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Introduction





CHILDREN 


I stumbled upon this; or perhaps life just presented it.


For a good while, I had been exploring in my plays certain themes: displacement, exile and loss, what one might call a general sense of homelessness or rootlessness. I suspect this is how I see the world, both personally and politically or socially. I have explored these themes in literal ways in plays where characters are in exile or have lost their home. In one, an English family lives spread out across the wide expanse of America, as rootless and lost as any other that finds itself in the purgatory of exile. In another, American academics wander around England’s great cultural cathedrals, struggling unsuccessfully to find some connection or meaning in these edifices that might relate to themselves and their lives. And yet another charts the tragedy of America’s greatest traitor, which ends in his leaving his home for ever.


There have been quite a few others, also singing these same haunting themes, though perhaps less literally, where characters, though not exactly homeless, are still estranged emotionally, politically, humanly from what had been their home. I wrote these plays often wondering where all these feelings where coming from. And wondering if per haps I was on to something larger than my own fears, and perhaps even dealing with something quintessentially late-twentieth century or early twenty-first century – a time in which the world gets smaller, even as any sense of home, place, belonging, seems to be ever more out of our reach.


Then my daughters became teenagers; and in them I saw every day in front of me two young women struggling with these same feelings, but in a whole different context or vocabulary: that is, as – adolescents. Here too were the questions of belonging, feelings of loss and confusion, and of a world greater and distant from ourselves; here too fear, anxiety and that sense of being separate from all things. I saw all this in them, but, unlike the exiles I had been writing about, here I found protagonists who approached these fears with a kind of hope (or is it innocence), even with a sense of thrill and daring. Their doubts, questions and fears were just as dangerous and potentially destructive, but they were found now in a world that was alive, ready to be explored.


And as I watched my children grow, I watched not only them, but myself – and myself not only as I am today, but as I was as a child. I assume this is true of any parent. I had thoughts and memories I’d forgotten or repressed or hidden about my own childhood; they all came rushing back. I had heard others say: as we raise our children, we also relive our lives. And this is what I was experiencing.


So I stumbled upon the discovery: that my old themes, of exile and loss, had their roots here too – in adolescence, and out of these roots, my themes grew new shoots. Adolescence too – just like political and emotional exile – asks these questions: Where do I belong? Why am I afraid?


I realised there was also something unique about the exile of adolescence. Here the fears aren’t directed at anything specific in the world, but instead at something raw and vulnerable in ourselves. And, as such, these fears seemed to express themselves in ways almost primal and mythic and certainly irrational. As a writer I decided to take a leap into this world, as one might jump down the proverbial rabbit hole, or so it has often felt. So down I went. And these three plays are the result of that jump; unlike any of my other plays, these three have this in common – at the centre of each are children or a child. 


FAIRY TALES


In some ways, while on this adventure, I did not stray that far from my earlier plays; I had often set my stories in distant lands and distant times; and here again I set these plays in the past and in foreign places. But these plays feel very different to me, and perhaps the ‘rabbit hole’ image is the best way to describe that difference. The settings and times are quite specific, and the worlds are realistically presented; however, the stories these characters act out come, I think, from someplace stranger, more unreal and irrational; more out of the world of fairy tales than ‘real life’.


Goodnight Children Everywhere


The prodigal son returns, to a world where everything is changed – his three sisters are now women, one even pregnant. When last seen they were children, but now magically, suddenly, they are changed – at least in the brother’s eyes. And of course he is magically changed in theirs. The sisters are taken care of by an older unreliable man; parents are gone – vanished, leaving only mysteries, memories and magical traces. These are abandoned children; abandoned now in the woods of a half-destroyed land scape where amazing things happen: a boy is a man is a boy; a brother becomes a father becomes a lover. A girl puts on a dress and becomes her mother. And all ends with the birth of a baby and a comforting, albeit haunting, lullaby.


