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Caribbean Contemporary Classics



Introduction


Over the last century, Caribbean authors, overflowing with stories about the life and society around them, have written many great and enduring works of literature. The Caribbean novels in this Caribbean Contemporary Classics collection were written from around the mid-1900s to the present day, and we are proud to publish them. They serve as unique and personal records and are also works of art, running parallel to what historians say about the region, and revealing to wider audiences the depth and brilliancy of generations of Caribbean writers.


The novels in this collection are re-issued in their original forms even though some words and phrases may seem derogatory in the eyes of modern readers. Some words have been partially redacted, but none have been removed. We acknowledge the sensitivities of persons who have experienced discrimination especially in the verbal form and would like to state without reservation that the publisher in no way supports discrimination against any persons or groups of persons by the publication of these works. As in all works of literature, the language used in these novels reflects the authors’ experiences and insights and forms an integral part of the text they set out to produce.


As the publisher, we have followed a number of principles in bringing these works to a wider audience. First, it is important to us to allow readers to interpret the authors’ words in the context of the story as a whole, reflected through the readers’ own experience, but without trying to dictate what that interpretation should be. Second, we respect the authors’ integrity and their intellectual property. Third, we believe it to be important to experience works of art from specific geographic and historical contexts in their original form. The choice, as we see it, is whether to publish the book or not, rather than whether to change its language or not. In the present series, we have opted to publish a series of books which we believe to be significant, valued and important parts of the canon. They are rich, engaging and luminous works, in the authors’ authentic voices, and we offer them to readers in the hope that they will delight, entertain and inform.
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OLD STORY TIME





First performed in Nassau at the Dundas Centre for the Performing Arts by the Bahamas Drama Circle on 19th April 1979 with the following cast:


PA BEN: Winston Saunders


GEORGE: John Trainer


MAMA (MISS AGGY): Pandora Gomez


LEN: Calvin Cooper


LOIS: Gwen Kelly


PEARL: Joan Vanderpool


Directed by: Trevor D. Rhone




The setting


Three frames and some very basic wooden furniture against a black backdrop and black wing ﬂats make up the simple setting. Up Right two frames joined together, one angled Down Right, and the other running toward Up Right Centre, suggest the exterior–interior of MAMA’s house, and later the interior of LEN’s house. A sliding door, not in use when the area is used as MAMA’s house, ﬁts into the frame angled Down Right. A picture of Jesus hangs on the wall. During ‘Change the house round’, the picture is reversed to reveal LEN’s college diploma. Reversible panels hang on either side of the door. For MAMA’s house they are painted to suggest peeling wattle-and-daub walls; for LEN’s house they are painted to suggest a marble ﬁnish.


Supports and cross-pieces serve as shelves on the frame running toward Up Right Centre. An old curtain hung in the centre of the frame reﬂects MAMA’s poverty. The curtain is removed during ‘Change the house round’ to reveal books, candle-holders, a vase, etc.


The third frame Down Left suggests PA BEN’s old house. It stands on a six-inch raised level which serves as his verandah. A practical window in two halves opens out towards the audience. The open door is cut into the frame. This area remains constant throughout.


The area in front of the stage – that is, between the stage and the ﬁrst row of chairs (normally reserved for the orchestra pit) – serves as part of the playing area.







Furniture


MAMA’S HOUSE




	
(i)   An old bureau


	
(ii)  A low bench





PA BEN’S AREA




	
(i)   Two old wooden chairs on his verandah


	
(ii)  A piece of furniture Up Left that serves as storage for his tobacco, etc.





LEN’S HOUSE/GEORGE’S OFFICE IN THE BANK. The areas are freely interchangeable.




	
(i)   A coffee table


	
(ii)  Four wooden chairs; three serve as a sofa Centre Stage behind the coffee table.


	
(iii) A small table and the fourth wooden chair serve as the ofﬁce furniture in GEORGE’s bank, and as part of LEN’s living area.


	
(iv) The piece of furniture Up Left and the wooden stool serve as a bar in LEN’s house.





With proper design and construction, the same piece of furniture serves as the bureau in MAMA’s house, as well as the table in LEN’s house/the Bank. Also, the coffee table covered with matting serves as the low bench in MAMA’s house.







Costumes


Thorough research will help in the accuracy of the designs. It is important to reﬂect the dress styles of the past.


I suggest a simple device to help the ﬂashbacks in the play, which is the use of red-coloured accessories, e.g. when MAMA (Miss Aggy) in Act One re-enacts the scene in which Mr Mac encouraged her to buy a house for her son, she replaces her black hat with a red one, removing it at the end of the sequence.


LEN, as a boy, dresses in the style of thirty-odd years ago. As an adult, he dresses in the mode of the successful banker in today’s world. A red school cap helps the transition in Act Two – Scene One.


PA BEN: Old baggy pants, a time-worn shirt, along with an old-fashioned jacket. An old felt hat completes him.


PEARL, as a teenager, dresses in the style of thirty-odd years ago. Her clothes are well worn, however. As pregnant PEARL, in her early twenties, her dress is even more tattered. As old, she is literally dressed in rags. Though only in her forties, she looks much older.


THE REAL ESTATE DEVELOPER: smart and modern.


MARGARET: dresses expensively in the style of thirty-odd years ago, and most importantly, a ﬂowing hairpiece.


LOIS: expensively modern.


MAMA: market-lady attire, head-tie, apron, old shoes, etc. Her torn clothes are simply cut from inexpensive material.


GEORGE: expensive-looking suits, ties, etc.


When the actors sit round PA BEN as the villagers, they wear street clothes that facilitate quick changes to the roles they will play, e.g. the actress playing MAMA needs only to add an apron to become the market lady.


All of the characters are black except GEORGE, a high brown man, and MARGARET, a fair-skinned girl. The same actress plays PEARL, the REAL ESTATE DEVELOPER and MARGARET. Ideally, a fair-skinned girl should play the part (it is easier to make her look black than to make a black girl look fair-skinned).















