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Act One








Woman lies in bed gaunt and ill. Scarecrow watches her.




Woman   I ran west to die.


Scarecrow   You ran south and you didn’t run, you crawled.


Woman   I ran west. West. Why would I go south?


Scarecrow   You got lost.


Woman   I thought you were the navigator.


Scarecrow   He found you under a bronze statue of a man with his arm pointing out to sea.


Woman   Did he? … Oh yes, and his eyes fixed beyond the horizon and I remember thinking before I passed out, if I can’t see the horizon myself at least I’m near something that can. Why didn’t you help me get back west?


Scarecrow   We’re not cowboys.


Woman   I started out west. I’d like to finish there.


Scarecrow   When you could’ve gone west you refused.


Woman   No, listen to me. If I could get across the Shannon once more maybe the air would perform some kind of miracle … I might live.


Scarecrow   You think crossing the Shannon is all it takes? Once perhaps, long ago, that would have been the thing to do.


Woman   What you asked was impossible at the time. 


Scarecrow   I would’ve looked after you. The world would have looked after you. I was getting used to it here. I’m only settling in and now you’re going to cart me off with you.


Woman   Suppose we headed west, for good this time. Let’s get up and walk. One foot in front of the other till we reach the river.


Scarecrow   Walking is no longer an option. He’s waiting in the wardrobe. Can’t you hear him sucking his oily black wings?


Woman   In the wardrobe? In my wardrobe?


Scarecrow   He moved in while you were away. Do you want to meet him?


Woman   No. Good God no. He’s not really here? Tell him to go away.




Scarecrow goes to wardrobe. Opens door.





Scarecrow   Go away … please.




A muffled laugh from wardrobe. A deep-throated guffaw.





Yes, I understand this is all in a day’s work for you. You find us amusing, but this is her wardrobe and she requests your departure from it.




An angry outburst of growls and glottals. Scarecrow backs away. Closes door timidly.





Woman   Is he gone?


Scarecrow   Of course he’s not gone, and don’t annoy him any more or he’ll take you right now.


Woman   But I’m not ready.


Scarecrow   You think all the dead were ready? (Whispers.) 


That thing will eat you alive. He doesn’t care. I’ve seen him in action. He’s in there now making a bracelet out of infant anklet bones.


Woman   He has taken enough of mine before their time. I thought my tribe were due a break.


Scarecrow   It seems not. (Looks out.) The clouds are so beautiful today. Why doesn’t everyone just look at the clouds? It should be a law like paying taxes, the clouds passing, everything is there, every shape that can be imagined, there’s one going by, wings of a bird, torso of a man, gaping mouth, triangle eyes, looking for all the world like it could eat the world. You did not eat the world.


Woman   I barely tasted it.


Scarecrow   And what did it taste of?


Woman   Put on some music to drown that fella in the wardrobe out.


Scarecrow   What do you want to hear?


Woman   Demis Roussos.


Scarecrow   No way. Not again.


Woman   Just do as I say.


Scarecrow   All my life I’ve been doing as you say and look where it’s landed us.


Woman   What about the twins’ lunches? Did someone buy bread? Cartons of juice? Who is making the lunches?


Scarecrow   We’re beyond making lunches.


Woman   I wonder did Toby bother bringing home his lunchbox. I’m blue in the face telling him, and who is washing the uniforms, I have to stay on top of the uniforms. 


Scarecrow   The time for washing uniforms is past.


Woman   And Hal won’t do his homework. Hal can’t even read yet. I have to do his reading with him. I have no business lying here. Who is going to make the sandwiches? … This is all thanks to you … their little backs … their little necks … if you’d just put on Demis Roussos.


Scarecrow   All your problems would be solved.


Woman   And what exactly are your objections to Demis Roussos?


Scarecrow   Where to start?


Woman   He’s sentimental I know, and the dentist on the twenty-eighth. Who will remember that? And Aoife, she’s such a slob. She’ll never get to university if I don’t sit on her for the next six months. Who is studying with Aoife? And Tom is somewhere in Asia. Did Tom ring? Does he know I am going? Did anyone bother to tell him? Tom, oh Tom, my black-haired baby. No one congratulated me when you were born. No one. That’s why he’s trying to climb Everest. Can no one contact him? Put on the music. I’m asking you nicely … If you don’t put him on, I’ll … I’ll … I’ll …




Looks around desperately.





