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First performance





There Came a Gypsy Riding was first performed at the Almeida Theatre, London, on 11 January 2007. The cast, in order of appearance, was as follows:




Bridget Eileen Atkins


Louise Elaine Cassidy


Simon Aidan McArdle


Margaret Imelda Staunton


Leo Ian McElhinney





Directed by Michael Attenborough


Designed by Robert Jones


Lighting Paul Pyant


Sound Paul Arditti






















Characters







Leo McKenna


a husband





Margaret


his wife





Louise


their daughter





Simon


their son





Bridget


a distant cousin








The McKennas have a younger son, Gene, who is dead. He would have been twenty-one the weekend they gather here in the play.





The play is set in the west of Ireland. The time is now.






















THERE CAME A GYPSY RIDING



























Act One








Morning.


The magnificent early light of the west of Ireland.


It shines brilliantly on the causeway.


Inside the house the light is more subdued, but it is still alive, more threatening, more revealing than electric light could ever be.


There are two loft beds with a ladder up to them at one side of the kitchen.


There is a bedroom and bathroom not seen onstage.


There is a summer seat on the causeway.


The light catches Simon turning in his sleep, in his loft bed, his arm reaching out as if to catch something.


He relaxes, curling into a foetal position, his sheet tossed aside.


Louise irons on the kitchen table.


She puts the finishing touches to a man’s shirt.


From offstage Bridget’s voice is heard singing.




Bridget






There came a gypsy riding, riding, riding,


There came a gypsy riding e-i-o.


What are you riding here for, here for, here for,


What are you riding here for, e-i-o?








Louise quietly joins in the song.


Louise Riding here to marry, marry, marry –


Louise stops singing.


    Bridget resumes the song.


Bridget






Riding here to marry, marry, marry –


Riding here to marry, e-i-o.








Bridget appears on the causeway.


    She pushes a child’s empty buggy.


    She is dressed as a woman of her age and her place would be dressed although she does wear worn, pale pink wellingtons.


    She continues singing as she slowly pushes the buggy along the causeway.






Who are you going to marry, marry, marry,


Who are you going to marry, e-i-o?


Marry all your children, children, children,


Marry all your children, e-i-o.








Simon wakes up in his bed.






Here’s your sixpence, here’s your ring,


Goodbye, children, goodbye.








Bridget, Louise and Simon sing together.


Trio






Here’s your sixpence, here’s your ring,


Goodbye, children, goodbye.








Bridget is now visible to Louise through the open door.


    Louise continues ironing. 


    Simon rises slowly.


    He pulls a pair of jeans over his boxers.


    As the scene progresses he wears a T-shirt and trainers.


Louise Jesus, that’s an old one, Bridget. I’ve not heard ‘The Gypsy Riding’ since we were kids.


Bridget What time is it?


Louise It’s nearly three o’clock, Bridget.


Bridget Are they not here yet – Margaret and Leo?


Louise They’ll be here soon. They left Dublin at the break of day.


Bridget Is Margaret driving?


Louise Yes, Ma’s driving. She goes slow.


Bridget So they’ve not arrived, Louise?


Louise No, Bridget – they’ll be here soon.


Bridget Are you ironing? Jesus, I hope you never do that on a Sunday. If you do and you die, the mark of a hot iron will be burnt on your back. Can you imagine the agony of that? It’s why I never learned to do it – ironing. I’m like your mother in that way. Lazy about a house. Maybe she’s just slow. That’s why she drives the way she does.


Louise Ma’s many things, Bridget, but she’s not lazy.


Bridget But she hates ironing, though – do you know why? Your father told me. In her grandparents’ house, years ago, somebody left one heating on a chair. Your mother – she would have been seven years old – she sat on it. Scalded her arse red. Took the flesh from her left buttock. The poor bitch was purple. They all laughed at the wee fucker. All she could do was cry when they’d roar at her, ‘Hi Margaret, how’s your bum?’ Imagine sitting on a hot iron, imagine being that stupid.


