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Foreword

The best plays come in a flash. An image, a feeling, and that’s it. You know these ideas because they are the undeniable ones that won’t let go. They pull you in and compel you to start scribbling notes. If you are a playwright and you have one of these on the go, you know you have a responsibility. To what? Something that doesn’t exist? But the good ideas feel like they do exist. They’re just beyond view, and you’re trying to capture them with glimpses that may or may not be accurate.

So many things can go wrong along the way between the vision and its presentation on stage – missed beats in the writing (or too many beats), the wrong cast, wrong director, wrong theatre or just the wrong time. Any and all of these may consign your hard work to the ‘Who Cares?’ file. And you know you are playing Russian roulette – it all comes down to those couple of hours on opening night. But you keep the faith and you pull the trigger. What else can you do?

You start scribbling. Worry, issues of control, and even, ironically, a sense of longing to be free of the process, all propel you to write your first draft. Subsequent drafts can never quite fix all the problems, yet neither can they prompt the same exhilaration. Many playwrights I’ve talked with agree that the best moments are often those tentative notes when the ghosts first present themselves in your mind. They are so insubstantial, yet bear their complete mysterious history within. This is when playwriting is at its most private and, paradoxically, when the play is at its most beautiful. The more real you make it, the less magic it retains. You are aware of this but what can you do? You keep going. Always writing at the very edge of your limitations. And your limitations are not necessarily a bad thing. Your limitations are in fact what give you your unique voice. But it’s hard to view your limitations in a warm light when you’ve just read over your work and it makes you embarrassed.

The truth is nobody really knows how to write a good play. You just do your best to avoid writing a bad one. The rest falls to fate. Joe Penhall once said to me, ‘Who knows if the magic is there and – even if it is – will the bastards see it?’, which I think sums up the car crash of hope, despair and paranoia that accompanies artistic creation.

And the enemy of art is not the pram in the hallway, it is self-consciousness. When you are young you know nothing, least of all yourself. You write plays quickly, perhaps in a matter of days. As you grow older – and if you’ve managed to survive some decades of playwriting – you may gain a little wisdom. But you lose your recklessness. Why? Because, like the ageing stuntman, you know exactly what’s at stake each time you do it. Further, you are no longer new. Everyone knows what you can do and they have certain expectations. So you go the long way round, trying to surprise everyone. But going the long way round kills spontaneity.

And what’s wrong with that? Well, Neil Young’s late producer, David Briggs, said that the best way to record music is the simplest way. You get the mic as close to the sound as you possibly can and just record it as it is. ‘The more you think, the more you stink’ was his mantra. Neil Young’s albums are full of first takes – often the very first time the band have ever played the song – because that’s where the magic is. Neil Young calls it, ‘the spook’. In other words, you’ve got to be careful not to perfect what you are doing to the extent it has no soul left. Perfect is not best. Okay, so he’s talking about rock ’n’ roll, but there’s something in that for playwriting too.

And this book contains a decade of playwriting. And if there’s anything I can see that’s worth passing on, it’s this: it’s as important to forget what you’ve learned as it is to learn.

Shining City came in a flash. The last image of the play came first. I wrote the play in a few weeks. There are scenes in the play, perhaps the best ones, which never altered from the first scribbled draft. The Seafarer came in a more bizarre, slow-motion flash. I had written an entirely different play with entirely different characters – except for this one character at the heart of the play, Sharky. But there was something wrong with it. Somehow a deadness had crept in somewhere. And then suddenly I saw the living room in The Seafarer and the blind Richard Harkin sitting there. And I knew that Richard was the brother of Sharky, who was still stuck in the bad play. So Sharky walked from the bad play straight into The Seafarer to look after his brother. It was a hard play to write, however, because it presented many technical difficulties (the second-act card games, for instance), but I felt I had something. And I always lit a candle while I was writing it (the only time I’ve ever done that). And it stayed alive.