Scarecrow   You’ll what? … What’ll you do?


Woman   I’ll stop breathing! This second!


Scarecrow   Go on! Stop! Let me see you stop breathing! Remember him in there. Go on! Stop!


Woman   I’m not playing with you. I’m going to count to three. If by three I don’t hear ‘My Friend the Wind’ blasting off the CD. I’m going to put an end to it all. (Counts ominously.) One … two … three. 




Scarecrow stands there defiantly.





Right! That’s it! Goodbye, you vicious parasite that’s led me a crazy dance. Barking orders to kingdom come. All that unnecessary guilt. All those sly commands. All that wrong advice! All that metaphysical claptrap. Goodbye and good riddance, you stinking old turkey box!




Woman refuses to breathe. Things are calm for a while as they eyeball one another. Then both start to go red in the face. Then woman starts thrashing around. Scarecrow clutches her throat, doubled over. They both fight it a while, both refusing to give in. Eventually Scarecrow reels towards CD player and struggles to put on Demis Roussos. Woman is now catatonic, oblivious until she hears ‘My Friend the Wind’ or ‘Forever and Ever’ blasting out. She inhales violently as soon as she hears music. Smiles triumphantly. Croons softly as Scarecrow falls on floor panting. Woman raises a fragile hand and conducts the music.





Now … that’s all I wanted … I spoke to a chef once at a party … what’s this his name was? … very boring … no, not boring … very calm … still … odd … like most away from the thing they know … anyway it turned out he had cooked for Demis Roussos once. The man ate nine lobsters in one sitting. That’s what I call passion for living. A man who can eat nine lobsters, well there’s no stopping him, is there?




Silence from Scarecrow, who lies on the floor, fuming.





Is there?




Silence.





Thick, are we? Thick as a brick? I warned you.


Scarecrow   You nearly took us to the blue beyond is what you did. 


Woman   Now you know who’s boss. I love this. This is great. Gets me churning. (Shouts over the music.) I was meant for someone of Demis Roussos’ magnitude. Someone who can devour nine lobsters as an appetiser. You can hear the lobsters in his voice. Floor-of-the-sea stuff. Greek sea stuff. Written off by snobs like you.


Scarecrow   This has been your problem all along.


Woman   (shouts) What?


Scarecrow   All this gush. All this hugeness.


Woman   Speak up!


Scarecrow   (shouts) All these passions and nothing, nothing back of them.


Woman   So I’m not cold and articulate like you. I have no reserve. No restraint. No, what do they call it? … that awful quality they rate so highly these days?


Scarecrow   Subtlety?


Woman   Yes, that, I have none of that. What else do I lack?


Scarecrow   An eternal sense.


Woman   That’s right. I can’t even see tomorrow.


Scarecrow   There’ll hardly be one now.


Woman   Oh the children, the children.


Scarecrow   This is more of it. If you’d just shut up for five seconds about your children. All those pregnancies. How many was it? Several million the way you go on.


Woman   It was eight! Eight. Nine if you count the one who didn’t make it. My little half-moon baby with the livid face. Where are you now, my half-cooked morsel? Why couldn’t you bear me? Why didn’t you stay the course? Did something sift in the womb that appalled you? I should’ve had nine. There should’ve been nine in the photograph. Oh my God, I’m not over him yet … I’ll never be over his … what … his what? You’re the articulate one … his what?


Scarecrow   That he came and went so quickly.


Woman   Yes, gone before he was here.


Scarecrow   Did it ever occur to you that he was a signal?


Woman   A signal of what?


Scarecrow   A pointer to this.


Woman   Leave my children out of the witch turnings of your mind.


Scarecrow   Numbers. You just wanted numbers. You just wanted to look and say, this one is mine and this one and this and him and her and those and that pair up there in the oak tree. Mine. All mine. That’s what you wanted. Greedy for numbers. Insatiable for the head count. The leg count. I own sixteen pairs of legs and the two that didn’t make it and eight noses and sixteen eyes and the two that didn’t make it and sixteen ears and eighty fingers and eighty toes and reciting their names and ages to knock yourself out after another exhausting day of counting and coveting and even still wondering if you could squeeze another one in as you slide to your grave.


Woman   I can’t bear it. I can’t bear leaving them. Turn him off! Turn him off!


