBECCA. Not really. Mrs Briggs called Liz Godwin a slattern outside the baker’s this morning.




      BESS. What for?




      REBECCA. Something Liz said about Mrs Briggs having dog breath – and Prudence Hart’s brother’s been killed.




      BESS. The tall one or the fat one?




      REBECCA. The fat one.




      BESS. Well, that’s a kindness really.




      REBECCA. Oh and Judith says there’s a new man.




      Beat.




      BESS. A new man? What, here?




      REBECCA. From Suffolk apparently, he’s bought the Thorn Inn, going to reopen it.




      BESS. Oh, I don’t like that.




      REBECCA. Why not?




      BESS. Men arriving is never good news, Rebecca.




      REBECCA. It’s better news than men leaving. Better news than men dying. Now, Mother said she’d bring you some eggs later if she can get her hands on some.




      BESS. Oh she’s a good woman your mother.




      REBECCA (muttering). Is she?




      BESS. Y’know, when she met me, when she met me, we were out in the woods and she saw me, she saw me collecting sticks for my fire, in all my poverty and she said Bess Clarke! She told me, Bess Clarke I know ways and means for you to live better, my woman!




      REBECCA. Yeah. Did those ways and means go by the names of Rebecca and West by any chance?




      Beat.




      BESS. What’s wrong with you?




      REBECCA. Nothing.




      BESS. Why are you being so hard today?




      REBECCA. I’m not being hard today.




      BESS. Oh, Mister Edes is it?




      REBECCA. What? What’s that suppose to mean?




      BESS. Word is you’ve taken a fancy to him, word is you’re lusting after him.




      REBECCA. No I’m not. Who said that? Did Judith say that?




      BESS. No one. I just knew, by divination. Could smell your heart on the wind.




      REBECCA. Well, it’s not true, he’s, he’s teaching me my letters, that’s all.




      BESS. Oh yeah, is that all he’s teaching you?




      REBECCA. Was it my mother? Did she say that?




      BESS. Good day, Rebecca West, thank your mother for the pottage.




      BESS disappears.




      REBECCA. Why, she didn’t make it! Bess! BESS! Who said that?




      REBECCA packs up her things and leaves.




      Lighting shift.




      Scene Three




      REBECCA storms home, furious.




      CHORUS. Yes that’s the thing about Manningtree, gossip is the sinew that binds us all together. It’s what keeps our cheeks warm as we clean and fold and push children out.




      JUDITH. Liz Godwin is swapping kisses for bottles of cider down by the river!




      LIZ. No I’m not! You cheeky mare!




      CHORUS. We talk of beauty and hunger and bloods that never come and we talk of –




      THE BELDAM WEST!




      Name means beauty




      Means damned




      It means you wanna stay out of her fucking way is what it means




      The BELDAM WEST swaggers out.




      The Beldam West could pick a fight with the weather and win.




      Her quarrels are infamous.




      Notorious




      Violent woman




      Smart woman




      I wouldn’t cross her




      No I wouldn’t cross her




      You don’t have to cross her




      She’ll cross you




      Up in that hovel




      Swaggering around




      Drink in hand




      Always a drink in hand




      Husband dead.




      Sons dead.




      Just her and her daughter




      Her and her daughter on a house in the hillside




      Well, her and her daughter and that temper of hers.




      JUDITH. Last summer, she swung Goody Rawbood round by her plaits!




      CHORUS. By her plaits!




      LIZ. All cos Rawbood told the Beldam not to look at her husband.




      MRS BRIGGS. Well, it’s only fair, I don’t blame Goody Rawbood.




      MARGARET. And what did the Beldam say?! She said –




      BELDAM WEST. Rawbood, I wouldn’t look at your husband if he was the last cock in England!




      REBECCA. Goody Rawbood is dead now of course, as people who quarrel with my mother often end up.




      They sit down to eat and suddenly we’re in –




      Scene Four




      The West house.




      REBECCA and the BELDAM WEST sit in silence, eating.




      BELDAM WEST. They reckon he’s a lawyer, the new bloke.




      REBECCA ignores her.




      Name’s Hopkins, or something like Hopkins.




      REBECCA ignores her.




      Liz said he’s quite the dresser. Weird. Lotta black.




      REBECCA ignores her.




      So, this gonna be you for the entire night then? Yeah, nice. The silent treatment, never seen that before, very impressive… all that time spent by firelight with John Edes and nothing to say, what a slanderer you / are




      REBECCA. The word you’re looking for is salonnière, Mother! Slanderer means something completely different.




      BELDAM WEST. She speaks at last!




      REBECCA. What have you been saying?