Franny’s Way


Two children wander into a forest, guided by their grandmother; this forest is full of jazz, temptation, excitement, and sexual possibility; it’s called Greenwich Village in the fifties. This world entices and beckons, like sirens on the sea. Yet it is also a world of death and sudden inexplicable loss, where sex has become fused with guilt and rage. A healthy, happy baby is suddenly taken away. A child pulls a trick and seeks her lost mother; another nearly seduces her cousin’s husband, misunderstanding his pain for attraction. Here is a forest full of dangers and inexplicable seductions and misunderstandings. By the end, the girls escape, unharmed, and again, a child is born to replace the one stolen.


Madame Melville


Here the forest is a truly magical and wondrous place, full of knowledge, and the pleasure of art; all of which is hopelessly and thrillingly entwined with sex. A boy has run away, thrown all caution to the wind; in one magical night he hopes to grow up and understand the world and to feel a part of this brave new world. Of course he learns more than he ever intended or could then understand, and so the mysteries of that night will be revealed to him slowly over time. And all ends, as so often in a fairy tale, when out of the blue arrives a figure, who says nearly nothing – a large and threatening figure – who literally picks up the child and takes him home. The spell of the dream has now been broken. Gone is the Queen of the Night – or was she a witch who bewitched him?


SEX


Sex with your brother; sex with your sister; an innocent game ends with masturbation, guilt and longing; sex with your teacher; a secret rendezvous to have sex with a boyfriend; the hidden diaphragm as talisman; all of this sex threading its way through these worlds full of run aways, abandonment, absent parents, sudden inexplicable deaths (of a child, of a lover, of parents), sudden inexplicable arrivals (of a father, of a suitor). This is the world of childhood, and the memory of childhood: the world of nightmares and dreams and adolescent sexual fantasy. 


THE MEMORY OF CHILDHOOD


Two of these plays are memory plays: that is, a narrator remembering his or her past tells them to us. I think both are attempts to explore something I mentioned earlier – that as we watch our children grow, we also watch ourselves, and relive our childhood.


Franny’s Way


Franny, now an older woman, tells us a story of the weekend she spent in Greenwich Village when she was seven teen. In the re-enactment of her memory, Franny takes the role of the grandmother who was the chaperon for that weekend, and over the two days was put to many a test. So we see the story from the points of view of the child – what Franny remembers – but told to us from the perspective of the adult, responsible for the children, trying to protect them in the forest, but also to keep alive, or find again, what the adult has lost or buried or hidden.


Madame Melville


Carl, now an older man, tells us the story of his night with his attractive French teacher, Claudie, in Paris in the sixties. However, we never actually see this older Carl, only the boy. It’s the boy we see and hear speaking the words of the adult man. In the adult Carl’s memory, he can only see him self as a child; the adult has no place here. So we hear the adult, but see the child; perhaps that is how we often remember.


TIME AND PLACE


I think I chose what could be called three archetypal, even mythic, times and places for these three plays – settings that kindle vivid images and memories for many people, and certainly for me. 


Goodnight Children Everywhere


I first got the idea for a play set in postwar London when I saw on the London Underground a poster for a museum exhibition. It had an evocative photograph of a young girl, a name tag around her neck, sitting on a suitcase, waiting at a train station. She was waiting to be evacuated from London in the Second World War. Is there another time in British history that has such deep and resonant and unresolved emotional pull? During the play’s run in Stratford, at every single performance I attended someone approached me to say that he or she too had been evacuated during the war.


Franny’s Way


Salinger’s Franny and Zooey defined my adolescence (along of course with The Catcher in the Rye). The world of Salinger represents to my generation something far greater than the world of literature. Reading his books was the first time when you saw yourself in literature, your self-doubts, your anger, and the discomfort of your own skin. Suddenly art meant something. And it was a moment when you felt – I am not alone. Even if we never ventured into the ‘beat’ world of Greenwich Village, we certainly could imagine what it must be like; and I’m sure many of us did – in our dreams.


Madame Melville


I remember when, at the age of fifteen, I discovered French films: all the obvious ones of the sixties – Truffaut, Godard, Chabrol – as well as others I indiscriminately loved just because they were being shown in an ‘art house’ cinema. It was the same time I discovered that there was a world called Art. All of this is inseparable now in my memory – France, Paris, sixties, art, foreign films, jazz, and certain books and painters – and all of this kindled a passionate desire to be an artist, and to write. The play is set in 1966, a year on a cusp – when change was everywhere in the air.




