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If you cannot get rid of the family skeleton, you may as well make it dance.


 


George Bernard Shaw
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Prologue





Caption – all captions are to be seen by the audience:


HERE


1699


High up on a large misty ridge that was to become Hope Street, Liverpool. We’re surrounded by wide open fields and muddy bogs. A couple of windmills in the distance. The sound of seagulls. It’s a blustery day, the wind whipping by.


A young girl, aged eight, appears out of the mist. She looks out with a sense of wonder, taking the view in. She walks forward and stumbles. A farmer appears behind her.




Farmer   Watch the bog my girl. Fall into that and you’ll never be seen again.




He takes her hand and leads her across the bog.





That’s better. It eats people up this bog.


Girl   Really?


Farmer   Oh yes. You’ll be walking along and see a foot sticking out or the top of someone’s hat. The ones that weren’t so lucky.




They stop and look out.





Now, look at all that down there. I said I’d bring you up here one day and show you it all. Isn’t it wonderful?


Farmer   Fields and fields and fields. Look. Can you see the castle?


Girl   Yes, yes.


Farmer   That’s where King John lived. And he had a huge dragon. A monster of a beast. Breathed fire and ate children. Would have eaten you right up in one mouthful.


Girl   Is that true?


Farmer   Of course.


Farmer   The King turned this from a little fishing village into what it is now. They say there’s about five hundred people living here now.


Girl   That many?


Farmer   This is just the beginning. One day there’ll be maybe … six hundred people here. See the river? And the ships?




She nods.





There’ll be more and more ships coming here. I’m telling you. Get on one of those ships and who knows where you’ll end up.


Girl   I love it up here.


Farmer   Some call it ‘Elverpool’ because they say the pool, the river, is full of eels. There’s some parts of the river that are so full of eels there’s no water. All wriggling about. If you fall in they eat you. (Beat.) Just like that dragon. (Beat.) And the bog.


Girl   I don’t like that.


Farmer   Don’t be frightened.


Girl   I never know if you’re telling me the truth or a story.


Farmer   My father used to bring me up here and tell me stories. You’ll do the same with your children. We pass the stories on.




He looks out.





I love a good story.




The wind whips up and the scene changes.



























Act One
























SCENE ONE








8 Hope Place. Basement kitchen. Modern day.


A classic-looking kitchen, quite minimal – it could be from any period. Back door to the yard on one side, door to the rest of the house on the other side. An open doorway into a larder behind. Large table in the middle covered in trays of food – sandwiches, sausage rolls, cake. Cooker and sink behind. A winding staircase on the right leads up to the rest of the house. Jack and Eric sit at the table, drinking. Their sister, Veronica, is up at the door having a fag, blowing smoke out of the open door. Their other sister, Maggie, is up and busy around them, topping up drinks and clearing away plates – as she is through most of this scene. They’re all dressed in black and talking ten to the dozen. Much alcohol has been drunk, especially by Jack. Maggie and Veronica are laughing.




Jack   She did, she did.


Eric   It never happened.


Jack   I remember it as clear as day.


Maggie   Can you imagine?


Jack   She’d be there at playtime. She’d lean in against the railings, coat open, slip her tit through the bars …




Veronica and Maggie laugh more.





Veronica   (miming) Just lobbed it out!


Eric   Stop it now.


Jack   You’d run up and she’d breastfeed you through the railings. 


Eric   She did not. I did not.


Jack   No one really knew what she was up to. It was all hidden by the tweedy coat. But we knew. You were the golden child and she couldn’t bear to see you go.


Eric   It’s just one of those stupid stories.


Veronica   I remember. I do.


Maggie   I can’t remember anything.


Jack   She didn’t do it for long. She stopped when you were about thirteen.




They all laugh. Veronica finishes her cigarette, throwing it out of the open door. She shuts the door and joins the others at the table.





Eric   (a touch serious) I don’t wanna hear about it ever again.




The others are still giggling as Barb, a woman, all dressed in black, even a hat enters. They straighten their faces. Jack tries to hide his laughter with a cough.





