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  sometimes




  the whole world of women




  seems a landscape of




  red blood and things




  that need healing,




  the fears all




  fears of the flesh;




  will it open




  or close




  will it scar or




  keep bleeding




  will it live




  will it live




  will it live and




  will he murder it or




  marry it.




  Lucille Clifton




  ‘she is dreaming’




  

    In a murderous time




    

      the heart breaks and breaks




      

        and lives by breaking.


      


    




    It is necessary to go




    

      through dark and deeper




      

        dark and not to turn.
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    ‘The Testing-Tree’
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  Writer’s Note




  Any character with a ‘1’ after their name exists in 2018




  Any character with a ‘2’ after their name exists in 1968




  Any character with a ‘3’ after their name exists in 1918




  This play is set in a living room, over three consecutive days in December.




  The writer suggests that on stage there are two doors – one leading to the outside world, one leading into the rest of the house. There should be some chairs for people to sit on, there might also be a Christmas tree.




  For simplicity and clarity all stage directions refer to the singular, i.e. ‘Nora’, not ‘Noras’. This does not mean the action should not / cannot be performed by all the performers.




  A forward slash (/) denotes an interruption.




  Where entirely necessary the actors can change words to suit their own dialect.




  All and any suggestions to the set, design, movement, entrances and exits are meant merely as helpful guidance. Imagine it as you wish.




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




  







  




  

  

  	DAY ONE


  


    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        A woman walks into her home. It’s warm and welcoming, unlike outside where there is ice on the ground and snow in the air and not far from here a river has slowed down to a standstill. The woman enters her home and her hands and heart thaw. She enters her home and her breath changes from a ghostly swirl to being unnoticeable. She enters her home and there is a particular smell that hits the back of her throat, lavender. A scent that covers the smell of carpets and children and milk and medicine and sweat and sick and shit and sex and sin and… lavender. Years ago, she decided she wanted her whole life to smell of lavender and so, it does.


      

    


	 

      	

       

      



      	



      	

        The smell helps keep her calm as she drags in the Christmas tree. It’s a little sad looking, a little sullen looking. She haggled the man down to half-price and then gave him a touch more as a tip. Even though she shouldn’t have, even though she doesn’t have it to spend on a tip, she did. Kindness comes back around, she thought as she dragged the dead-looking spruce through the streets. She dragged it across six crossings with a stack of shopping bags slung over her shoulder and a smile on her face.


      

    


	

      	

       

      



      	



      	

        And the whole time she hummed in a note slightly too high for her voice, so that by the time she was home her throat was burning. Though she quite liked that feeling of fire happening inside of her. It kept her going as she dragged the crumbling Christmas tree up the stairs to her house. Bump. Bump. Bump /


      

    


    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        A woman walks into her home. It’s warm and welcoming, unlike outside where there is ice on the ground and snow in the air and not far from here a river has slowed down to a standstill. The woman enters her /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        A woman walks into her home. It’s warm and welcoming, unlike outside where there is ice on the ground and snow in the air and not far from here a river has slowed down to a /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        A woman walks into her home. It’s warm and welcoming /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Unlike outside where there is ice /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        On the ground and snow in the /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Lavender. Years ago, she decided she wanted her whole life to smell of /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        Carpets and children and milk and medicine and /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        A crumbling Christmas tree /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        A pocket of pills /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        A bag of sugar /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        A bottle of /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        She passed her children playing and she pretended not to notice.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        She passed her children playing and their laughs were /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Bump. Bump. Bump /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        She passed her children playing and /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        She passed her children playing and /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        The burning inside of her.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        That feeling of fire.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        A smile on her face.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        She thinks of holding her children. That very particular way you hold a child.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        That very particular way her husband holds her.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        She thinks of holding her children /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        She thinks of how her husband holds her /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        Panting and praying and sweating and /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        Bump. Bump. Bump /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Lavender and lovely /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        And sweating and swearing and /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        Lovely and loving /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        And panting and /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Fuck. She expels on an exhale.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        NORA catches her breath. Studies the tree. Takes off her jacket.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Fuck.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A moment of silence.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        And these three different and distinct lives ripple out and grip and grope at the seams of the other’s existence.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        Three different and distinct women stand on the edge of each


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        other’s /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        A woman stands /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        The women stand beside their bags of shopping. And sigh.