 





These three plays were written over a fairly short period of time, probably two and a half years. Though not conceived together, they grew out of the same impulse, and have one important structural similarity: they are each set in one room. And in each case, this room has doors and, when open, we see through these doors to other rooms, hall ways, bedrooms. Worlds exist just beyond our view, just around a corner, in the next room. A young married couple have sex in that next room; a baby dies in another room behind a half-closed door; a brother and sister head to their parents’ old bedroom (we see the door down the hall); through another is a kitchen, another the teacher’s bedroom. Voices are heard, acts imagined. I think that is central to the emotion of these plays.




 





The first title for Madame Melville was Incertain, French for ‘uncertain’, a title I could have called any of these plays. When writing Melville, I kept a newspaper clipping taped to the first page of my notebook; it was from a brief article in The New York Times by a Princeton professor, Alexander Nahama: ‘Uncertainty – the sense that not only you don’t know the truth but that many complex issues are irresolvably ambiguous – is sometimes the most productive way of allowing yourself to act … It produces a tentativeness that permits you to see many things from many points of view. Which is, I believe, the best definition of objectivity.’




 





These three plays have never before been published together.


RN, 2011
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SCENE ONE







A large flat, Clapham, South London. Late spring, 1945.


The living room; chairs, a sofa, two small tables, one with photographs in frames. Three doors: one to the outside hallway and stairs, one to a hall which leads to two bedrooms and the WC, and one that leads to the kitchen and the third bedroom (Mike and Ann’s).


Ann, twenty and five months pregnant, sits on the sofa, her feet tucked under her, reading a book, or pretending to. Betty, twenty-one, fusses with the table.


After a pause:


Betty I remember on Peter’s eleventh birthday Father turning on the gramophone, setting up chairs in a line, telling us to keep walking, then – grab a chair when he stopped the music. We couldn’t stop playing the game. It was hysterically funny, do you remember?


No response.


There was one less chair, so … (Beat.) Then it seemed like the very next day Peter was gone.


Vi, nineteen, bursts in from one of the bedrooms.


Vi He’s here! I just saw them out the window!


Betty begins to fuss harder, mumbling, ‘Oh God, oh my God.’ Vi rushes to the door, opens it, listens, closes it.


They’re coming up the stairs!


Vi turns back to the room. She and Betty share a look. Betty stops fussing and goes to her, takes Vi’s hand and holds it tightly in hers.


Silence. Footsteps. The door opens. Mike (Ann’s husband), fifty-three, enters with Peter, the girls’ seventeen-year-old brother. He carries his suitcase. Ann has stood at a distance to watch.


Betty Peter! Oh my God, look at him! Look at you!


Betty and Vi rush him, hug him, they can’t take their hands off him. Mike watches with a smile.


(While hugging Peter with Vi, to Mike.) Was the train late?


Mike (shakes his head, then) We missed each other. This photo you gave me … (Holds up snapshot.)


Betty (pulling Peter) Come in, come in. I’ve made you something to eat.


Peter I’m not –


Betty Mike has extraordinary connections. The things he finds. Look at these chocolate biscuits.


She has pulled him to the table. Peter notices Ann at a distance.


Vi She wouldn’t let any of us touch them.


Betty Take off your coat.


Peter stares at Ann.


Peter (smiles) I didn’t know – (about the pregnancy).


Ann One more surprise.


Peter (to Mike) Congratulations.


Mike I mentioned on the way here about work in the surgery. We could use another pair of –


Ann Later, Mike. Later. He’s just got here.


Peter tries to stop Betty fussing.


Peter Betty …


He touches her hand, looks her in the eyes. She suddenly turns away and begins to cry. For a moment no one knows what to do. Ann goes and holds her.


Mike It’s a small surgery. Just me and another doctor. You’d get to do a number of things. Check in patients. We need the help. It’s not charity.


Ann Mike …


Peter Thank you.


Betty continues to sob on Ann’s shoulder.


Mike Betty is our nurse.


Peter I know.