Barb   I just thought I’d come and say me goodbyes. I’ve gotta be off.


Maggie   Aah, have you?


Barb   Aah yeah, but I’m so glad I could make it. Wasn’t it lovely, eh?


Veronica   It was.


Barb   Don’t take this the wrong way but that has to be one of the best funerals I’ve been to in a long time. And I’ve been to a lot.


Jack   (aside) I can imagine.


Barb   Wasn’t it, eh?


Eric   We know how to do a funeral. 


Barb   You do. She would have loved it. The service. The priest. Wasn’t he lovely, eh? What he said. You could tell he really knew her. You know when you go to these ones and you can tell he’s never met them. He got what he’s saying off the internet.


Veronica   Yeah.


Barb   I will miss … (Grasping for the name.)


Maggie   Lottie.


Barb   Lottie. Aah. And the hymns. You had to stick ‘I Watch the Sunrise’ in, didn’t you? Always gets me.


Veronica   It was one of her favourites.


Barb   But that’s what you want, don’t you? (Almost fighting back the tears.) A bit of a sob? Lovely. And the spread back here. Look at all this wonderful food.




A slight pause hangs in the air as she looks at the food.





Maggie   Have you had some?


Barb   Oh no, I’m fine.


Maggie   There’s loads here. Now take some. It won’t all get eaten.


Barb   I couldn’t, really.


Maggie   It’ll only go to waste.


Barb   If you insist.




Maggie wraps up some sandwiches and sausage rolls in tin foil.





It won’t be the same round here without her. She was the heart and soul of this neighbourhood. And such a lovely family. She brought you up so well. So glad I could make it. 




Barb makes her way round saying her goodbyes. She gives Veronica a kiss.





Well. Ah, great to see you again.


Veronica   Yeah, you too. See you.


Barb   (kissing Jack) Tara then. So good to see you.


Jack   See you.


Barb   (seeing that Maggie is near the fairy cakes) Go on, chuck in a couple of fairy cakes too. Terrible sweet tooth.




Maggie throws in some fairy cakes.





Ah thanks. (Kissing Eric.) Tara then. You take care.


Eric   Yeah.


Maggie   (looking at the sideboard covered in bottles and cans) And there’s all this booze here too.


Barb   Go on. I’ll take a couple of cans off you then.




Maggie puts it all in a bag and hands it to her.





Maggie   There you go.


Barb   (kissing Maggie) Ah thanks. See you, love.


Maggie   Thanks for coming.




Barb heads out. Pause. They all sit in silence for a beat.





Who was she?


Jack   Fucked if I know.




They all start laughing.





Eric   You’re joking?


Veronica   (to Maggie) I thought you knew her.


Maggie   Never seen her before in me life. 


Jack   She didn’t even know me mother’s name. ‘I’ll miss …’ Looking round the room for a card or something with her name on. And she’s taken most of the food and drink with her.


Eric   You gave it to her.


Maggie   Cheeky beggar.


Jack   Who the hell was she?


Veronica   Professional mourner. Ambulance chaser. They just hang round the cemetery and jump in a car going back to someone’s house. She got food, drink, a warm and an afternoon out of the house. Cheeky cow.




Maggie sits down at the table with the others and has a drink. Pause.





Jack   It’s just us now. Me mum and dad gone. We’ve had our lives, done all sorts of things. Had kids, some of us, marriages, divorces …


Veronica   Four in your case.


Jack   Deaths …


Eric   Well, my wife is still alive. I wish she wasn’t.


Veronica   You say what you feel.


Jack   And it’s just like we’re these little kids in this house all over again.


Maggie   You what?


Jack   I mean, just at this moment in this room. This kitchen where we grew up, hung out. It’s like we never left.


Maggie   Some of us didn’t. (Aside.) Not for the want of trying.


Eric   (to Jack) I think you’ve had enough. 


Jack   If only Frances was here we’d have the full set.


Maggie   Has anyone heard from her? I thought she might come over for her own mother’s funeral, but you know what she’s like.


Veronica   I’ve stopped trying with her.