Bridget points to the buggy.


What do you make of this contraption?


Louise leaves the ironing and looks at the buggy.


I found it abandoned down on the shore. Somebody must have thrown it away. People are rotten with money these days. Waste not, want not – forget that philosophy.People spend money like water. But am I not the lucky woman that they do? Isn’t this grand for me? Look – I can just lean on it. It makes my walking far easier. Look –


She wheels the buggy along the causeway.


Do you see the speed of me?


Louise Very handy, Bridget.


Bridget Amn’t I the right Stirling Moss?


Louise I don’t know who Stirling Moss is, Bridget.


Bridget Do you know, pet, neither do I. He must have been somebody sometime. Isn’t it desperate to forget things? I’m going to tell you this, Louise. I have to remind myself to remember that I’m waiting for the car. When I don’t see it, I have to come here and tell you that I’m watching out for Margaret and Leo. I have to make sure I know they haven’t arrived. You’ve to tell me they’re coming. Because I forget – I would forget my own head if it weren’t attached to my shoulders.


Louise You’re lucky it is, then.


Bridget No, dear, occasionally it’s not. Isn’t that strange? I can be merrily walking along these roads. Mile upon mile, to and fro from my house. I look in front of me – there’s my head half a mile in the distance, chatting nineteen to the dozen. I get the shock of my life.


Louise Aye – you must.


Bridget The best of it is – I’m always smiling. The good time girl who lost her head. I tell you, I’m visibly shaken. Who could have predicted this would have been my end? A woman decapitated – I tell you, I’m the new Jayne Mansfield. And unlike that poor unfortunate I can explain this sorry state of affairs. Do you know why this happened?


Louise Tell me why.


Bridget The girl can’t help it. This girl can’t help it. Had you looked at me forty years ago, you would have seen the future of rock and roll. Nobody did so. They missed out. But I didn’t. That is why I always have a big laugh on my face and it far ahead of the rest of my body. I can only describe this in one of two ways. Either it’s a miracle or I’m completely mad. God’s never blessed me particularly. So I rule out the miracles. That leaves madness. I’ll have to plump for that, and it’s very much against my will. I’ve no sympathy for ladies who go ga-ga. I find it very suspicious the way they’re always throwing up their skirts and wearing no drawers. If I want to attract a man, I’ll use more than my bare arse.


Louise That’s a useful tip – I’ll remember.


Bridget You could do worse. Yes, madness – it has to be. And I know when it dates from. The day and hour I found him.


Silence.


Stretched out cold – on the shore. The White Strand. An Trá Bán, as we say in Gaelic. The empty shore. But it wasn’t empty, it wasn’t white – it was red, he was there, your brother. I was never the same. Never will be. Never again.


Simon speaks in the bedroom above.


Simon Bridget, for the love of Christ, please, don’t be there to greet them with this.


Bridget And his wrists – that’s what were red –


Louise Bridget, I can’t –


Bridget Jesus, the red on the white strand – my cousin had taken his own life –


Louise Bridget, I beg you, please –


Bridget What am I thinking of?


Silence.


You don’t want to see it. Of course not. Your poor, poor brother. The youngest of you all.


Silence.


The mistake. That’s what me and your mother used to joke. I called him the last of the name. Yes, the last of the litter. We would laugh at him in his carry-cot. They bought this place for half-nothing the year before he was born. I helped them buy it. Jesus, I found it for them. They were family. Is that – how long is that? It must be twenty years or more?


Louise and Simon speak in duet.


Duet Twenty-two.


Bridget Refresh my memory. You and Simon were barely walking. So he would be –


Louise Twenty-one. This weekend. Well remembered, cousin.


Bridget Don’t honour me with that close connection. So he would have been –


Louise Twenty-one. This weekend. Gene –


Bridget I see. That’s why you’re here. Dear Jesus, and I am rabbiting on about finding the poor boy. Poor Eugene.