[image: ]
ACT ONE


1.1







Scene One


[The stage and auditorium go to black. In the darkness we hear the actors singing a quiet, lyrical folk song. Very soon we see the glow of PA BEN’s lantern.]


PA BEN: [Over the song, sings] Old Story Time. Old Story Time.


[As he enters the auditorium, the lights come up fully on him.]




[Speaks] Evening, one and all. Everybody hearty? What happen, you people mouth join church or what? You don’t have voice to answer me? Everybody hearty? [The actors respond ‘Yes, Pa Ben’.] That’s better. [To the audience] Make yourselves comfortable on them nice chairs. You people lucky, years ago when A was a boy and A use to go to listen to story, it was never in no fancy place like this, with all them pretty fandangles, pretty lights and whatnot. No, sir.





[The actors in the play start appearing from various directions and start moving to the Storyteller’s area, where they will become PA BEN’s immediate audience.]




On an evening in the district, we would gather at the village square, everybody gather round the shop piazza, some sit ’pon old drum, others ’pon the old crocus bags ﬁlled with salt, everybody chatting, some meddling in people’s business, others giving remembrance to who dead the week before, who saw the ghost and what not, and my father was the chief Storyteller when him feel in the mood. [PA BEN leaves the auditorium and goes up to his storytelling area.] But A tell you, give him a bottle of whites, an’ two twos him was slap bang in the mood. He hem.





VILLAGE/ACTORS: Him clear him throat.


PA BEN: And that was the signal to launch into a story. Who present would run go call the rest.


ACTRESS WHO WILL PLAY LOIS: [Running to call off] Pa Ben ready! Run come! Story time!


PA BEN: An’ mi father would wax warm, him mind ’pon the story an’ one eye ’pon the young gal them. Ah boy, those were the days. Yes, A can still hear the bamboo clarinet, and the ﬁfe a whistle, and the drum a lick, an’ A can still see miself dress up in all mi ﬁnery stepping into the dance yard. [He re-enacts the memory.] And in those days they had a new fancy dance called the ‘corkscrew’, and A was the champion corkscrewer. [He dances, much to the delight of his audience who tease him, ‘Watch your back, Pa Ben, careful, Pa Ben,’ etc.] If any of you young gals here don’t believe me, then meet me when the story done! Yes, those were the days. Good times and bad times, no opportunity for us black people, no water, no road, no ’lectric light. Sweet-mouth politician promise to bring down the moon, cut it up and hang it ’pon stick so we could read Bible when night come. Ah boy, sixty years later, they don’t even cut the stick yet. Ah well, that is another story.


ACTOR WHO WILL PLAY GEORGE: So how you use to read?


PA BEN: With mi bottle lamp. And in war days when oil short, A catch two ﬁreﬂy, put them in a bottle, light up the place same way. Ah boy, war days, no ﬂour, no saltﬁsh, no soap, the shops empty, but that too is another story.


ACTRESS WHO WILL PLAY PEARL: Howdy, Pa Ben. [As she comes on]


PA BEN: All well. All well. Come sit down. A ready for you. Open this for me. [Giving her his bottle of white rum] The tongue nuh fully oil yet, but A going to begin. [PEARL returns the opened bottle to PA BEN. He takes a big swig, to more comments from his audience, ‘Mind you rotten out yuh liver’, ‘Him don’t have no liver’, etc. The over one hundred per cent proof rum makes him temporarily lose his voice but he quickly recovers. He signals to the actress who will play MAMA. They whisper momentarily and she goes off.] A did live in a certain big yard, next door to some a the people who the story concern, so you see A have ﬁrst-hand knowledge. What A don’t know as a fact, A will make up as A go along, and if A can’t do it by miself, mi friend here will help me. [Indicating his rum bottle] Now how the tune go again?


ACTRESS WHO WILL PLAY PEARL: Me know, me know. [She jumps up and immediately starts to sing a very uptempo blues version of the folk song, with much body gyration.]




Once upon a time
There was a merry ol’ time
The monkey chew tobacco
And he spit white lime.





[The actors/villagers listen to the version of the song, bemused.]


PA BEN: That is not the tune.


ACTOR WHO WILL PLAY GEORGE: No, but it sound nice. [They all join in.] The bull frog jump from bank to bank … [They start going off.]


PA BEN: An’ he never touch water. [He chants] Ol’ Story Time. Ol’ Story Time [as he goes into his house.]


[The lights come up on the rest of the stage as MAMA, endearingly called Miss Aggy by PA BEN and Miss G by the others, enters, dressed in her market wear. A basket sits on top of her head; she carries another in her hand. She looks tired as if at the end of a long journey. She comes on, sets her baskets down on the bench, then calls …]


MAMA: Len! [Pause] Don’t tell me him not here. Lennie! [Pause] Watch me an’ him today. Lennard! After I tell him to stay in the house an’ study him book, [She starts looking around the yard for him.] him make me come back an’ don’t ﬁnd him in the yard. [She calls out once more.] Lennard! [Pause] Lennard! Pa Ben, Pa Ben! [She calls across the yard.]


PA BEN: Oi.


MAMA: You see Lennard?


PA BEN: A think him went to market wid you.


MAMA: No. A left him here to study him book.


PA BEN: Him about. So how was the market?


MAMA: Couldn’t be worse this week. A had to give away half of the things, jus’ so A never had to carry them back. An’ like a bad luck, the damn jackass foot go lame up on me, an’ me had to trot the ten mile come home.


PA BEN: Lawd.


MAMA: What to do? Anyway, A bring something for you.


PA BEN: Is what?


MAMA: Wait, nuh. [She digs into her basket. He cleans his hands on his clothes in anticipation. She hands him a big hymn book.]


PA BEN: For me? Thank you. [He opens the book.] Nice print. [A hymn catches his eye and he sings.] ‘Rock of ages cleft for me …’


MAMA: So you going to service tomorrow?