Vi Sit down, please, Peter.


Ann How was the journey?


Peter I missed a connection in Toronto. But I caught up. I met two – ‘boys’ my age, who I hadn’t seen since the trip over. Strange.


Mike You were in –


Vi (answering for him) Alberta. (Beat.) That’s the left-hand side part. (Looking at Peter.) You look like Father.


She turns to Betty, who is trying to calm down and who nods in agreement, staring at Peter.


Peter (still standing with suitcase) Should I put –?


Betty (breathing deeply, wiping away her tears) Mike and Ann, of course, have Mother and Father’s room. Vi’s moved in with me. So you have your old room back.


Peter I didn’t need my old –


Vi Father’s library and the bathroom we had to give up.


Peter (confused) When –? (To Betty.) You never wrote –


Vi (explaining) They’re another flat now.


Betty What was there to write?


Vi Maybe in a while – Mike thinks – we might get them back. Put it all back together. We have the kitchen.


Betty (still staring) I used to bathe you. (She smiles.) Please sit down. (To the others.) He’s a man.


After a beat, this makes the others laugh.


Vi What did you expect?!


The laughter dies down. Awkward pause – what to say after so many years?


Mike (finally) I’m looking forward to hearing about Canada. It’s a place …


Peter That you’d like to visit?


Mike Not particularly. (He smiles.)


Peter (to Ann and Vi) And I’m interested in hearing all about Wales.


Ann What’s to tell? (She shrugs.)


Peter And Vi, you’re acting.


Betty (to Ann) Listen to his accent.


Ann I know.


Peter has an American/Canadian accent.


Betty (answering Peter) Did you ever think she’d do anything else?


Peter Mother would be pleased.


Betty I don’t think so.


Peter Father?


They react, shake heads, laugh – of course he wouldn’t be pleased.


Vi I had an audition this morning. Do you know Autumn Fire?


Ann (over this) It was on at the Duchess –


Betty (over this) We saw it – When did we see it?


Peter I don’t know anything! I’ve been in Canada!


Laughter.


Betty It’s very good.


Vi The part’s Peggy. She’s –


Betty (over this) Tell him who Peggy is.


Vi She –


Ann (before she can explain) Just do the bit. What you did for the audition.


Vi But he just got here.


Peter No, I don’t – (mind)


Mike Which one is Peggy?


Betty Shhh.


Ann Show him.


Vi walks out, then returns as ‘Peggy’.


Vi (as Peggy) ‘Hen, dear. It’s been ages.’ (Pretends to kiss ‘Hen’.) ‘And Howard darling. You don’t look ill at all. Or aren’t you? (Trying to figure it out.) Or wasn’t that you? Is that brandy we’re drinking?’ (Takes a sip of ‘Howard’s glass’.) ‘Mmmmm. Thank you, I was nearly sober. And – who – is – that?’ (Points to an imaginary man.) Hen says: ‘Have you met my cousin, Peter?’


Betty (making a connection where there isn’t any, to Peter) The character’s name is Peter.


Vi (as Peggy) ‘And where, Hen, have you been hiding such a man? Under your bed?’ (She holds out her hand for the imaginary man to shake.) ‘You – I’ll see later.’ (As she walks across the room, to the imaginary Hen.) ‘A family secret, I suppose. Or is it – treasure.’


Mike I’m going to pour myself a drink. (To Peter.) Anyone –?


Betty He’s only –


Vi as Peggy sinks into a chair.


Vi (as Peggy) ‘There wasn’t a living thing in all of Paris. Only the French.’


Betty (to Mike) He doesn’t want a drink.


Peter notices the photographs on the small table, though he continues to watch Vi’s audition.


Vi as Peggy sits, smoothing her crossed legs with her hand, as she continues:


Vi (as Peggy) ‘What a simply horrid week abroad. Thank God for champagne, or I’d actually remember it.’


Mike laughs, then Betty does, looking at Mike. Ann watches Peter, who has picked up a framed photo, but is still watching.


‘What possessed me? No, I shall never again stray. I make this my oath, upon pain of death, never again shall I venture forth off this great island of civility, of kindness and beauty, and into the filthy godforsaken seas which surround it.’