Louise Poor Gene – we called him –


Bridget Who gives a fuck what you called him? It does not matter now. The poor child – he’s gone. I’ll be on my way. I’ll call down to see them when they’re settled. Was the house warm enough?


Louise It was perfect as always, Bridget –


Bridget Could you not have called up to tell me –


Louise You always get it ready – you spoil us –


Bridget I thought you might have called to my house –


Louise This is not the easiest of times –


Bridget Thanks – that’s all I wanted you to say.


Louise You know we thank you.


Bridget I do my best. What more can I do?


She moves on, wheeling the buggy, patting it.


This is a wonderful find for me. Isn’t it great the way you can depend on the sea? Who knows what it will throw up next? I believe it invented the wheel. I begrudge it that. I wish I had. Ah well, if wishes were granted, beggars would be horses.


She looks at Louise.


Do you know, I’d love to be a horse? I would have been happy as a horse. Why am I talking like this? It’s down to the weather. Give your mother my compliments of the Christmas season.


Louise This is not December, woman, we’re in the middle of July.


Bridget Dear God, isn’t it all go? Time – time – I can’t keep up with it. No, I was never the same. Since I found him. It was the red wrists. Red as a robin, a June robin. But no, no – he was dead. Suicide. He’d be twenty-one this weekend. My God, you’ll shed some tears. You shouldn’t. He didn’t for you. Don’t mind me, I’m an old fool. Look after Mammy and Daddy. Bye-bye.


She wheels off the buggy.


    There is a piercing cry of seagulls.


    Louise starts in fear.


    Simon has climbed down the ladder to the kitchen.


Simon Has she left the scene of the crime?


Louise She has, yes.


Simon Did she go on about it?


Louise She did. And could you blame her? The poor woman. The shock of it, finding him. Fuck him.


Simon You’re not being very nice –


Louise About my poor brother –


Simon Your poor, dead brother.


Louise I’m sick of my poor, dead brother. Sick of having to watch my mouth. I’m already sick of this weekend. Not allowed to speak my mind. Not allowed one drink. Why punish us –


Simon Not just us. They’re punishing themselves. Can you believe it? Ma and Da on the wagon for nearly two years?


Louise A glass of wine might poison us. It might bring on the waterworks –


Simon And they might not stop.


Louise Mine have stopped, Simon.


Simon Let’s get through it, Loui – just that alone, keep the peace.


Louise goes back to the ironing.


Is it a deal?


She does not answer.


It’s why I wanted to come down a few days earlier. Just you and me. If you want to give off, do it to me.


Louise I will not indulge –


Simon It is not indulgence –


Louise To wallow –


Simon It is not –


Louise This weekend is wallowing, no matter what we say. I indulge in it for their sake.


She sings.






Twenty-one today,


Twenty-one today,


Never been twenty-one before,


He’ll get the key to the door.








Silence.


Well, he’ll get no key. He is not twenty-one. He is dead in his grave. We may fool ourselves with some fantasy he can hear us. He cannot. But we’ll play the game. I will get through it, because you ask me. I will do as you wish. Keep the peace.


Simon You have to, Louise. Still fragile – very fragile – both of them.


She stops ironing.


Louise They’re getting there. They’re getting over it. She’s settled well back in college. Dominating the English Department. He’s recovered enough to keep expanding the empire. Jesus, I pity any poor bastard who tried to cross him during his mourning. As if any who worked for him would try –


Simon The man’s heart was broken –


Louise His heart, yes, no denying that. But I know my father. A tear in one eye and a laser at the other ready to blast you away. Ready to decimate anyone who’d step out of line.


Simon He’s a fair man. You saw the way they comforted him –


Louise At the funeral? From the bar managers down to the girls who collect the glasses? They were there in multitudes. They must really be terrified of him.


Simon Of Da? Don’t be –


Louise When he’s wounded, he might be at his worst. Who knows where he’d bite next? That’s what links our mammy and daddy. Their great strength – they are decidedly unpredictable. And they are tough as rock.


Simon The rock breaks, Louise.


She embraces him.