PA BEN: A not to make up mi mind yet. [He goes into his little house.]


MAMA: Is fourth Sunday, so Reverend Greaves should come up.


PA BEN: Then I have to try an’ go.


MAMA: [As she watches him go off] Try. Old devil! A going down the road to look see if A see the one Lennard. [She takes the market basket offstage.]


PA BEN: [He opens his window and looks out at her.] Buy penny oil, hapenny salt, an’ quattie bread for me. See the money here. [Taking out a handkerchief. The money is securely knotted in it.]


MAMA: All right. Where A leave the switch? [As she hunts around for it]


PA BEN: Nuh worry beat him.


MAMA: If him can’t hear him mus’ feel. [As she is going off] Is you help spoil him.


PA BEN: Lawd! Harass the poor boy so!


MAMA: [As she is leaving she sees a switch on the lower level.] Ah, see it here. Wait till A catch up with him, A going to scour his behind for him this evening.


PA BEN: [Speaking directly to the audience] If A had mi wits about me, A would save the boy a licking that evening. A should tell him mother that is me send him out. A have to ﬁnd him before she catch up with him. Lennie! [As he goes off calling. MAMA can also be heard calling offstage, ‘Lennard!’]


[LEN chases PEARL on from Up Left. He catches up with her and touches her on her bosom.]


LEN: Touch. [Both laughing like mad] Okay, your time.


PEARL: All right.


LEN: Come on then. [He presents his pelvic area for her to touch.]


PEARL: [Feigns at touching, then suddenly lunges at him] Touch!


LEN: You never touch.


PEARL: Touch.


LEN: I ﬁnish play.


PEARL: You have to go home?


LEN: No.


PEARL: Yuh mother must be soon come from market.


LEN: So?


PEARL: I know what will happen if she come home and don’t ﬁnd you.


LEN: She can’t do me nutten.


PEARL: Except tie you to the bed-head and murder you.


LEN: Tie who?


PEARL: You same one. Go on like you is a big man.


LEN: Big man, yes.


PEARL: In yuh pants.


LEN: You want to see it? [He chases her threateningly.]


PEARL: You too rude. Play bad when yuh mother not around. Is only because she gone to market why you manage to t’ief out.


LEN: I don’t have to t’ief out.


PEARL: So you say, but everybody notice how since you get to go to the high school, how she strict with you more than ever, like she don’t want you to mash ants. You mus’ just primps. Is like you turning into a real high posh. Hoititoity. All drudge shoes!


LEN: You see me have on shoes?


PEARL: You hide them up the road man; when is time to go home, you put them on. Go home.


LEN: I go home when I ready.


PEARL: All right. Come we go down by the river. [As she walks and stands directly in front of him. Their bodies are very close. They are both laughing.]


LEN: So come we go.


PEARL: A don’t want yuh mother to beat you, you know. [As she pushes herself even closer to him]


LEN: Last one reach is a dead dog! [They race off, then freeze on the spot. When they break the freeze they are in the river, playing away, commenting on how cold the water is, accusing each other of wetting each other’s hair, etc. MAMA appears behind them.]


MAMA: Jesus Saviour, pilot me. [The playing ceases immediately. PEARL scampers off. Len attempts to run away.] Don’t bother to run. If you run A murder you tonight. Come here. [He comes slowly and tentatively towards her. She grabs him.] Don’t A tell you not to leave the house? Don’t A tell you to stay in the house an’ study yuh books?


LEN: A was studying all morning, Mama. A just came out for a little breeze.


MAMA: Well then, feel the breeze! [As she beats him] Don’t A tell you … Don’t mix up … Don’t carouse. Who is di gal?


LEN: Is Miss Esmeralda daughter, Pearl, Mama.


MAMA: Pearl? An’ what you is to she?


LEN: She is mi friend, Mama.


MAMA: Miss Esmeralda frowsy-tail, jiggerfoot, jeysey-ears, board head gal is your friend? Where is yuh ambition? You don’t have any ambition? After A struggle out mi soul case to send you to big shot high school, you come home come mix up with that little dry-head gal? How much time A must tell you, don’t mix up with the little dutty black gal dem in the district? How much time A must tell you, anything black nuh good? She is no advancement. It look like A will have to beat it into you. [She drags him up.] A will hang you, you know. Them little dry-head gal will drag you down! [As she pushes him to the ground again] You think A want to treat you like this? A only want what is best for you. Trust Mama. Mama knows best. Leave out the dutty black gal them, concentrate on yuh books, for life is hard when you black, but with a little education you still have a chance. When time come for you to have girlfriend, A have a nice girl pick out for you. Miss Margaret, Reverend Greaves’ daughter, a nice brown girl with tall hair down to her back. She is advancement, you hear me. [She picks him up.]


LEN: Yes, Mama.


[MAMA shoves him off home. As they are going she continues]


MAMA: Miss Margaret. You hear what A tell you? Miss Margaret. Miss Margaret.


LEN: Yes, Mama. [As she hits him a series of blows going off]


PA BEN: [Coming on to his area] Miss Margaret. Miss Margaret. That’s all could ring in the boy’s ears, year after year. Miss Margaret. Like a drum. [He comes directly down to the audience.] You have to understand Miss Aggy. She wouldn’t even have a black chicken in her yard. One chop, off with the head. Miss Margaret was like an obsession with her. The years went by, and the boy study him books, day and night, an’ him pass all him exams with ﬂying colours, yet still him couldn’t get a job in the bank. But later for that. One day A happen to be in a next district about three miles from here, and A happen to see the boy with a pretty black girl. We two eyes make four, an’ him beg me not to say anything to him mother, and A kept him secret. In fact, A became him confederate, carry message, arrange meeting, dat sort a thing, till one day the boy announce say him get scholarship to go to foreign to further him studies. Three or four weeks after him leave the pretty black girl send to call me, Miss Lois was her name, an’ she give me a letter from Missa Lenny, telling me thanks for everything. One thing him beg me. Don’t tell him mother say A hear from him. It was a hard secret to keep, but A couldn’t bruck it. As the months went by Miss Aggy still got no proper word from the boy. She worry till she all take in sick. [MAMA enters through the door Up Right looking sick and forlorn: She sits on the low bench with her back to the audience.] But still A had to hold mi tongue. Why was he carrying feelings for her? All A could do was to try and comfort her.