      

    




    

      	



      	 



      	

        NORA sighs.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        Because it’s 1918.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        It’s 1968.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        It’s 2018.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        And out of her handbag she pulls a bag of sugar.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        A little case of pills.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        A small bottle of alcohol.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        Rations had restricted her diet, so, no matter how much money she had to spend she was only given a single small bag of sugar, and she does have money to spend. Well, her husband has money to spend.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        And she might not have too much of anything, but she has plenty of these powdery unpleasant-tasting pills. These little helpers of middle-class mothers.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        And it’s one of those small bottles of alcohol, that people only buy when they are broke or broken or both. She could only afford a small one because her purse holds only air and anxiety.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        She unravels the top of the bag, licks a digit and dips it in. And she places that sugar-covered finger in her mouth where the taste of sweetness and sin allows her to escape. Just for a second.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        She’d been taking the pills for a few months and when one didn’t work, she took two and now, on the cusp of Christmas, she takes three. And as she places them on her tongue and swallows, the relief comes towards her like a liferaft.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        She unscrews the top and takes a swig straight out the bottle. A little rush of rock and roll in amongst the managing and mothering. A little rush of rebellion.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS (all)


      



      	 



      	

        (Offstage.) Nora?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA (all)


      



      	 



      	

        Yes?


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        (Offstage.) Nora?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        What?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        THOMAS enters.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        You took your time.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Town was hectic.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        I sent the kids to play next door.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        I saw. They’re out in her garden, you should have given them gloves.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        They were driving me up the wall.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        It’s Christmas, what do you expect?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        THOMAS looks at the tree.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Is that the tree from last year?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        It’s nothing decorations won’t fix.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Miracle-worker, are you?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        It’s got character.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        That’s just a nice way of saying it’s fucking ugly.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        It was half-price being so close to Christmas and everything.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Half-price? They should have paid you to take it away.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        You’ll need to get the decorations down from the cupboard. I can’t reach them.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And don’t look at me like that – I thought it would be nice to get a real tree.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Clearly.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Come on. Don’t you think we should celebrate? I mean how many men on this street can say they’ve got a new job?


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        I don’t start until January.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        But how many can say they’ve got a brandnew job – starting in January. A brand-new – manager’s job. How many men? None. And that’s a fact. Though you’ll need to start ironing your shirts. Which reminds me – let me show you where the iron is kept.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Isn’t the ironing your job?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        I tell you what, I’ll iron your shirts, if you start hoovering or doing the dishes or making the kids’ packed lunches or cleaning the bathroom or mopping the floors. Do you even know where we keep the bleach?


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Yeah. It’s… by the iron.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She shoots him a look.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Alright. I’ll iron my own shirts.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        NORA moves close to THOMAS.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        But you know I am proud of you. You worked hard for that job. A few years ago, it would have been impossible for you, for us. But it seems like even in this shitty corner of the city, miracles are possible.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Oh, I know miracles are possible. Because I found you.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        THOMAS puts his hands around NORA, she pushes him off.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        You’re such a sap. But I do think we should celebrate. Just… a little.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        A little? I didn’t know you even knew those words.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        What’s that meant to mean?


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        I know you. You’re a little magpie.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        You mean common?


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        No. You are anything but common. You are… a skylark.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        And what’s a skylark?


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        It’s stunning. There are loads of them up north in the summer. It’s meant to have one of the most beautiful… songs. A songbird.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He puts his arms around her.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You’re my little songbird.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They kiss. THOMAS spots all her shopping bags.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And what is all this?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Nothing you need to know about.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Even though my money bought it? What is this /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        No! That is a surprise.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        For me?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Maybe.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Nora.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        What?