Louise How do you survive us all? How are you a brother to this hardhearted Hannah? What have I done to deserve you, you soft lump of shite?


Simon No funny business, sister.


He disengages himself.


Louise Wouldn’t it be great if it was as simple as that? A wee bit of incest. That’s why he did it.


Simon You and Gene –


Louise I was thinking more of you and him. Sister and brother – old hat. I was imagining a spot of queer sex. We can put it all down to an excess of brotherly love. Everything neat and tidy.


Simon Sister, you have the mind of a sewer.


Louise That is true. I do hope you are queer. I want no woman coming between us. And I would take such delight in seducing your boyfriend.


Margaret has entered the causeway.


    She looks about the place.


Simon I think I may disappoint you there, lady. I like to hang out –


Louise With girls – I know.


Margaret sits on one of the seats.


Margaret Well, we’ve avoided Bridget.


Louise And you never tried out my clothes. Gene did. Well, once he did.


Margaret That’s a good omen.


Simon He dressed up as a woman?


Louise Not quite. I dressed him up. He was seven.


Simon Why did you do it?


Louise It was raining. Do you think it affected him? I doubt it. At least he spared us that sight. He wasn’t stretched out in Mummy’s chiffon.


Simon Can you see our mother in chiffon?


Louise Ma is more the tar-and-feather type. She goes for the primitive look. I remember once getting into a fight at school. I was battered. She saw my black eye and thought it was mascara. She said it suited me.


Simon What’s keeping them?


Louise They’ll be on time.


Simon You’re right not to cook anything.


Louise You must remember – I can’t boil an egg.


Margaret rises from the seat.


    They start to imitate her voice.


Simon A perfectly boiled egg.


Louise Four and a half minutes.


Simon Not five minutes.


Louise Not four.


Simon Four and a half minutes.


Louise For a perfect boiled egg.


Simon Perfect.


Margaret Children, I hear you all.


Louise Hi ya, Ma, welcome.


Simon You drove here safe?


Margaret Are you three pups mocking your mother?


Silence.


    Louise puts a finger to Simon’s lips.


Louise Just me and Simon, Ma, acting the eejit, the two of us.


Margaret registers shock at her forgetfulness.


Simon Are you all right, Ma?


Margaret Of course I am. Yes, Simon – it’s you.


Louise And me, Louise.


Margaret Of course it’s Louise. Who else would it be?


Louise Who indeed?


Simon gives her a warning look.


    Louise pulls a face back at him.


    Margaret enters the cottage.


Margaret I am roasted. That car was like an oven. There was not a breath of air from here to Dublin. The heat of the day. Your father offered to drive for me. I ate the face off him. We didn’t speak since we hit Mayo. I was dying to open a window, but he made no move to open his, so I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of air blowing through mine. Let him stew.


She turns to Louise.


I know you can hardly boil an egg, but do you think you could rise to a cup of tea?


Louise I might. Would you like some Earl Grey?


Margaret Would you like some vomit?


Louise What’s wrong with Earl Grey?


Margaret Its distinctively smoky aroma. Jesus, it’s like drinking an ashtray. If I liked Earl Grey, I would hardly have quit the cigarettes. Just an ordinary cup of tea, please.


Louise I’ll make your tea.


Simon Where’s Da?


Margaret Getting stuff from the car.


Simon Will I give him a hand?


Margaret Am I stopping you?


Simon No, Mama Bear, you are not, and I hope Goldilocks is in better temper.


Margaret Goldilocks – is that how you refer to your father?


Simon I’ll stop calling him –


Margaret You will continue calling him Goldilocks. Especially when I am there. I know how much it will annoy him. Go out and give him a hand, Simon. He’ll be all day.


Simon goes out.


What kind of form is he in – Simon?


Louise OK.


Margaret Has he come down here to blubber? Is that why you came down earlier than us? I want no weeping this weekend. That goes for all of us.


Louise Mother – we’ll do as you command. Don’t we always?


Margaret No, you don’t, Louise. I’m afraid you don’t.