[He leaves the lower area and goes towards his house, calling out to her.]




Miss Aggy!





MAMA: How you do, Pa Ben?


PA BEN: All well. All well. [He continues into his house to get a basket of peas and returns almost immediately.] How is the feeling an’ you?


MAMA: So so, thank God. [She leaves her area and comes over to him.]


PA BEN: You went back to the doctor? [He sits on a chair beside his little house and starts to shell the peas.]


MAMA: Waste mi money an’ go. Him say is all in mi mind.


PA BEN: Worrination. Yes, is a bad sickness. Stop fret yuhself. Missa Lenny soon write.


MAMA: A convince more an’ more say something bad happen to him. [She sits on a stool beside him and starts to help him shell the peas.]


PA BEN: No. Nutten nuh happen. Me sure a dat.


MAMA: How you so sure?


PA BEN: Me just sure.


MAMA: Den why him nuh write? Is over a year now since him gone, an’ all A get is one postcard say him reach. Lawd a mercy!


PA BEN: Nuh cry.


MAMA: A worry, A fret, A pray.


PA BEN: Is all right.


MAMA: Mass Len wouldn’t neglect me so. Him know I would be worried. All sorts of things going through mi head. A wonder if him dead?


PA BEN: Nuh think dat.


MAMA: The only other thing left to think is that. Lawd!


PA BEN: What now?


MAMA: Say that somebody in the district burn a candle on his head.


PA BEN: Miss G, shame on you! Who in the district would do a thing like that? [He goes to the little storage area by his house to look for his tobacco.]


MAMA: Plenty a them right here, smile up with me to mi face, but in they heart they malice me off, jealous say mi son doing too well. Me nuh forget the time when him did win the scholarship to the high school. Now him get scholarship again gone to University, they will do anything to bring me down. Me nuh trus’ them.


PA BEN: You suspect anybody in particular?


MAMA: Everybody. Them will do it.


PA BEN: Me too?


MAMA: Excep’ you.


[The girl PEARL whom we saw as LEN’S playmate goes by the house. She is now no longer young and lively, but a broken-down shell of her old self, pregnant, and very laden down. She crosses the stage on the lower level during her conversation with MAMA.]


PEARL: Howdy, Miss G.


MAMA: Is who that now?


PA BEN: A don’t catch the voice.


PEARL: Howdy, Pa Ben.


PA BEN: All well. All well.


PEARL: How the feeling an’ you, ma’am?


MAMA: Bearing up.


PEARL: [Stopping to ask] An’ how Missa Lenny when you hear?


MAMA: Oh, couldn’t be better. Got a letter from him only last week. Doing well with him lessons. Say to tell everybody howdy.


PEARL: Thank him, Ma’am, an’ when you write, say we all proud a him, an’ him mus’ take care a himself.


MAMA: A will tell him.


PEARL: All right then, Ma’am, me gone again.


MAMA: Walk good. [As PEARL goes, PA BEN looks at MAMA in amazement.] It hurts mi soul case to tell lie, but what else me can do? Me nuh want them to spread it around the district say him dash me ’way. Me just have to keep up the pretence.


PA BEN: Me understan’. Is who the person?


MAMA: Miss Esmeralda daughter. The one they call Pearl.


PA BEN: She? A thought the face look familiar, like somebody me know, but what a way she mash up! Nuh young somebody?


MAMA: Bad life.


PA BEN: Enh?


MAMA: Batter batter, she batter batter. Me nuh know why she asking me for Mass Len. After them nuh quabs.


PA BEN: She mash up bad. Nuh person the same age as Missa Lenny?


MAMA: Few months apart. She nuh more than twenty you see her there. So the ol’ careless boy them lash her, is so she breed. A ﬁve children she have so far, an’ it look to me as if she going up again.


PA BEN: Yes, it look to me as if she taking spring. The young girls of today don’t know when to lock them leg. [He rests his hand on MAMA’S thigh. She looks at him, then removes it.]


MAMA: When me look on her, an’ think say if me never did ﬁght an’ struggle with the one Mass Len, all now him would be knocking ’bout the district a turn wutliss like the rest a them.


PA BEN: You put him in the right direction. You ﬁnish? [Taking the basket with the peas]


MAMA: Aye. [He takes the basket into his house.] The one thing leave to complete him now is for him to married to the nice brown girl with hair down to her back that me pick out for him.


PA BEN: [Opens the window and looks out at her] Yuh mind still set on the Reverend daughter, eh?


MAMA: Is mi dream. What an excitement that would be in the district. Banquet upon banquet. Is then the people in the district would malice me off.


PA BEN: [Returns and stands by his open door] Missa Lenny did intimate anything about Miss Margaret before him leave?


MAMA: Me did pry him, but him never say much.


PA BEN: What him say exactly?


MAMA: Well, when me pry him, all A could hear him say was, ‘Arrr y say Mama’.


PA BEN: Say what Miss G? [As he walks towards her]


MAMA: A so me hear, a so me tell you. [PA BEN repeats it as well.] I put it down to say him was concentrating so hard on him books. ’Member how him use to lock up all day, all night a study? Most o’ the times A didn’t want to disturb him, so I would keep mi distance.


PA BEN: [Sitting beside her] I can understand that, but him was a little too withdrawn, too quiet. It wasn’t natural.


MAMA: Come to think of it, I agree with you. Maybe he over-concentrate on him lessons that him mind was like … Pa Ben?


PA BEN: Yes, Miss Aggy.


MAMA: A wonder if the books ﬂy up in him head and mad him? Is that!


