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First Performance





The Five Wives of Maurice Pinder was first presented in the Cottesloe auditorium of the National Theatre, London, on 13 June 2007. The cast, in order of appearance, was as follows:




Fay Clare Holman


Vincent Adam Gillen


Esther Sorcha Cusack


Lydia Martina Laird


Maurice Larry Lamb


Rowena Carla Henry


Jason Steve John Shepherd


Irene Tessa Peake-Jones







Director Sarah Frankcom


Designer Ti Green


Lighting Designer Mick Hughes


Music Olly Fox


Sound Designer Rich Walsh

























Characters







Maurice


early fifties


Esther


early fifties


Fay


early forties


Lydia


late thirties


Rowena


early twenties


Vincent


seventeen


Jason


very early thirties


Irene


mid-forties






















Setting





A house in Lewisham, London




 





Act One: a week in summer


Act Two: a week in winter






















THE FIVE WIVES OF MAURICE PINDER






















Set Description





The action takes place over three playing areas: the living room, the garden and a second-hand two-berth caravan parked in the garden. It’s a family home on a budget, so everything is used and well worn. The garden is attractive but a little overgrown, with a damaged fence running along its back and down one side. A washing line is planted in the ground next to the caravan. A skeletal extension is being added to the rear of the house, but construction seems to have stalled. We can see the outline of the breeze blocks and the wooden baton of a planned window but that’s all. There is no single style throughout this house – in fact there is a coming together of styles, of combined possessions and an accumulation of furniture.





















Act One
























SCENE ONE








Monday night. The house is dark and quiet.


Fay sits alone in the garden. Her head is back and her eyes are closed so she appears to be asleep. She has a half-drunk glass of wine and a packet of cigarettes on the table next to her. She looks stunning in the moonlight, almost like she’s lying in state.


We hear a noise from the back of the garden. Fay doesn’t stir. In the darkness we can make out a figure coming over the back fence but we can’t yet see a face. With only a little effort, Vincent makes it up and over the fence and with a final vault lands with both feet in the garden. Fay doesn’t move.


Vincent walks forward into the light and we see him properly for the first time. He looks at Fay and at the garden. He makes his way past her and towards the house. He is quite serious about not waking her or being heard at all. After he’s taken a few steps Fay speaks suddenly without opening her eyes.




Fay   Relax, he isn’t home yet.




Beat. Vincent turns.





 Vincent   I am relaxed. I’m fine.




Vincent waits a moment before he slowly comes and sits down opposite Fay. He looks at her again and as she still has her eyes closed he quickly has a sip of her wine which he puts straight back.


We hear a cry from the baby monitor on the table. Fay reaches out towards the monitor, but picks up her wine glass instead. Vincent looks at her. She manages to take a sip, still without opening her eyes, a feat which he tries not to be impressed by.


There’s another murmur from the monitor. Fay has another sip. Vincent looks at her harshly. He sighs.





I’ll go then, shall I?


Fay   Esther’ll go.


Vincent   You could go for a change.




Fay doesn’t move, so Vincent stands. Just as he does so, we hear a woman’s voice soothing the baby over the monitor. Vincent stops when he hears it and comes back to his seat. Fay hasn’t moved.





When I have children of my own –


Fay   (with her eyes closed) Normal boys your age don’t think about that, Vincent. They think about sex, not kids.


Vincent   Men can get broody too. (Beat.) When I have children of my own –


Fay   (with her eyes closed) You’re seventeen years old with a book of baby names under your bed. You know how I feel about that. You really ought to have pornography under there.


Vincent   (forcefully) When I have children of my own … I’ll be doing things differently to this … that’s all.




Inside the almost dark house we see Esther slowly descend the stairs in a dressing gown. She ties her hair up and disappears into the kitchen, switching on the light as she enters.


Back in the garden Fay reaches out and picks up her packet of cigarettes. She still hasn’t opened her eyes but manages to take one and light it up. Vincent shakes his head and slips off his shoes.





Fay   Have you made a short list … of baby names? From your baby book. (She opens her eyes suddenly and looks at him.) I know you have, it’s written inside the front cover.


Vincent   I started making a list and I stopped myself.


Fay   Good.


Vincent   I realised I wouldn’t want to force an identity onto my child. We’re going to wait until he’s old enough –


Fay   Sorry, we?


Vincent   My wife and I.


Fay   Oh …




Fay takes a sip of wine.





Vincent   We’re going to wait until he’s old enough … and then we’ll let him choose his own name.




A spray of wine comes out of Fay’s mouth as she laughs and coughs at the same time.





(Concerned.) … Mum?




Fay is bent over now, still coughing and laughing. Vincent stands up to help her.