Ann (to Peter) Then one of the characters –


Betty (explaining over this) Howard.


Ann (continuing) – asks, ‘So you’ll never leave England again?’


Vi (as Peggy) ‘England?! Who said anything about England? I was talking about – the Savoy.’


Laughter, and the audition is over. Peter sets the photo back down and applauds.


Ann (teasing) Maybe Mother wouldn’t be happy.


Laughter.


Vi (all shyness) Peggy’s supposed to be in her thirties. I told them I thought I was too young.


Betty You should let them decide –


Vi The tour’s Grimsby, Warrington, Liskeard, and somewhere else, I forget. (Beat.) They’ll let me know. Maybe this week.


She suddenly feels terribly awkward, everyone looking at her.


(Embarrassed) Why did I do that? Of all things to – He just got …


She turns away, quickly turns back to see Peter smiling and looking at her.


What? Why are you staring?


He suddenly goes and hugs her. This makes Betty start to cry again.


Peter Betty, please …


Betty Listen to that accent!


Peter I’m sorry, but …


Betty I didn’t say that it was bad. 


Vi breaks away, and being very much the child now:


Vi As long as Mother and Father don’t find out.


She hurries to the photo Peter was looking at and turns it face down. Again laughter. Mike hands Peter a drink.


Mike Here.


Betty He’s seventeen years old!


Mike (sipping his drink) My point exactly.


Peter What I’d love is a cup of tea.


Vi I’ll put the kettle on –


Betty (at the same time) I’ll get it – (Turns to Vi.) You do the kettle. I’ll take his bag into his room. And see if the bed’s made.


Vi I made it.


Betty And see if the bed’s made – correctly.


Betty and Vi hurry off, leaving Peter with Ann and Mike. After another short, awkward pause:


Mike I’m standing there outside the buffet, holding up this photo – he goes by me – what, two or three times? (He laughs and ruffles Peter’s hair as if he were a boy.)


Ann As long as it worked out – in the end. That’s all that counts. (She looks at Peter, then:) Come here.


Vi (off, she shouts) I’m so happy!!


Ann (to Peter) Come here.


Peter goes to her and she holds him, strokes his hair.


I don’t know what to say.


She turns back to Mike who now sits, smiling, sipping his drink.


She turns back to Peter, begins to kiss his cheeks, rub his hair, hug him, repeating:


Look at you. Look at you. Look at you. 



















SCENE TWO







The same, later that evening.


Peter sits, plate of food in his lap. The others have eaten, plates to their side or on the floor, or they have chosen not to eat.


Ann At first – they seemed really nice. I was treated like I was someone special.


Peter It was the same with me. Then –


Vi I didn’t have this problem.


Ann That’s not true.


Vi She talks about this and –


Ann You got as upset as I did.


Peter (to Betty) You started to feel like they were thinking, ‘Is this kid ever going home?’


Ann (to Vi) I saw how they looked at you. And how they looked at me. (To Peter.) They adored the little ones.


Peter In Wales you had to work?


Vi Work! What else did we do? What else did I do? I practically took care of her.


Ann That’s completely untrue! I was like – the mother, for God’s sake.


 Vi I don’t believe this.


Ann From the moment at the station, standing there with our little luggage labels with our names on them around our necks. When Mother let go of my hand – she put it in yours. I knew what she was saying. I was fourteen years old! But I held on. When they tried to separate us – who screamed? (Beat.) Who took her fist and began hitting the lady who was trying to push my sister away into another queue? We’re a family, I said. You can’t separate us. (Beat.) We’re all we have. (Beat.) This big house – the school was in one side, we slept in the other. This was for about a month. Then we billeted with a couple. We slept together. (Beat.) Vi and me. (Beat.) He was a miner. He’d have his bath – we’d get our ‘uncle’s’ bath ready – by the fire, then – off we go. Get out. Into the winter, summer – outside. Off you go. And wait. Sometimes we went to the pictures. Until Mum and Dad … And we weren’t being sent any more money.


Betty I sent you money.


Ann That’s true.


Pause.