Jack   (to Maggie) There’s only you left now, Peg. D’you know what you’re gonna do?


Maggie   Oh, I don’t know.


Eric   We should talk about the house and everything.


Maggie   Shall I put the kettle on? Who wants a brew?




She gets up, fills the kettle and starts making tea. Being busy again.





Jack   It feels like only yesterday I’d be out there playing in the yard. Going off on adventures round the streets. (To Eric.) Remember we used to go down to Kirkland and Jennings’ Bakery?


Eric   Oh yeah. You couldn’t beat their crusty cobs.


Jack   (to Maggie and Veronica) And they had those electric-motored delivery vans? The bakers would work through the night, do their deliveries and then the vans would be back on charge at four o’clock. And me and him’d sneak in the back and eat anything left over.


Maggie   You’ve got such a good memory. You remember all the details.


Jack   (looking round the kitchen) I can see me dad sitting in his chair telling us one of his stories. And me mum in her apron getting the tea together.




He starts crying.





Maggie   Eh, come on now. (Taking his glass away.) No more for you. 




Maggie comforts him. He gets himself together quite quickly.


Josie, Veronica’s daughter, comes through with her boyfriend Simon.





Josie   Is there any more whisky? Auntie Pru’s practically necking it from the bottle in there.


Eric   She’s not, is she?


Veronica   There’ll be no moving them tonight. She’ll be singing soon.




Maggie finds some more booze in the cupboard.





Jack   And who’s this? Don’t be frightened, lad. We don’t bite. Some of us don’t.


Josie   This is Simon. Me new fella.


Simon   Hiya, really good to meet you all. Sorry it’s at such a bad time.


Josie   You’ve met me mum.


Veronica   (under her breath to Maggie) He’s posh.


Simon   I’m not posh.


Veronica   He’s from the Wirral.


Eric   That’s posh.


Simon   Have you been to Birkenhead?


Veronica   (to Maggie) He’s handsome though, isn’t he?


Josie   Mother. This is me Uncle Eric and me Uncle Jack.


Simon   Pleased to meet you.




He shakes their hands.





Eric   Hiya, son.


Jack   Alright, lad. 


Eric   You can just call me Eric. You’re a bit old to be still calling me Uncle Eric.


Josie   You’ll always be me Uncle Eric. And this is me Auntie Maggie. Or Margie as I call her.


Maggie   Hiya, love.


Simon   Oh, hi.




He comes in to kiss her, she not expecting it, and they almost bang heads.





Went to kiss you but headbutted you instead, sorry.


Maggie   Nearly knocked me out.


Simon   I never met your mother, so I feel a bit … coming to her funeral, but Josie said I should.


Maggie   Ah, for the support.


Jack   For the piss-up more like. Let’s get you a drink. What d’you want, son?


Simon   I’d love a cup of …


Jack   You need something stronger than that. Brandy? Whisky?


Simon   Maybe a little whisky.


Jack   A little whisky.




Jack gets a glass and pours the largest little glass of whisky you’ve ever seen.





Simon   (taken aback) Thanks.




Jack retrieves his glass and tops it back up. Simon takes in the room.





It’s an incredible place you’ve got here. The house is beautiful. Is it Georgian? Victorian? 


Maggie   I wouldn’t know.




Eric gets up and makes himself a drink. He watches Simon as he does so, slightly unsure of him.





Simon   And the street. It’s like something off a postcard or out of Dickens.


Eric   They film loads of your Dickens and period shite round here all the time.




Josie goes up to Maggie and takes her under her wing as she speaks:





Josie   Auntie Margie has lived here all her life.


Eric   Well, we all did.


Veronica   She was born in the parlour through there. On the rug in front of the fire.


Simon   In the middle of the city with all this history round you. (He looks out of the back window.) Is that the pub, The Cracke, out the back there?


Josie   Yeah, yeah. (To Maggie.) That’s where we first met. He’s studying history at the university round the corner, so he loves it round here.


Jack   University? You see, he is posh.


Maggie   Have you had anything to eat? Let me put some stuff on a plate for you.