Esther exits the kitchen with an empty washing basket. She enters the garden and hurries to the patio when she hears Fay coughing.





Esther   What’s the matter?


Vincent   Wine came out of her nose.




Esther kneels next to Fay and pats her back gently.





Esther   Don’t smoke and drink. Choose one at a time.


Fay   (recovering herself) Did you know about this?


Esther   Don’t talk yet. (She looks at Vincent’s feet.) Where are your shoes? It’s dewy. Don’t take wet feet to bed. Where have you been?


Vincent   It’s too hot to sleep. I’ve been walking around.




Esther stands and begins stripping the washing line of clothes. Pause.





Fay   What will you call it till it’s picked a name? (Beat.) You haven’t thought about that, have you?


Vincent   (on the contrary, he is ready) Reports suggest there’s no need to name a child in the first two years.


Fay   Reports? I thought you read books?


Vincent   I read both. We’ll talk to him face to face with eye-contact. Eye-contact does away with the need for names. Names are for sloppy parents with sloppy parenting skills.


Fay   (to Esther) Did you hear that?


Esther   (without turning) Names come in handy, Vincent.


Vincent   I don’t think so, not at the start of a child’s life. They’re restrictive. They tell a child what they’re going to be. What you expect of them.




The baby cries again. Esther is poised. She stares at the monitor. The baby settles. Silence.





Esther   Don’t you like your brother’s name?




Vincent doesn’t answer.





Fay   How will you get the baby’s attention before it’s picked its own name?


Vincent   I’ve said – it’s all about eye-contact.


Fay   We couldn’t have done that with you. You were boss-eyed until you were three.


Vincent   I wasn’t.


Fay   Esther?


Esther   A little bit boss-eyed.


Fay   You’ll end up whistling or snapping your fingers to get the baby to turn round. It’s a horrible thing when a parent whistles at a child.


Vincent   No whistling or stamping or shouting up the stairs to get a reaction. I won’t do that. If I have a question for them I’ll go upstairs, knock on his or her bedroom door and ask if I can come in.


Fay   You’ll ask a two-year-old permission to come in?


Vincent   (exasperated) Why shouldn’t a two-year-old be entitled to the same privacy as you or I?




This question hangs. Fay smokes. Vincent calms down. Esther continues taking the washing from the line. Pause.





Esther   If we’d have left you alone when you were two, you’d have been dead within seconds.


Fay   Of course he would.


Esther   (nostalgic) You had a death wish. Jumping off the coffee table with things in your mouth. Like a Japanese pilot. (Beat.) Never using a door if you could climb through a window or over a fence.




The baby cries again. Esther is poised.





Fay   Wait …




The baby goes quiet. Esther picks up the monitor and cradles it.





Esther   (hurt) What’s wrong with the name Fergus?


Vincent   It’s a bully’s name.


Esther   No, it isn’t.


Vincent   It’s the English version of the Gaelic, Fearghas. Derived from fear, which means ‘man’, and ghas, which means ‘force’ or ‘strength’, I think. Anyway, ‘man of force’ is sort of what it means.


Fay   (to Esther) He’s got a book of baby names under his pillow.


Vincent   Under my bed.


Esther   Your father liked the sound of Fergus. (Beat. She looks at the monitor.) And we never shouted up the stairs at you.


Vincent   I know.


Esther   That felt a little bit like a personal attack.


Vincent   It isn’t.


Esther   Once or twice we called your name for ease, but we never bellowed.


Fay   It isn’t a personal attack, Esther. He’s very grateful for the way we raised him, aren’t you, Vincent?


Vincent   (dry) Very.




The door of the caravan suddenly opens and Lydia climbs out, wearing a dressing gown.





Fay   Sorry, Lid.


Esther   Did we wake you?


Lydia   (shaking her head, a little crotchety) No. Other idiots talking about baby names at the top of their voices sat outside a caravan made entirely of tin woke me.


Esther   She’s being sarcastic. (To Lydia.) They’re not wearing shoes.


Lydia   Neither am I.


Esther   There’s a dew.


Lydia   (to Vincent) Stand up.




Lydia lays her hand on Vincent’s shoulder and he jumps up willingly to give her his seat. She sits down and holds out her hand to Fay, who takes a long drag and plants the cigarette between Lydia’s fingers.





Vincent   I don’t understand how you can smoke before bed.


Lydia   (taking a drag) Don’t let it worry you.


Vincent   I mean you clean your teeth, you have a wash …


Fay   You wash before you go to bed?


Vincent   Don’t you?


Fay   Who washes?


Lydia   Good boys wash. (She passes the cigarette to Fay.) Leave him alone.


Fay   (to Vincent) Why do you do that?


Vincent   This isn’t about me, it’s about smoking at night.