Vi They had a dog. A really nice dog – at the school. We loved the dog. A bit of a labrador. Black. He began to follow me around. (To Ann.) Remember? (Back to Peter.) I took care of him. He slept at the foot of our bed. (Beat.) I went to school. Came back. He was gone. He’d been volunteered to the army. Sniffing land mines in Belgium. I cried more than when Mum and Dad died.


Short pause.


Peter Just a couple of days after I got to my ‘aunt and uncle’s’, their big black-and-white cat had kittens. Nine. I was so – happy. To see them. Some – things – that – knew, understood – even less than me. (Smiles, takes a bite.)


Vi (to Betty) I know what he – (means)


Peter So my ‘auntie’, I suppose, seeing my – pleasure? She says, choose one, Petey.


Ann Petey?


His sisters giggle.


Peter It happened. I don’t know how –


Betty Petey!!


Peter (over their giggling) Choose one! We’ll have to drown the rest.


The girls stop giggling.


I look at those kittens in the barn. Each one. I touch each – one. And I couldn’t choose. It wasn’t right to choose, I felt. Auntie got impatient with me, and she drowned them all. (Pause.) When they put me in the field to work? I was put with some Negroes. I said to ‘Uncle’ – I’m a white man, I’m not a Negro. And he took the palm of his hand and rammed it into my head. I think I was passed out for about ten minutes. (Beat.) For weeks I thought about why he did that.


Betty He was probably trying to tell you that Negroes were just as good as white people. He thought you were –


Peter I thought of that. Sometimes I thought that was the reason.


Beat.


Vi Maybe he just didn’t like someone questioning him.


Peter Maybe. (Shrugs.) In school there a kid hit me because he said I had an uppity accent.


Betty You don’t have a –


Peter Then. I lost it. So maybe Uncle heard … (Shrugs again.) I never knew. (Beat.) I feel there’s so much I don’t know.


Ann (agreeing with his confusion) Were we supposed to work or not? Were we sent – to work? Was that part of the plan?


Vi We were sent to be safe –?


Ann Why did I have to work? Margaret Wells? She came with us. We were on the same train. We were at the same school. She didn’t work. Her ‘auntie’ taught her things. She had, I think, two beautiful dresses that her ‘auntie’ embroidered … (Beat.) I’ve often wondered – did they put us together for reasons? How did they – match us? Did they know something about us – me? Or was it all –? When we got off the train … No one had bothered to tell me this. (To Vi.) You didn’t tell me this –


Vi (over this) What?


Ann I’d obviously touched some soot on the train, and touched my face with my hand – I saw it later in a window – there was a streak of soot across my head. (Shakes her head and smiles.) Maybe when we were standing in the queue? Being – picked? If I hadn’t had that soot on my face – would I have learned to embroider like Margaret Wells? Would I have been picked earlier, by someone else? (Short pause. To Peter.) You’re not eating.


He holds up his plate, she takes it, looks at him, strokes his hair.


Peter I should go and unpack. (He doesn’t move.)


Betty (to Mike) This must be boring for you.


Mike No, no. It’s not. I’ll get another drink. (He gets up and goes to get a drink, stops.) But just don’t start blaming all those people. They interrupted their lives for all of you. They were heroes, in my mind. (He goes off into the kitchen.)


Betty (to Peter) He’s a nice man. A good doctor.


Vi He pays for all (this) –


Betty I work.


Vi He and Betty.


Betty He’s been very good to us all. Hasn’t he, Ann?


No response. This catches Peter’s interest.


(To Peter.) She’s never satisfied.


Ann (suddenly upset) How dare you say that?!


Betty If I can’t say it, then who –


Ann (over this) Shut up! I said shut up, Betty.


Peter (over this to Vi) What’s …?


Vi ignores the question. Just as suddenly as this erupted, there is silence.


(To Ann.) How did you and Mike – meet?


Vi He works with Betty.


Betty (correcting) I work with him.


Vi Betty brought him home.


Betty To meet my sisters. I had a crush on him myself, then.


She laughs. No one else does.


Ann and he make a wonderful couple. You knew that right away. They’ll have a wonderful baby.