Scarecrow   (turning Demis Roussos off) Well, maybe you should’ve thought a bit harder about that before you decided to die.


Woman   I didn’t decide to die. How dare you!


Scarecrow You can lie to everyone except me.


Woman   It’s you who’s the liar. I’m sick. The body has caved in. That’s all.


Scarecrow   Yes, that’s all.


Woman   My body has betrayed me or I have betrayed it or the betrayal was mutual. Who cares. I’m fatal. Terminal. Hopeless.


Scarecrow   But admit it, you’ve always loved the idea of dying.


Woman   You make it sound like a crime. Yes. In theory, death is magnificent but somehow I thought my own would be different.


Scarecrow   It’s not up to scratch?


Woman   A bit prosaic, all said. It feels more like I’m drifting into a bad-tempered menstrual sleep. Ophelia now. She had a good death.


Scarecrow   Ophelia died of love.


Woman   And what am I dying of?


Scarecrow   Spite.


Woman   Spite is an honourable emotion. It’s not right up there with love but it’s better than dying by accident. Spite has been given bad press for too long now. Very well, I’m dying of spite. And since you’re such an expert on these matters I’m sure you’re going to tell me what it is I am most spiteful about.


Scarecrow   I certainly am. I suppose you could say that your main artery of venom comes from one fact.


Woman   Spare me your facts. Spare me your lethal mathematical precision. I want none of your facts. Your litany of crucifying facts. Facts are to be avoided. 


Scarecrow   Your main artery of venom comes from one fact and one fact only.


Woman   Go on, spew the poison all over me … I dreamt the other night, when was the other night? Dreamt you were a rattlesnake with your mouth stapled shut and I got up on you and rode you down some boulevard. Go on, tell me about my main artery of venom.


Scarecrow   The world has not yielded all you had hoped of it.


Woman   Yes there it is in a snake shell. The world has not yielded all I had hoped of it. That’s as good a reason as any to die. Say it again. I should write that down if I wasn’t unconscious.


Scarecrow   The world has not surrendered to you. In fact the world has given you a bit of a battering, I think it’s fair to say. But as I keep telling you it’s a question of strategy. A question of how you deal with what’s thrown in your lap.


Woman   I didn’t fight back enough? I wasn’t brave?


Scarecrow   You copped on too late.


Woman   Did I? And what did I cop on to too late?


Scarecrow   The first law.


Woman   What first law?


Scarecrow   You don’t know the first law?


Woman   Is there one?


Scarecrow   I’ve told you! I’ve told you! You never listen!


Woman   Tell me again.


Scarecrow   You’ll forget again. A waste of time now anyway. 


Woman   Then tell me because it’s a waste of time.


Scarecrow   The first law which should be nailed on every cot. The first law. This world’s job is to take everything from you. Yours is not to let it.


Woman   And how have I fared?


Scarecrow   There is no describing what you have given away. Wilfully given away. You used up everything you had giving everyone what they wanted.


Woman   Yes, you old gloom-eagle, peg it all at me now.


Scarecrow   And hence your spite.


Woman   Ah yes, my spite … I’d prefer to call it bitterness, if you’ve no objections.


Scarecrow   You think bitterness sounds more important.


Woman   Bitterness is the aristocracy of spite. Yes, it has a grander ring.


Scarecrow   No matter how you dress it up, it’s still nothing to be proud of. You’re going into your grave out of bitterness, out of a sense of ruthless meanness. You who were given so much. You who I had such hopes for. I truly believed when I latched on to you before the weaver’s throne, I truly believed that you and I would amount to something. I was wrong. Yes, your bitterness was a flaw in the weave, I noticed it, but I never thought it would bring us down. It looked such a small inconsequential thing, no more than a slipped stitch.


Woman   I’ve surprised you then.


Scarecrow   You’ve floored me.


Woman   With my boundless capacity for bitterness. Actually boundless is a conservative estimate of my bitterness. Is there a bigger word than boundless? 


Scarecrow   Unboundable? Gargantuan rancour? I don’t know. I give up.


Woman   Do we have a dictionary handy?


Scarecrow   You’re too weak to turn the pages. You’re almost blind.


Woman   Never to read again.


Scarecrow   Correct.


Woman   Could we change our minds? Undie, as it were?