Louise How is Da?


Margaret Saying nothing. Not one word. Weren’t you listening to me? Saving all his shite jokes for the two of you. Breaking your hearts laughing. Jesus, your father – which is he worse as? The Silent Woman or Bartholomew Fair?


Louise What –


Margaret Plays by Ben Jonson. Fuck Ben Jonson. Too hard for students now. The effort of getting them to read him. Even the good ones.


Louise I thought you loved teaching Ben Jonson.


Margaret He’s left me.


Louise Da?


Louise pours tea.


Margaret Ben Jonson. I just don’t seem to have – to have the skill for it any more. I once had the energy that nothing daunted me, but now – let me forget about college this weekend. Louise, where is the tea?


Louise There you go –


She hands her the tea.


    Margaret tastes it.


Margaret Grand – all right.


Louise Not perfect.


Margaret What?


Louise All right – grand. I’ll have one myself.


She pours herself a cup of tea and they drink in silence.


    Leo and Simon enter the causeway.


    Leo carries a suitcase and a black plastic bag full of food.


    Simon carries another heavy rucksack.


Simon Jesus, what has she packed in here?


Leo That woman carries the contents of the Titanic every time we come down here. I swear to Christ, she goes down diving through the cold Atlantic every time my back is turned.


Simon She can’t even swim, Da.


Leo She probably threatens some poor merman to carry her on his back.


Simon How would you threaten a merman?


Leo With a very big fish-knife. She’s had plenty of practice on me.


Simon Poor old ball-less fucker.


Leo I wouldn’t bank on that, boyo. I could still fix you.


Simon Quit complaining.


They enter the cottage.


Leo I’ll complain in my own house – which it is.


Margaret I might have some say in that.


Leo I’m sure you might. Here, now –


He dumps down what he’s carrying.


Are you happy?


Margaret Happy – happy – would someone remind me of what that word means?


Leo Have you forgotten? Why’s that? Have you Alzheimer’s?


Margaret I might have. You could be landed with me dribbling at the mouth and peeing myself.


Leo You do that already – you’ve been doing it for years. So, I’ll cope.


Margaret That’s nice to know.


Leo Louise, is there any tea? Would you pour your father a cup?


Margaret I think there’s only one cup left.


She pours it into her own cup.


I’m so sorry – were you gasping for a cup of tea? Well, you know where the tap is. Make it yourself. Or better still – have a long drink of water. Like yourself.


Leo How did I first fall for your mother?


Simon Looks?


Margaret Personality?


Leo No – it was her way of opening bottles with her breath.


Margaret You would know – you’ve opened a fair few in your pubs.


Leo I’ve never drunk the profits.


Margaret Something I’ve always admired – how careful with money you are. Some might even say miserly. In fact, isn’t that your nickname? Mean – mean dog.


She howls like a dog.


Leo Who dares to call me that?


Margaret Me – your loving wife of many years standing.


Leo Aye, standing when you’re sober enough.


Margaret I do my bit for the family business. I’ve never asked you for a free drink, and I’ve never been offered. Mean – mean dog.


Louise I’ll make more tea.


Simon I’ll help you.


Margaret How does it take two people to make a pot of tea?


Leo When one is more useless than the other.


Margaret You have them as you rear them.


Louise Sometimes you don’t have them, even though you reared them. They’re not there any more. Are they?


Silence.


Stop it now. Stop it immediately. I will not put up with this one minute longer.


Leo What are you talking about?


Louise Do you not know what I’m talking about? I think you do. I’m nipping this performance in the bud. Because it is all a pretence. I’m not playing, Da.


Leo Playing what?


Louise Pretending this is happy families. Don’t dare do that. Don’t dare act as if nothing’s happened. As if nothing’s changed. We can sit here and listen to the banter between our loud but loving parents. One word borrowing another, but sure it’s all only our way – our way of saying nothing. I will no longer listen to that. I will not do it. That’s my way of keeping the peace, Simon. I’m going out for a walk now. Down to the shore.
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