Ann He’s a nice man. As she says.


Betty Mother would have liked him. She would have approved. She was trying to become a nurse, you know.


Peter I didn’t –


Betty First it was a schoolteacher, then after the three of you went away, it was a nurse. She hadn’t got that far when … It’s why she was out that day. (Beat.) Mike, it turns out – isn’t the world strange? It turns out was there as well. So she could have been one of the people he helped pull out. He helped pull people out from under all the … (Beat.) I have often wondered …


Vi Father is buried in France. You knew that?


Peter nods.


Betty They sent us a ring. We don’t think it was Father’s ring.


Mike returns with a drink. For a moment no one says anything. As he passes, Mike strokes Ann’s head; she doesn’t respond.


Vi (finally) At school they had attached a bell to a tree. We were told that if we spotted any enemy parachutists to run and ring that bell. (Beat.) I could see the tree from my seat in the classroom. I used to daydream that like large snowflakes suddenly the sky was filled with parachutes. And no one else saw them. Everyone else was too busy – learning things. I ran out of the classroom. Reached the tree and the bell and began ringing it with all my strength. Soldiers suddenly arrived and captured all the bad people. Dad was always one of the soldiers.


Pause.


Peter I used to dream of you (all).


He stands and hugs each one in turn.


I should unpack.


He starts to go, but is stopped by:


Ann Vi was in a nativity play – playing Joseph.


Peter Joseph?!


Vi ‘Uncle’ drew with coal on my face to make the whiskers.


Ann She didn’t know who Joseph was.


Vi (same time) I didn’t know who Joseph –


Ann Then she’s told he’s – Mary’s husband. And I tell her like Dad is Mum’s husband. So she’s there in the nativity, and everyone is watching, and she says: ‘Mary, get me a drink.’


Peter and his sisters all say: ‘Just like Father!’ and laugh.


Still smiling, Peter goes down the hallway to his bed room. The others stop laughing.


The sisters start to pick up the plates, etc.


Betty He’s got – so old.


Mike He’s a boy.


Vi (ignoring Mike) I thought I’d faint when I saw him.


Ann He looks like Father.


Vi I see Mother.


Betty He used to be – He’d never sit still.


Ann (over this) He’s tired. Think about what we look like to him.


Vi And the flat.


Ann It must be …


Vi (to Mike) God, it must be a relief for you – to finally have another man around! (She smiles.)


Mike He’s a boy.


Vi (over this) Some – reinforcements against all us women!


Mike I haven’t minded. In fact, I’ve rather enjoyed it.


He laughs, as do Betty and Vi. As Vi picks up a plate, he leans over and tries to ‘pinch’ her and she ‘squeals’ – all a game they’ve played before. Vi starts to head for the kitchen, laughing. As she goes, we hear Peter calling her: ‘Vi!’ She turns and hurries down the hallway to Peter. Ann shows no reaction to the pinching.


Betty (to Mike) So what do you think?


Mike He’s a fine boy. I like him.


Betty I knew you would.


Mike And I think we should be able to find a place for him in the surgery.


Ann And not just sweeping floors, he needs to learn –


Mike I’ll supervise his duties myself.


Betty Thank you.


Beat.


Ann I mean it, Mike. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.


This stops the room for a moment, then Betty turns to Mike.


Betty You’ve been so good to us.


Mike (shrugs) Remember I had a son. Not much older than your Pete.


Betty (suddenly smiling) Or Petey as we now must call him!


She laughs.


Suddenly Peter comes out of the hall wearing a full cowboy costume – chaps, hat, vest, spurs. He carries a couple of packages under his arm.


Peter (bursting in) Howdy, English folk!


Laughter.


And this is how they really dress in Alberta!


Ann I don’t believe –


Peter Except on Sunday for church, then they wear their fancy clothes! Hat’s out to – (here)


But he is interrupted by Vi who appears in Indian costume (her present from Peter). She has taken off her dress and put on a little Indian vest over her slip, hoisted up the slip and put on the skirt – looking sexy and a bit indecent. The others react, laughing.