Scarecrow   Not since Lazarus has someone undied.


Woman   Am I still breathing?


Scarecrow   Just about.


Woman   Do you believe the Lazarus story?


Scarecrow   Oh yes. Everything is possible.


Woman   Except for me. I’m not important enough to be brought back.


Scarecrow   Neither was Lazarus. Sure, who was he only somebody’s little brother. Mary Magdalene’s, wasn’t it?


Woman   Martha and Mary’s.


Scarecrow   The two grannies who hung out with Our Lord. I’ll wager they were great knitters like yourself or whatever the equivalent of knitting was back there, back then. Maybe he raised Lazarus from the dead just to stop them knitting, to put a halt to their endless cups of tea and their wholesome gossip, give them something else to mull over besides the plain-purl.


Woman   And what did he do after he was brought back?


Scarecrow   What do you mean, what did he do? 


Woman   Well, how long did he live the second time? Did he drink coffee under the palm trees? Did he terrify the village? Did babies scream and dogs go silent when he walked down the street?


Scarecrow   On that the great book is silent as it is on all the ordinary unbearable tragedies because the great miracle of Lazarus is not the pyrotechnics of Our Lord. No, the great miracle of Lazarus is that he didn’t insist on getting back into the coffin.


Woman   I take it you don’t want to come back.


Scarecrow   That’s not what I said.


Woman   You don’t want to come back with me … you don’t want to go on with me.


Scarecrow   That possibility does not arise.


Woman   Well, I wouldn’t turn down another sojourn here with or without you.


Scarecrow   I don’t believe you.


Woman   It’s the encroaching annihilation is doing it … I’ve changed.


Scarecrow   You haven’t changed since your holy communion.


Woman   You don’t know the first thing about me.


Scarecrow   I know when you’re lying. I was there before you and I’ll be there after. Lie away. I’m through with you. I’m just going through the motions. I’ll find someone else.


Woman   Who? Who will you find?


Scarecrow   Someone with possibility this time. Someone who hasn’t surrendered before they’re out of nappies.


Woman   Did I give up that early? 


Scarecrow   I’m exaggerating. I’m a little angry with you. I have loved you so long. You’ve never returned it. Threw me a few scraps from time to time. Kept me tagging along on whims and promises. Promises that were not kept.


Woman   You asked too much. You’re still asking it.


Scarecrow   I only asked for a little happiness.


Woman   A little happiness?


Scarecrow   You make it sound like some obscure metal.


Woman   And is it not?


Scarecrow   No, it’s easy to be happy. Happiness like most things is a decision, like going to the dentist or painting a wall. There’s no great mystery.


Woman   Well, it’s a mystery to me and remains one. Maybe my destiny is to be baffled by happiness. You’re right. Let’s not go on like this. Let’s end it all. Bring me the mirror please.


Scarecrow   What do you want the mirror for?


Woman   To watch myself die. I want to see how I am. I always look in mirrors to find out what’s happening to me. Please bring it to me. I want to see if I’m still here. Scarecrow You want to drool over the vestiges of your beauty.


Woman   Yes. Let me drool. Thank God I still have my vanity.


Scarecrow   (brings Woman the mirror) Not much left to feed your vanity now. Look at you. Your bones are pushing through your skin.


Woman   Are they? Show? At last. That’s wonderful. There’s not much about this century I’d go on bended knee to, but to its ideal of beauty I will. Both of them. Bones, teeth, hair, the age adores. Well I always had good teeth and despite everything my hair is still magnificent. And now finally I have achieved bones. My dear, I have transformed myself into the ideal. Look at me! I am graveyard chic, angular, lupine, dangerous.




Woman raises an arm, turns it, runs mirror down a leg, admires it.





Look at these arms, these legs, the contours of these limbs. I am slowly carving myself into a Greek statue. All those slices of bread and jam. All those pots of spuds and butter. All that apple tart and cream. All, all fallen away. Admire me for once in my skeletal queenality.


Scarecrow   You’re determined to provoke me.


Woman   And yet some of my greatest memories are of food. Roast beef with gravy and mash, mackerel straight from the sea, so fresh you could taste the waves trapped in the meat … What else? Salmon sashimi with pickled ginger … oh … the foie gras that time … what was it served with again?


Scarecrow   Melon I think, on a bed of lettuce.