Simon   I’m not that …




She starts putting some food on a plate for him, working her way round the table.





Maggie   It’s got to be eaten.


Simon   The buildings round here. The cathedrals alone, just out the door. 


Veronica   (to Josie) You know me mother wanted her service to be at the cathedral. She felt like she practically built the place.


Maggie   We did ask, but you have to be a pope or  Paul McCartney or someone.


Simon   The Catholic one?


Josie   Oh God yeah.


Veronica   She never stepped foot inside the Proddy one.


Jack   She had a collection box for the new cathedral. Was just over there. It was working-class families that paid for it, you know.


Eric   (to Jack) Is it time for you to get your soapbox out?


Veronica   We had a missionary box too, which Father Frank would come and collect every Friday night.


Jack   We had no food in our bellies but the missionary box was always full.


Eric   (directed at Veronica) If someone hadn’t had a go at the lock and tried to steal any of it.


Veronica   Why did I always get the blame?


Eric   Because it was you.


Jack   You were obsessed with money.


Josie   Still are.


Eric   Me dad hated the church, especially the  cathedral. He wouldn’t step foot inside the place.


Jack   What was that all about?


Maggie   The rows they used to have about the church.




Maggie is adding the last bits of food to a mountain of food on a plate as she knocks a tea cup over on to the floor. It smashes.





Bugger.




She cleans it up.





Veronica   She’s always knocking things over. Let me …


Maggie   It’s fine now. I’ve got it.


Eric   Ever since she was a kid. Empty room, one glass in the middle of it. Our Maggie will knock it over.


Maggie   Just get all fingers and thumbs.




She hands Simon a huge mound of food on a plate.





There you go. Is that enough?


Simon   For the rest of me life? Thanks.


Jack   (to Simon) You haven’t got much of an accent. If you really are from Birkenhead? Are you sure you’re not posh?


Josie   This is what me Uncle Jack’s like. Just ignore him.


Simon   I never had a really strong accent and I’ve studied all over the place. So it’s gone a bit weird too.


Eric   You sound like you’re from Birmingham. A Brummie.


Simon   Do I? You know, it’s really fascinating hearing you all talk about growing up round here.


Josie   (to Simon) What did I tell you?


Jack   Doesn’t he get out much?


Simon   I’d love to hear more if I could.


Jack   He really doesn’t get out much. You not got a telly, lad?


Simon   I’m doing a PhD in local history …


Jack   There you go. What did I say? 


Maggie   Ooh, a PhD. What is that?


Simon   A doctorate of philosophy. It sounds much fancier than it is. It just means I’d rather carry on studying than get a job. I think this could be the perfect subject for my thesis.


Eric   (to Josie) What’s he talking about?


Josie   Half the time I don’t know.


Veronica   Shush you two. Go on, Simon.


Simon   You know, what it was like living here, what with all the history and the changes you must have seen. I could interview local people and all you lot.


Eric   We’re just an ordinary family, son.


Maggie   No one would wanna know about us.


Simon   I think they would. My thing is oral history.


Jack   That’s disgusting.


Maggie   Oral. The history of mouths? That’s unusual.


Simon   It’s what comes out of mouths I’m interested in. Stories, but not written down. It’s about how they’re spoken, told.


Veronica   Isn’t he fascinating?


Maggie   I’ve never even heard of that before.


Simon   It’s all about interviewing people and letting them speak. Personal testimony.


Eric   (to Maggie) Are you still with him? Cos I’m not.


Simon   And I think the Liverpool accent and dialect needs to be heard. It’s so peculiar but you really want to listen to it. If you just write it down, it doesn’t have the same power. 


Josie   You’ll have a field day here. Just me Uncle Jack alone. He’s a tour guide round Liverpool, anything you wanna know …


Veronica   And lots you don’t


Josie   He’ll tell you.




Eric’s mobile rings in his pocket. He takes it out.