Peter And here is Viohantas, Indian squaw! (Turns to Betty.) And this is for you, Betty. (To Ann.) And for you. (Hands out their presents. To Mike.) I’m sorry, but I didn’t get –


Mike Please.


Peter And I didn’t know about the baby when –


Betty (opening her package) Where did you get the money?


She opens the box, takes out a blouse. She immediately turns away, takes off her blouse and puts on the new one.


Mike (during this) I’m turning away.


The new blouse is low cut, exposing her bra.


Betty How’s this?


Peter (goes and touches her bra strap) You can’t wear that with it.


Betty (stunned, to her sisters) Since when did our brother become a woman’s fashion expert –? (But she turns, glances at Mike.)


Mike I’m not looking!


She turns, takes off the blouse, then her bra, then starts to put the blouse back on. As she does, Ann opens her present – jewellery.


Ann It’s gorgeous, Peter! Where did you –?


Peter It didn’t cost much.


Vi (getting into being an Indian) Remember we used to ride on Betty? She used to give Pete and –


Ann Petey!


Vi (grabbing Betty) Come on! Around the room!


Betty (adjusting her blouse, ignoring Vi) What do you think? I don’t think I could wear this out –


Vi Get down.


Betty gets down, but continues to ‘ignore’ Vi.


Peter (to Betty) Perhaps it’s not meant to wear out, but rather – at home. With – whomever?


He smiles. She nods, smiles, catches a quick look at Mike, then turns away.


Betty I’ll wear it around the house then.


Vi Come on, horsey. Let’s go. Come on!


Vi is on the back of Betty who is down on all fours, though still seemingly oblivious to her.


Ann (at the same time, holding the necklace) Peter, help me put it on.


He goes to help. Vi now rides Betty, who constantly fiddles with the new blouse as her breasts are nearly uncovered (though no one seems to notice).


Vi (on Betty) Faster! Let’s attack those Germans!


Peter I think she’s mixing up her wars.


Vi Yahoo!


Ann (to Peter) I love it. (Kisses him on the cheek.)


Vi Petey! You’re next! Come on! Give her a ride! Come on!


Betty (to Mike) He used to do this all the time –


Ann Come on!


She drags him to Betty. Vi gets off, Peter, reluctantly, gets on, though doesn’t put his whole weight on her. Betty rides around, begins to buck (as she used to when he was a small child). Others laugh as he tries to hold on – then the phone rings. This calms everyone down. Mike takes the call, then:


Mike (to Vi) It’s for you.


Vi takes it. Betty ‘whinnies’ quietly. Peter slaps her bot tom as he would a horse.


Betty Oh really!


She suddenly bucks and he nearly falls off. Vi hangs up.


Vi I didn’t get the part. The director.


Beat.


Betty I’m sorry …


Ann I thought you wouldn’t hear until –


Vi He says he thinks I’m talented though. He wants to have lunch.


Ann He’s after you?


Vi doesn’t respond, then:


Vi And he’s something like twenty years older than me.


Then she realises what she has just said in Mike’s presence.


Mike God, then he must have a foot in death’s door.


He smiles, others laugh. The faux pas is forgotten, or forgiven.


Ann (suddenly, to Vi) Do you remember that when we used to play hide and seek on rainy days, there was always a place that Peter would hide – and we never found him.


Betty I remember that.


Vi I don’t remember.


Ann Maybe you were too young. Maybe she didn’t play.


Vi I’m older than Peter.


Ann He was a boy.


Vi What’s that –?


Ann Where was that place, Peter?


They look at him, then:


Peter Start counting.


Ann What –?


Betty (over this) What are we –?


Peter Count!


Ann looks at the others, then covers her face and begins to count. Peter and Betty start to go off and hide. Betty hesitates, then goes in a different direction. Peter goes off towards the kitchen.


Mike (to Vi) Hide!


Vi (whispers) Where?!


Mike (whispers) Anywhere?


He suggests behind the sofa. She hurries there, just as Ann finishes her count.


Ann Coming, ready or not –


Peter walks back in. The others look at him.


Peter It was behind the ironing board in the kitchen cupboard. There’s a hole. It’s still there. (Beat.) But I don’t fit.
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