Woman   And I refused to share it. Devoured it. Who was it bought me the foie gras?


Scarecrow   The one that wanted you to parade naked around the room.


Woman   And did I?


Scarecrow   You did.


Woman   Pity I don’t remember it then. Was I happy? Parading naked around the room?


Scarecrow   Too much of the convent psyche in you to enjoy parading naked anywhere. 


Woman   It’s wonderful to have such a critical spectator on all one’s most intimate journeys. Was he the one used to watch this video of a shark before he made love?


Scarecrow   That was the German in the cowboy boots.


Woman   That’s right. The German. He was a magnificent specimen of a man, wasn’t he?


Scarecrow   Yes, he had big bones.


Woman   Six-foot-four with the cowboy boots off. And he kept rewinding to this shot of the shark erupting out of the water, the big maw of him and his hundreds of razor teeth. And then he’d freeze-frame the close-up of the shark’s mouth and just lie there looking at it. Good God, I know what he was doing! He was fantasising that I was the shark!


Scarecrow   That only dawning on you now?


Woman   And when we’d part he’d always say, ‘Ciao bella,’ just like that, and he’d drive off never saying when we’d meet again. And when I wouldn’t any more, couldn’t any more, I think I was pregnant again, yes that was it, he kept calling for ages.


Scarecrow   An act of revenge, that’s all he was. That’s what they all were, just acts of revenge. Your heart wasn’t involved. I wasn’t allowed a look in.


Woman   They were more than that. In the beginning maybe. But they were more than that. They were more than revenge.


Scarecrow   And I’m telling you they weren’t. Your backward twisted little heart was tied, always tied to him who made little of you every opportunity he could.


Woman   He wasn’t always like that.


Scarecrow   Remember what Auntie Ah said. 


Woman   Yes, I remember.


Scarecrow   Tell me what she said.


Woman   If you know why are you asking me?


Scarecrow   Just tell me.


Woman   No.


Scarecrow   Then I’ll tell you. ‘I’d rather see your white body floating down the Shannon than for you to marry that man.’


Woman   Well, I’m glad you’ve got that off your chest.


Scarecrow   And several decades on would you agree with Auntie Ah’s pronouncement?


Woman   Oh yes.


Scarecrow   You admit she was right?


Woman   I’ve always known it. From the start I knew this man is no good for me.


Scarecrow   And you went ahead.


Woman   Yes I did.


Scarecrow   Why?


Woman   Because my dress was made and everyone was invited. Maybe I felt sorry for him.


Scarecrow   Because you felt sorry for him you had eight children.


Woman   I’d have had twenty if he wanted.


Scarecrow   But he didn’t want.


Woman   That’s not true. He’s fond of them in a distracted sort of way. 


Scarecrow   I can’t make head nor tail of you.


Woman   It’s all confusion, Scarecrow.


Scarecrow   Can I just ask you one thing?


Woman   One can always ask.


Scarecrow   After all he’s done …


Woman   Don’t start in on him again.


Scarecrow   Let me finish!


Woman   All right.


Scarecrow   Do you love him still?


Woman   Of course not.


Scarecrow   I don’t believe you.


Woman   If I say, yes I still love him, you’ll throttle me.


Scarecrow   I won’t.


Woman   I know you.


Scarecrow   I promise I won’t go near you. I just want to know the lie of the land. Do you love him still?


Woman   I don’t know … yes … I adore him.


Scarecrow   Good God.


Woman   It’s terrible, is it?


Scarecrow   You’ve no idea.


Woman   Then tell me.


Scarecrow   No, I want you to go peacefully, without fear.


Woman   And how am I doing on the peaceful scale? On the fear gauge? 




Scarecrow just looks at her.





You see terrors ahead. Well, I’ll meet them when I meet them. At least the terrors of the earth are over. It can’t be worse than here … can it?




Scarecrow doesn’t answer.





Well, you can just take that smug eternal look off your face or look away. Look away. Don’t look at me like that as if you know something. If you know something tell me.


Scarecrow   You don’t want to know.


Woman   You can’t wait to fly off, dump me in the grave. Fly off with him. (Wardrobe.)


Scarecrow   I assure you I have no desire to fly off with that thing in the wardrobe. I promised you I’d settle you into your grave. I have never yet broken a promise to you. Can you say the same?
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