Eric   Who’s this now? (He looks at who it is.) Oh God. (He answers it.) What do you want? … No, of course I’m not missing you … I’m only in the next room … Is it time for me to take you home? … I think it is … No, I’m not bringing the whisky through. (He ends the call.) Stupid cow. Don’t mind me.




He takes a big swig of drink.





Simon   I did a project in Manchester recently and the people I interviewed didn’t open up in the same way that they do in Liverpool.


Jack   Well …


Josie   Don’t get me Uncle Jack started on a whole Liverpool versus Manchester thing. Or the Tories.


Simon   It’s not about that. There’s this idea that because a lot of people worked in the mills in Manchester, which were so noisy you couldn’t hear, and they’d be at work for twelve hours a day and wouldn’t speak. So maybe their oral skills didn’t develop so much through lack of use. Some of them did that mouthing thing Les Dawson used to do. You know, where you don’t say words but you – (mouthing quietly) ‘mouth them’.


Josie   Me mum does that. Whenever she says if someone’s – (mouthing quietly) ‘black’.


Veronica   Do I? 


Simon   So they could be understood over the noise and maybe that’s been passed on. But Liverpool had the docks which were so public and almost a performance. They’d be sitting round a lot waiting for the next ship to come in, so maybe this brought out their creativity in banter and storytelling. Only a couple of generations ago a lot of Liverpool was illiterate. You didn’t need to read or write to do these jobs and everyone communicated by speech and story.


Maggie   Really?


Simon   A lot of dockers were Irish, or of Irish descent, and there’s real tradition of storytelling in Irish culture. Though a lot of Mancunians are from Irish descent too. (To Maggie.) I’d love to find out what it’s like to live here, in this same house all your life. If you’re up for it.


Veronica   If these walls could talk. I’ve got tons of stories. I’d love to chat, when d’you wanna meet?


Eric   Is this really the right time to be asking this?


Simon   Oh sorry, I …


Eric   We’ve just buried our mother here.


Simon   I really didn’t mean …


Eric   Now’s not the time or the place.




Simon opens his mouth to say something just as singing starts from the next room. A couple of drunken voices are singing ‘If You’re Irish Come into the Parlour’. They listen for a moment. We hear part of the first verse.





Drunks   (singing, off)


If you’re Irish come into the parlour –


Jack   That’s all we need. Anything but ‘If You’re Irish Come into the Parlour.’ (To Eric.) It’ll be your …


Eric   I’d better go and take her home. I’ll see you all later. 




Eric rushes off to the front room.





Drunks  (singing, off)








– There’s a welcome there for you;


If your name is Timothy or Pat,


So long as you come from Ireland,


There’s a welcome on the mat …













The singing continues but is less audible.





Maggie   Be ‘Danny Boy’ next.


Veronica   Someone’s even trying harmonies in there.




Jack looks down the hall to see that Eric’s not about.





Jack   I’ve got a great story for you. About when our relatives came over from Ireland.


Maggie   How many times? It’s not even true.


Veronica   Shush you. (To Simon.) You’ll like this.


Jack   This is the only bit of family history we know. So our great-great-grandad came over here from Ireland, you know, to get away from the spud famine. Nothing very surprising there I know. He’d bought tickets to New York and most ships stopped off here on the way. But he was sold a ticket to here under the belief that this was New York. And he believed it.


Simon   No?


Jack   He wouldn’t hear anything different. No matter how many times he was told. He went to his grave still believing this was New York.


Veronica   How stupid can you get?


Jack   He wasn’t all there …




Jack carries on talking and gesticulating but we can’t hear him. The singing continues louder. 


A rumble starts under the house. We focus on Maggie as she looks round the kitchen. Taking in the room and her brothers and sister.


At the open back door a young girl appears, aged eight. It’s a young Maggie. She stands and looks out. Both Maggies do a nervous wringing action with their hands at the same time. It’s clear it’s the young Maggie. Senior Maggie watches her young self as she comes into the room and appears to be listening to Jack.


Senior Maggie looks out as the rumble and the singing grow louder, odder and more intense. Something is brewing. Her breathing becomes heavy, she looks fearful. It reaches a crescendo. Blackout.
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