Fay   You wash – what, your face? Doesn’t that wake you up? I never taught you that.


Vincent   I taught myself.


Esther   Leave him, Fay.




Beat.





Fay   Vincent was talking about the way we raised him.


Lydia   Really?


Fay   He’s very grateful.


Lydia   Pleasure.




Esther picks up her basket. It’s full now.





Esther   Fergus has been crying.


Lydia   (shaking her head) We have to stop using that name. It isn’t even definite yet.


Fay   He’s nine months old. What’s wrong with it?


Vincent   It’s a bully’s name.


Lydia   Maurice is keen, but I’m working on him.


Esther   He sounds a bit croupy.


Lydia   (concerned) Really?


Esther   Only a bit. I’ll look in on him. (Beat.) Who’s coming to bed?


Fay   I am.




Fay takes a final drag and passes it back to Lydia. Esther looks at Vincent.





Vincent   I’m waiting for Dad.


Lydia   They’ll be late.


Vincent   I’ll wait.


Fay   Have a wash, stay alert.


Esther   I’m going in. Lid, dry your feet, won’t you?




Esther goes to move indoors.





Vincent Esther   … (He stands and takes something from his back pocket.) Would you give him this?




Esther turns back and sees Vincent holding a letter in his hand.





Esther   What is it?


Vincent   (shy) It’s from the university. It’s nothing we didn’t already know. It’s just confirming my place … I’d like you to give it to him.




The women look at Vincent proudly. Lydia and Fay watch as Esther steps over and gives him a quick kiss.





Esther   (proud but sad) You’re all set, then.




She takes the letter, adds it to her basket and disappears inside. Vincent watches her go.





Lydia   (to Vincent) You have no idea how much she’ll miss you. (Beat.) Are you waiting up, Fay? Did you both stay up and wait for me? I can’t remember.


Vincent   I’d have been too young.


Lydia   You weren’t that young. It’s only been three years. (Beat. She thinks about this.) Three years … You would tell me if I was turning into Esther, wouldn’t you?


Fay   You’re not turning into Esther.


Vincent   And it wouldn’t matter if you were.


Lydia   Yes, it would. She’s acting like nothing’s happening. She should be nervous.


Fay   So should we.


Lydia   That’s why I’m worried I’m turning into her. We should be jealous or anxious, shouldn’t we? She stays the same no matter what you throw at her.


Vincent   That’s a good thing.


Lydia   No, it isn’t.


Vincent   Yeah, it is, it’s called being constant. From a child’s point of view it’s comforting having something stable. She’s the glue. Families need Esthers.




Lydia looks at him and frowns.





Fay   He’s been reading reports.




Lydia nods, takes a final drag of the cigarette and offers it to Fay, who declines. Lydia stubs it out.





Lydia   Don’t sit out here all night, Vincent.


Vincent   Just until he comes.


Lydia   (she stands) He could be hours yet. It’s a long drive.


Fay   What do you think she’ll be like?




Lydia shrugs and smiles a little sadly.





Lydia   She could be anything. Look at us, he obviously goes for variety.




Lydia climbs back into the caravan and shuts the door. Fay stands.





Fay   (to Vincent) Night.


Vincent   You haven’t been a bad mother.


Fay   (surprised; beat) I know.


Vincent   Oh … I thought you might think you had, based on my comments just then.


Fay   No.


Vincent   Okay …




Fay heads for the house, enters and disappears upstairs. The house is still now. Vincent sits in the darkness of the garden for a moment. The front door opens. Maurice, a well-built, good-looking man in his fifties, enters carrying a suitcase. Rowena follows him inside. She’s a very skinny, very pregnant girl in her early twenties, with a small cast on her arm. Maurice puts the suitcase down and looks at Rowena, who seems nervous.





Maurice   All right, then?


Rowena   (shaky) Yes.




Beat. Maurice smiles.





Maurice   You’ll be fine.




He calls up the stairs.





… Esther!


Rowena   Don’t.


Maurice   Nobody’s asleep, they’re all too nosey.




After a moment Esther appears at the top of the stairs. She ties up her hair as she descends. She waits on the bottom step before smiling at Rowena and opening out her arms. Rowena steps forward and hugs her awkwardly. Maurice seems happy. Rowena steps back and picks up her bag. Esther hands Maurice Vincent’s letter, which he opens and reads while Rowena moves for the stairs.





I’ll bring that. I’ll be right up.




Rowena puts her bag down and goes upstairs, hesitantly. Maurice glances at the letter again and then at Esther. He exits the lounge and comes out into the garden. He walks straight over to Vincent without saying a word and, full of pride, hugs his son. He can’t stop smiling. The lights fade.
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