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        You know what. All this – shit.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        It’s just a few things.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Just a few things?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        I like /


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Spending?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        I just like /


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Stuff. You like having stuff. I go through your pockets and you know what I find? Scratchcards. Like you’re collecting them. Scratchcards and Lottery tickets. You’re silly believing that /


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        You shouldn’t go through my pockets.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        And you shouldn’t spend all our money, or didn’t you notice all those red letters? You need to learn to keep yourself on the ground. Because half of this stuff is on your credit card, isn’t it?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        NORA doesn’t answer.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And you know I hate that. I hate the borrowing and the scrabbling and the search for cash because if we’re not careful… I just want us to be careful.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        And I just want us to have a nice Christmas. For the first time in… I just want to us to have a nice Christmas.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For the kids.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Silence.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Okay. Alright.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        THOMAS goes into his pocket. Pulls out money and puts it in front of NORA. She goes to take it, he pulls it away from her before she get it. He laughs.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That’s not for spending on me or you. That’s for the kids.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Gotcha. And thank you.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Shouldn’t I get a kiss for that?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        NORA hesitates, kisses him on the cheek.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And I suppose I should check what is it you want for Christmas or is that a secret too?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Oh. It’s no secret. Just a little something… whatever you think you can… give.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Money isn’t much of a gift.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Then I’ll wrap it up in gold paper and hang it off the tree.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She breathes on his neck. Almost kissing his lips. Teases him.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        You’ve lies in the whites of your eyes, Nora. What have you done?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        The only thing I’ve done is turn you on.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        NORA goes to walk away, THOMAS grabs her.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        You know I can smell booze on your breath?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        So, what?


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        So, sing for me. My little songbird.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        THOMAS kisses her. They stop kissing. She tries to pull away, but he holds on to her.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        The kids could walk in.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        I’ll put the lock on.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        But what if they /


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Just relax.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She tries to pull away, but he holds on to her.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        I don’t think it’s /


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        I said just relax.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        No, but /


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Nora!


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        NORA pushes THOMAS away.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        We’ll – later? Alright?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        And she thinks of how her skin used to burn with his touch.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Of how he used to be all she wanted.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        Of how much he wants her.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        I am just trying to make you feel nice.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        But don’t you have some Christmas decorations to get?


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        But don’t you want to fuck?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Silence.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        You’re not meant to talk to me like that.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        Fucking hell. These days it feels like there are more wrong things to say than right. You’ve been reading too many magazines with all those angry women in them. And stop worrying, will you? This year won’t be like… I’m better now. Christmas will be fine.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA (all)


      



      	 



      	

        No. Christmas will be perfect.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        THOMAS turns to leave.


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS 1


      



      	 



      	

        And by the way – you look beautiful in this light. Something how your hair just… you’re lovely.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA (all)


      



      	 



      	

        Thank you.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        THOMAS leaves. NORA watches him.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        And she stands in her living room surrounded by presents, she thinks of her husband’s new employment.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        As Director of the Bank.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        As Head of Credit and Collections.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        As Manager of a Short-Term Lender.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        And for the first time in years she feels hope.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 2


      



      	 



      	

        And as the feeling falls across her face, for a moment she becomes someone else, entirely.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 3


      



      	 



      	

        Just for a blink.


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        She reveals the woman underneath.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A knock at the door.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Kids. I told you not to do that.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She opens it.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Oh. Sorry I thought you were…


      

    




    

      	

        CHRISTINE 1


      



      	 



      	

        Nora? Is that you? Nora Helmer? That is your married name isn’t it? Am I saying it right?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Yeah?


      

    




    

      	

        CHRISTINE 1


      



      	 



      	

        You don’t remember me? Do you?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        I’m sorry I…


      

    




    

      	

        CHRISTINE 1


      



      	 



      	

        In all fairness, it’s been – what – nearly ten years?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        No, I…. No. Can’t be.


      

    




    

      	

        CHRISTINE 1


      



      	 



      	

        Am I that different?


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Christine!?


      

    




    

      	

        CHRISTINE 1


      



      	 



      	

        Nora!


      

    




    

      	

        NORA 1


      



      	 



      	

        Oh my god… Christine. You’ve… you’ve changed… you’ve… what am I doing – you’re here! Come in. Come in from the cold. Take off your jacket. Warm up it’s so… cold.
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