PA BEN: Come now, Miss Aggy.


MAMA: [Repeats LEN’S inarticulateness] ‘Arrr y say Mama’. That nuh the ﬁrst sign of madness?


PA BEN: Yuh mind playing tricks on you.


MAMA: No! Nice quiet dutiful loving boy. [As she cries]


PA BEN: Think about something else. Don’t forget is Pa Zaccy nine night tonight.


MAMA: Is eight days already?


PA BEN: Come, we going to sing Sankey tonight. [He starts singing and dancing.]




Rice an’ peas
Rice an’ peas
An’ coconut oil
Hard dough bread
An’ Johnny cake





[He tries to get her involved in the little song till she gives in. They sing for a little while, till she breaks.]


MAMA: A don’t feel up to it.


PA BEN: You mus’ be forget how Pa Zaccy was cantankerous when he was living, quick to take umbrage at any little slight. Now him dead, him duppy going to be miserable. You better go pay yuh respects an’ give him a good send-off. If not, you know him will take up residence on yuh doorstep an’ haunt you for the rest a yuh days. And anyway is a good opportunity to send a message to the boy.


MAMA: Send message with who?


PA BEN: Pa Zaccy. You forget he was a ol time postman. [PA BEN laughs at his joke.] As a matter of fact, I better give him a tot to sweeten him up. [He drops a few drops from his bottle to the ground.]


MAMA: Lawd, Pa Ben, you too bad! Take bad things make joke. What I would do without you, all the same? Take mi mind off the boy. A going to tie mi head and come.


[She gets up to go into her house.]


PA BEN: Yes, I have to go spruce up and sweeten up miself to.


[He resets the stage, putting the chairs back in place. PEARL is heard calling off.]


PEARL: Miss G?


PA BEN: Come, sweetheart.


PEARL: Postmistress send this for Miss G. [He takes the letter and examines it. PEARL is curious.]


PA BEN: Thank you, sweetheart. [She goes.] Miss Aggy! Miss Aggy! [With great excitement]


MAMA: [Off] Pa Ben, what’s all the excitement?


PA BEN: A letter come.


MAMA: From foreign?


PA BEN: Air mail, an’ the king picture ’pon the stamp.


MAMA: [Coming out with great speed and in much ﬂutter] Mass Len! Holy fathers in heaven! Thank you, Jesus! [She kisses the letter.] You answer mi prayer.


PA BEN: Thank you, brother Zaccy. [Sprinkling a little of his rum on the ground] Open it, nuh, Miss G?


MAMA: A too nervous. Open it for me. [Handing him back the letter] Woi, woi, woi!


PA BEN: Calm down. Calm down.


MAMA: Say is good news. Is good news? Him hearty? Him ’member me? What him say? Mi heart! [PA BEN opens letter very gingerly] Quick, man!


PA BEN: A coming. Give me a little time. A nervous too, you know. [He gets it open.]


MAMA: A can’t read it. Read it for me.


PA BEN: But you know mi eyes dark.


MAMA: Tell me what it say.


PA BEN: If A had mi spectacles …


MAMA: Try an’ make it out.


PA BEN: All right. Mek A see. [As he unfolds the letter, a pound note falls out.] Money!


MAMA: Money?


PA BEN: Him send money.


MAMA: Where him get money sen’ for me an’ him not working? [She puts the money away in her bosom.] What him say?


PA BEN: The right-hand corner up the top say ‘At school’ an’ the date. The lef -hand corner say ‘Dear …’


MAMA: Mama.


PA BEN: No. ‘Mother.’


MAMA: ‘Mother?’ Go on.


PA BEN: ‘I am ﬁne.’


MAMA: Praise the Lord!


PA BEN: ‘Hope you are well.’


MAMA: A feel better already.


PA BEN: ‘Enclose see pound sign. One. Busy. Len.’


MAMA: Aye. Mi son remember me. Thank you, Jesus. [She is lost in reverie and joy, till slowly she realises that the letter is ﬁnished.] Dat’s all? [He shows it to her.] Him don’t even ask how you do. For nobody. Him don’t tell me not even love. Just ‘Len’, dry so.


PA BEN: Him busy, as him say, with him books.


MAMA: Yes, is dat. At least him not dead.


PA BEN: An’ him send money.


MAMA: The money is no comfort to me. After so long this is all me get. ‘I am ﬁne. Hope you are well. Busy. Len.’ [She goes to Pa Ben and gives him the letter.] No, Pa Ben, something deﬁnitely wrong. Somebody or something turning mi son against me.


PA BEN: No, Miss Aggy. Don’t think that.


MAMA: I am convinced of it. Evil forces at work.


PA BEN: Put that thought out yuh head.


MAMA: Sweet loving boy when him leave Jamaica. Woi! Them light candle ’pon him head. Woi!


[As she bawls, PA BEN becomes aware that PEARL is watching.]


PA BEN: Miss Aggy. [MAMA looks to see PEARL disappearing.]


MAMA: Lawd a mercy! If the news get out, me done for. Come, we have to buy her silence.


[As they go chasing after PEARL, MAMA goes into her bosom for the pound note. Lights go down, then up almost immediately.]


PA BEN: So said, so done. It wasn’t easy, ‘cause the one Pearl was carrying feelings in her heart against Miss Aggy. But A counsel the chile an’ she keep her mouth shut. If that news did get out, it would spread like bush ﬁre, an’ if somehow people did learn that the boy was in contact with me, then them would say is me obeah him, so that night A write to Missa Lenny an’ beg him to make the peace with him mother. Him listen to me an’ the letters start to come more frequent, an’ Miss Aggy start to feel better in herself, the colour come back into her cheeks, and as the years went by, letter come from all over the place, as far as Africa. A nuh little fret we fret for him, for we know say if lion or tiger never eat him raw, the savages in the bush would catch him, cook him up as stew an’ devour him. Praises be, him escape. Some photo him send we, native with face paint up an’ just one little piece a cloth wrap aroun’ them private, but as to the woman them, woi, the whole a them titty out a door, naked as day. Miss Aggy turn her eye, but me look. Me nuh know what me would do with miself if me was to go to all them places. The thought of them eating me! Anyway as luck would have it, Missa Lenny never tarry too long on the dark continent. Two twos him was back in England, an’ we gave thanks for his deliverance, an’ there was no further cause for alarm or concern, till one evening …


MAMA: Woi. Pa Ben?