      BELDAM WEST. What?




      REBECCA. You’ve been talking about me, what have you been saying?




      BELDAM WEST. Well it depends on the day. Today, I called you feckless.




      REBECCA. Don’t try and be funny.




      BELDAM WEST. I’m not trying to be funny, I’m answering your question –




      REBECCA. You have been saying sinful gossip about me and Mister Edes.




      BELDAM WEST. No, I haven’t.




      REBECCA. Then why is the whole of Manningtree talking about us?




      BELDAM WEST. The whole of Manningtree? Talking about you? What, right now?




      REBECCA. Well, Bess Clarke is.




      BELDAM WEST. Yeah, well Bess Clarke is an old crone, she’d talk to the pot about the dog.




      REBECCA. You have been running your mouth about us, I know it!




      BELDAM WEST. And what would I be saying? Hm?




      Beat. A stand-off. REBECCA blushes.




      REBECCA. You know what.




      BELDAM WEST. If there are thoughts in your mind that you’re ashamed of, it’s not cos I’ve put them there.




      REBECCA. Don’t you worry about my mind.




      BELDAM WEST. I was a girl too, you know, I know what a girl’s heart is.




      REBECCA. You don’t know anything about my heart.




      BELDAM WEST. John Edes, I’ll tell you about John Edes. That man is as thin as breeze. A man like that would slip a haddock up his backside if someone told him to.




      REBECCA. You don’t know him.




      BELDAM WEST. I know a coward when I see one, Rebecca. I know cowards and I know men –




      REBECCA. Not as well as men know you though or so they say, once you’ve had a few drinks –




      BELDAM WEST. Watch that mouth, girl, I mean it –




      REBECCA. Well it’s true isn’t it, you’re a drunk and a slattern, we all heard about you making a fool of yourself in the Red Lion last night like some great heaving trollop!




      The BELDAM WEST lobs her fork at REBECCA, who ducks and runs.




      BELDAM WEST. Mark me, girl, let that tongue unravel again and I’ll kick you from here to Colchester!




      REBECCA has moved into a different space.




      The BELDAM WEST sits back down and slams her fist on the table, furious.




      REBECCA. She doesn’t know me. I have been bolted to her name like a horse to a cart. There is nothing going on between me and John Edes.




      But then a light up on JOHN EDES sat at a table as if it’s a memory intruding.




      But then –




      She moves closer to him, studying him.




      But then I wake up in the middle of the night and find my mind wriggling over his face. Over how his mouth looks when it’s saying my name, how his fingers would feel tracing the nape of my neck, would his beard scratch my chin, would his tongue taste like salt, would it taste like damnation?




      Blackout on JOHN EDES.




      But then I remember I’m not my mother. I am Rebecca West and I have my own mind and my own soul – and I am going to be saved.




      Blackout.




      Scene Five




      Sunday.




      St Mary’s Church.




      REBECCA. On Sunday, Manningtree prays. The good book teaches us that we are all born damned or saved, so what you are, you will always be.




      A huge fight between the women is kicking off, very loud, and eventually JOHN STEARNE is spat out of it.




      JOHN STEARNE. Silence – will you sit down, Mistress Moone, now – sit down!




      The BELDAM WEST and REBECCA arrive.




      You’re late, Beldam, and what no Bess Clarke again?




      BELDAM WEST. I told her stay at home, it’s too long a journey for her with the heat.




      JOHN STEARNE. I would think nowhere is too far to travel to be with God.




      BELDAM WEST. Well your house is at the top of the hill, Mister Stearne, that’ll be why you think that.




      MATTHEW suddenly walks in and everyone goes silent.




      JUDITH. That’s him! That’s the man who bought the Thorn Inn! Oh isn’t he handsome?




      JOHN STEARNE leads the prayer and the women join in a hymn.




      Scene Six




      JUDITH and REBECCA sit, bored.




      JUDITH. Oh it was SO BORING!!




      REBECCA. I don’t think it was that bad.




      JUDITH. Rebecca, I was so bored I could’ve eaten a baby. John Stearne droning on and on and on –




      MARGARET. Judith, wind your neck in, now! They’ll hear you in Clacton!




      JUDITH. D’you know who was looking at you? Mister Edes.




      REBECCA. No he wasn’t.




      JUDITH. Yes he was! You in your pretty white cap with your eyes cast down! So good! So pure!




      JOHN EDES. Good morning, Miss West.




      JOHN EDES and MATTHEW are stood there.




      REBECCA. Good morning, Mister Edes.




      JOHN EDES. Our Lord has sent us such lovely weather again today! It could be midsummer!
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