PA BEN: Oi.


MAMA: Come quick.


PA BEN: What happen? Is what?


MAMA: [Holding her belly and bawling] Woi!


PA BEN: What happen?


MAMA: Now A know. Yes, A know.


PA BEN: Know what?


MAMA: A know is who obeah mi son.


PA BEN: Say what?


MAMA: A have the proof.


PA BEN: Say what!


MAMA: See her there [Handing PA BEN a photograph]


PA BEN: Mass Len, married?


MAMA: Is the gal in the picture. Is she.


PA BEN: Miss Lois.


MAMA: Miss who?


PA BEN: Ahm …


MAMA: You know her?


PA BEN: No, me nuh know her.


MAMA: Then how come you call her name?


PA BEN: How me mus’ call her name if me nuh know her? What name me call?


MAMA: You said Miss Lois.


PA BEN: Miss Lois? No, me said ‘Jesus Christ!’


MAMA: Me could swear you say ‘Miss Lois’.


PA BEN: You must open yuh ears when me talk.


MAMA: Me nuh care what she name. Me nuh want her beside mi son. [She tears the photograph in two, throwing the part with Lois on the ﬂoor.]


PA BEN: Shame on you, Miss Aggy. Before you happy for the boy, you come with yuh nonsense. [Picking up the torn photograph]


MAMA: Nonsense. Shut yuh mouth. A know what A talking about. After I drum it into him head that anything black nuh good, I know is no way him could pick up that of him own free will. [Pointing to the torn photograph in PA BEN‘S hand]


PA BEN: The boy daddy was a black man. Is obeah you did obeah him?


MAMA: Black was good enough for me. It not good enough for him. There was better for him. [To herself] What happen to Miss Margaret?


PA BEN: The boy make him own choice.


MAMA: What happen to Miss Margaret? [She continues bemoaning the loss of Miss Margaret.]


PA BEN: Times changing, Miss Aggy. You have to move with the times. Stop living in the past. Any black woman that did marry the boy, you would jump to the same conclusion. You nuh see that don’t make nuh sense. You nuh see that is ignorance.


MAMA: Is who you calling ignorance? Is who? Kirrout! Is my son and it don’t concern you, so mind yuh own business and leave mi property.


PA BEN: You have to face up to the truth.


MAMA: What more truth I need? Me nuh forget the years when the boy did cut me off!


PA BEN: Examine yuhself.


MAMA: Leave mi property!


PA BEN: Miss Aggy?


MAMA: Get off!


PA BEN: What’s so wrong if the boy just want to marry somebody who look like him own mother, eh? Put that in yuh pipe an’ smoke it! [He storms out, but storms right back.] An’ before you make yuh next move an’ go set evil forces at work to try an’ hit back at the chile, consider the one chance you might be wrong, an’ when you done consider that, consider the consequences.


[He storms out again.]


MAMA: [Pause. Quietly to herself, bewildered] But I only wanted what was best for him.


PA BEN: [Pushing out the windows of his house, he speaks to the audience.] Is years now I never had occasion to lose mi temper, but she make me so mad.


[MAMA sits with her back to the audience and starts to change her scarf.]


PA BEN: [Coming through the door of his little house] A year go by, and not a word pass between us. One piece a malice she keep up on me. A try to talk to her. [He walks over to her space.] Morning, Miss Aggy. [MAMA’S head ﬂashes around only to ﬂash back again. She does not return the greeting. PA BEN returns to the audience.] It hurt mi soul case how she was going on. [MAMA changes her scarf again.] After all, she was mi best friend. A had to keep trying, for me is not one to keep up malice. [He goes across to her space again.] Evening, Miss Aggy.


MAMA: [Turning very slowly to him] Evening.


PA BEN: [He is stopped in his tracks and needs his chair for support.] A frighten till A almost faint when she answer me, an’ is so we start up again till we start exchange two, three words, but never ’bout the marriage or anything to do with Mass Len, but A know she never go to the obeah man to go hit back at the girl. A guess the one chance that she could have been wrong make her stay her hand. Is a terrible thing when you go to the obeah man to seek vengeance, an’ it turn roun’ an’ come back at you, but A know that in her heart of hearts she was still carrying feelings for the chile. The months turn to years, then one day out of the blue …


[LEN enters, dressed in a three-piece suit, carrying a small box.]


LEN: Mama.


PA BEN: Missa Lenny?


LEN: Hello, sir.


PA BEN: Wo yoi! Miss Aggy, come look. [To LEN] Is Missa Lenny?


LEN: Yes, sir.


PA BEN: Wo yoi! [As he holds him, kisses him, dances with him] You ’member me?


LEN: How could I forget you, sir?


PA BEN: Nuh worry with nuh ‘sir’ business. I is Pa Ben.


LEN: Pa Ben.


MAMA: Pa Ben, what you was calling me for? [Then she sees her son.] Lord have mercy [very quietly].


LEN: Mama! [They hug each other tightly.]


MAMA: Mass Len! [She cries.] Mi heart!


LEN: You okay, Mama?


MAMA: Joy, Mass Len. Joy. How you do?


LEN: Fine, Mama.


MAMA: Mi one son.


LEN: How are you, Mama?


MAMA: Give God thanks to set eyes on you again.


LEN: You look well, Mama, not a day older.


PA BEN: Me take care a her, son.


MAMA: [Good naturedly] Get out a mi life. [To LEN] Son!


LEN: Mama.


PA BEN: Then let him go now, nuh, Miss Aggy?


MAMA: [Good naturedly] Come out a mi life.


PEARL: [Entering on the lower level] Morning, Miss G.


MAMA: Morning, Miss Pearl. Miss Pearl, look who come!


PEARL: But stop, is Missa Lenny?


PA BEN: You nuh have eyes to see!


MAMA: You ’member Miss Pearl?


[They look at each other for a little while. PEARL, who is again heavily pregnant, looks twice her age. Her foot is bandaged.]


LEN: How are you?


PEARL: Me hearty.


LEN: And the children?


PEARL: Them hearty too.


LEN: How many you have now?


PEARL: Is eleven me gone. This one will make the dozen.


PA BEN: She all have two called Paul.


PEARL: Me like the name. [They all laugh, except LEN who laughs a little embarrassedly.] Well, me on a little haste, so me gone again. Is nice to see you, Mass Len.


LEN: Take care of yourself.


PEARL: All right, sir. [As she is going]


MAMA: Give her something, nuh, Mass Len? [Calling after her] Miss Pearl!


LEN: Here you are, for the baby when it comes. [PA BEN and MAMA hug each other excitedly.]


PEARL: Thank you, sir, the Lord will bless you. [LEN watches her go.]


PA BEN: Me a run down by the bush, see if A can get a few starapples for you. A don’t forget how you did love them when you was a boy.


LEN: True, sir. I brought something for you as well, sir.


PA BEN: When A come back, man. Miss Aggy. [As he points a ﬁnger at her]


MAMA: Come we go inside so we can private. [They go in.] Mass Len?


LEN: Yes, Mama.


MAMA: Mass Len, A don’t know where to start. [She starts to cough.]


LEN: You have a bad cough, Mama.


MAMA: Yes, it been worrying me.


LEN: Maybe you should go see a doctor.


MAMA: I was waiting till you come.


LEN: [Laughs] I am not that sort of doctor.


MAMA: What you mean?


LEN: I am not a medical doctor.


MAMA: So what kind a doctor you is?


LEN: Well I, ah, I have a Ph.D.


MAMA: A wha’?


LEN: I, ah, am an economist. Banking. I deal with money matters.


MAMA: Money doctor? Cooyah! What you saying to me? I never know money could sick. Explain yuhself.


LEN: Another time, Mama.


MAMA: No. A been boasting off on everybody how mi son graduate as big doctor. Now you making me to understand you can’t even cure fresh cold. Don’t tell nobody you is not a true true doctor, you know. You hear me.


LEN: Okay.


MAMA: What a distress! Then tell me, you wear white coat an’ trumpet to sound the money? [LEN laughs.] What you laughing for? Is foolishness me ask you?


LEN: Another time we’ll talk about it, okay?


MAMA: An’ me did so glad to see you.


LEN: Me too. This is yours. [Giving her the box he brought on]


MAMA: Thank you. [As she opens it] Every time you send a parcel for me, excitement in the district. They come down on me like vulture, for what they can get. Lawd, what a pretty frock! Watch me an’ them people when I dress off an’ go to church. [She swings the frock in front of her.] I can just hear them – ‘Lawd, Miss G, you look nice. Give me a borrows nuh’, yet behind mi back – ‘Nuh ol bruck she get from ’merica’. Ol’ hypocrites! Leave them to God, after them never help me struggle? Is nuh one or two times A went to bed hungry so you could eat, you know.


LEN: I haven’t forgotten, Mama. [Slight pause]


MAMA: It really nice. You pick it out for Mama?


LEN: No. Lois did.


MAMA: Oh! A don’t think it going to ﬁt me. [She tosses it aside, not too carefully.] We have a lot to talk about Mass Len.


LEN: Yes, Mama.


MAMA: Anyway, you just come, but you know what you could help me with in the meantime? A paid down on a house in town for you.


LEN: For me?


MAMA: Yes. A knew that one day you would come home, an’ would want a nice place to live.


LEN: But what money I sent was to ﬁx up this place for yourself.


MAMA: I soon dead. Where A put the documents? [She looks for them in the bureau drawer.] Is a good thing you come. Is over a year now. The house should have been ﬁnished, but only last week a letter come asking for more money. Ah, these must be the papers. It is yours so take charge. [Handing him the documents]


LEN: In the meantime we have to ﬁx up this place, get you a little gas stove.


MAMA: Gas? Me ‘fraid a gas, come blow me up.


LEN: It is quite safe, Mama, and a little inside bathroom.


MAMA: So what wrong with mi pit toilet?


LEN: You deserve to be comfortable, Mama.


MAMA: I comfortable as it is.


LEN: More comfortable then, Mama.


MAMA: I too old to change. Me ’custom to mi pit toilet, an’ as a boy you never complain. Is only now that you expose. Nuh fret yuhself ’bout that. Next thing people malice me off, then come lick me down say me live in big house. No, sir! There is more important an’ urgent matters we have to discuss. Sit down. [He does.] Now about the woman you married. [LEN is up like a ﬂash.]


LEN: Now look here!


MAMA: Sit down! [She stands over him commandingly. He sits, as the lights start to fade on the area.]


PA BEN: The two a them lock up in the little house for hours. A wonder what they was chatting ’bout, till mi curiosity got the better a me, and A put mi ears to the walls. She was right at him ’bout the woman he married, an’ how she obeah him. When Missa Lenny leave that day, it look like he had one helluva headache, and the headache travel with him right back to town, so …


[He starts the song ‘Change the house round’. The other actors join in, singing the song as a ‘round’ as they change the set around.]




Change the house round
To the house in town
So change the house round
To the house in town
Wall to wall carpet on the ground
Big TV set and Frigidaire
Big stuffed sofa and chandelier
Big gramophone with latest sound
But his headache still going round and round.
So change the house etc …





[MAMA turns the picture on the Down Right wall round, then helps LEN to turn the old bureau round so that it now serves as LEN’S desk. Then she goes over to PA BEN, sits beside him, all the time singing the song.


GEORGE comes on with the telephone and sets it down on the desk/table set Down Right by LEN and MAMA. Next he sets the coffee table in place, moves Up Centre, strikes the pelmet and takes it off, then positions himself by the Up Right door, receiving the chairs from the Stage Manager and passing them on to PEARL. GEORGE closes the door behind Len as the change is completed.


PEARL comes on from Up Left, removes the matting that covers MAMA’S bench and takes it off-stage, returning immediately to set the stool beside the bar, then moves Up Right to collect the chairs from GEORGE, setting them behind the coffee table.


LOIS follows PEARL on with three bottles, three glasses and a box of tablets, sets up the bar and goes off.


LEN helps MAMA to turn the bureau around, then strikes the right panel from MAMA’S house.


All through this PA BEN sings lustily.


The Stage Manager strikes the left panel from Mama’s house, receives the pelmet from GEORGE, hands chairs to GEORGE, and sets book and ice pack Stage Right for LEN’S entrance. The set change happens in a half light. As it is done, LEN sits round about Centre Stage. LOIS applies an ice pack to his head. The lights come up to full as the singing dies away.]


LOIS: [Soothing LEN’S troubled brow] How come you’re so tense? Relax.


LEN: I am relaxed, except for this headache.


LOIS: Reading won’t get rid of it.


LEN: It’s the only thing that helps. You know I don’t take aspirin.


LOIS: Oh yes, I forgot. What do you take for gripe? The Reader’s Digest?


LEN: Funny. Ha ha!


LOIS: You think it’s funny, eh?


LEN: Very.


LOIS: I guess if I don’t laugh, I’ll cry. Put the book down and talk to me, Len.


LEN: My head is splitting. [LOIS tosses the ice pack down on the coffee table.] I really have a bad headache.


LOIS: Ah well, another weekend with the four walls staring at the back of your head! I wonder what I’ll tell the judge? Women lose their husbands for diverse reasons Your Honour: to another woman, occasionally to another man, although that’s becoming increasingly more so nowadays, but has a woman ever lost her husband to a book? A book! I name them all as correspondent. [She goes to him and attempts to caress him sensuously.] ’Cepting of course anything written on the theme of ‘Tender Love’, ‘Hot Romance’, ‘Tales of Passion’.


LEN: Lois, please. [As he pushes her away] Your endless squawking is creating havoc with the sensitivity of my ear drums.


LOIS: None of you is sensitive, Len.


LEN: Your mind is between you legs.


LOIS: So that’s why you don’t stimulate me intellectually!


LEN: [Rising angrily] One of these days I am going to plug that mouth of yours with a ﬁst or a foot.


LOIS: [Shouting back at him] That’s what I need you to do. Let some blood … Get this marriage out of its menopause!


LEN: Thank your lucky stars I am not a man given to physical violence.


LOIS: You’re not given to affection either. I’m off to the beach.


LEN: Two women got raped there last week.


LOIS: Something to look forward to.


LEN: Okay, get my trunks.


LOIS: [Comes storming back] And after the beach, what? Back to bionic bliss with the bionic book man. Back to making whoopee in seventh heaven on a choo choo train that’s going no place.


LEN: You always had a ﬂair for the dramatic, eh?


LOIS: Why not? Our lives are totally theatrical.


LEN: Sweetheart …


LOIS: So that’s it for today, folks. Join us again later today for another chapter in this unending life drama. Will Lois Tomlinson ﬁnd true happiness with the Bionic Black, or will she be forever … [As she is going off]


MAMA: [From off] Hold dog!


[LOIS stops, turns, looks at LEN who suddenly becomes very alive, looks in the direction of the ‘Hold dog’, then towards LOIS. He rushes towards the latter.]


LOIS: I wish you would impress upon your mother that we do not have a dog.


LEN: Lois.


LOIS: Unless of course she is referring to me, which in fact she is.


LEN: Lois, please.


LOIS: Excuse me.


LEN: At least stay and say hello.


LOIS: Hello.


LEN: Lois!


MAMA: [By the door] Hold dog!


[LOIS barks like a dog.]


LEN: Lois! It’s opened, Mama. [He pleads non-verbally with LOIS as he goes to meet MAMA who has entered.]


MAMA: Mass Len.


LEN: Mama.


MAMA: Mass Len.


LEN: Mama.


MAMA: How you do?


LEN: Oh ﬁne, Mama. How are you?


MAMA: Give God thanks.


LEN: Yes. You looking well.


MAMA: But you don’t look too good. A can feel your ribs like something cutting into me. You eating well?


LEN: Three meals a day.


MAMA: If you eating three meals as you say, an’ yuh face look so haggard, then you must be under stress.


LEN: Aw, come on, Mama.


MAMA: Then look on yuh head. Every time A see it, it look like you grey up a little more.


LEN: The girls like it, say I look distinguished.


MAMA: [hiss] Nonsense. [She starts to inspect and clean the furniture.]


LEN: Mama [very discreetly and surreptitiously], tell Lois hello.


MAMA: Ah, Miss Lois.


LOIS: Miss Simmons. How are you?


[MAMA picks up the ice pack, holds it up disdainfully.]


MAMA: As well as can be expected under the circumstances.


LOIS: I see. Now you must excuse me as I have to clean the shit out of the doghouse. [LOIS smiles. MAMA smiles back. LEN cringes. LOIS goes off.]


MAMA: Vulgar wretch! What she smiling with me for, after she not mi friend?


LEN: Mama, you promised.


MAMA: I promised to keep the peace. I never promised to be nice to her. It hard to play the hypocrite.


LEN: Okay, okay.


MAMA: Tar baby. Every time A come here A come with a heavy heart. When A think of that lovely brown girl with hair down to her back that you could have married. What a distress. [She shouts off] Topsy!


LEN: Mama!


MAMA: All right, I will shut mi mouth, but it not easy to bottle it up inside me.


LEN: Let me get you a drink.
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