The short story The Birds by Daphne du Maurier was presented to me by the inimitable producer David Pugh. I had no flash of inspiration, just a desire to write it and to explore the female psyche (i.e. it has self-consciousness written all over it!). People have said it’s their favourite play of mine, but I suspect there are many others who felt I should stick to my more well-trodden ground. For myself, I like it because it really feels like someone else wrote it, and that’s a rare enough relief for any playwright watching their work on stage. I want to thank Joe Dowling at the Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis and Henry Wishcamper, who directed the American premiere. Their belief in the play has undoubtedly ensured its continued life in the United States, where it’s regularly being produced. Whatever I was working out in that play continues to draw directors and actors – and that’s everything.

David Hare was once asked what advice he’d give to young playwrights, and he said: to enjoy the moment if your first play or two finds an audience. People are interested and you’re confident – because you have lots of ideas you haven’t tried yet. But, he cautioned, you must remember that sustaining that for thirty or forty years, fighting through the sheer incomprehension that may greet your efforts to develop your craft, is no picnic.

Bearing this in mind, I recognise that, in some quarters, a certain incomprehension greeted The Veil. In some ways it reflects a sense of disgust and panic at how my country had managed to almost destroy itself over the previous ten years. And personally I was also in thrall to the world of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century German transcendental philosophy, not to mention a fascination with James Joyce’s concept of time in Finnegans Wake. Talk about a heady brew! I think we presented a beautiful show (incredible design by Rae Smith and lighting by Neil Austin), and every performance was top notch, but when all the moments were strung along together, maybe some people – certainly more than usual anyway! – emerged wondering what all the ideas had to do with each other. And yet something tells me this play will be back in my life at some point, and that I may even begin to see it as one of my favourites some day because, strangely, it’s the tricky ones you end up most proud of.

And then, out of nowhere, August Strindberg walked into my life, kicked me up the arse, and reminded me what it’s all about. Josie Rourke, who had just taken over at the Donmar Warehouse, asked me to consider adapting The Dance of Death for their young directors’ programme. And Strindberg just took me right back to the beginning: i.e. it doesn’t matter what’s happening on stage as long as it has energy and emotion. Ideas flow from the energy, not the other way round. And we ended up with a cracking little production, directed by Titas Halder, starring Kevin McNally, Indira Varma and Daniel Lapaine, that really blew people away.

And I decided that my next play would have no ‘ideas’ (if that’s possible), only feelings. And it came in a flash one day while I was pushing my daughter on the swing in the park. And when I went home I started scribbling.

But that’s a story for another day.

Conor McPherson
Dublin, January 2013
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Shining City was first performed at the Royal Court Theatre, London, on 4 June 2004, with the following cast:





	NEASA

	Kathy Kiera Clarke




	IAN

	Michael McElhatton




	LAURENCE

	Tom Jordan Murphy




	JOHN

	Stanley Townsend




	Director

	Conor McPherson




	Designer

	Rae Smith




	Lighting Designer

	Mark Henderson




	Sound Designer

	Ian Dickinson





The play received its American premiere at the Biltmore Theater, New York, in a production by the Manhattan Theater Club, in May 2006, with the following cast:





	IAN

	Brían F. O’Byrne




	JOHN

	Oliver Platt




	NEASA

	Martha Plimpton




	LAURENCE

	Peter Scanavino




	Director

	Robert Falls




	Designer

	Santo Loquasto




	Costume Designer

	Kaye Voyce




	Lighting Designer

	Christopher Akerlind




	Sound Designer

	Obadiah Eaves







 

 

 

 

Setting

The play is set in Ian’s office in Dublin, around Phibsboro maybe, or Berkeley Road, an old part of the city which, while it retains a sense of history, is not a salubrious area. It has a Victorian feel, lots of redbrick terraced houses dominated by the Mater hospital, Mountjoy Prison, and the church spires of Phibsboro Church and the church at Berkeley Road. It doesn’t feel like a suburb, if anything it feels like a less commercial part of the city centre, which is only a short walk away.

Ian’s office is perhaps in an older, larger building than most in the area, up on the second floor. From his elevated position, at the back of the building, one or two church spires loom outside.

There is a big sash window at the back. There are some shelves with books on them. A stereo and some CDs. There are more books on the floor, as though they have been unpacked but have yet to be put away. Ian has a desk, stage left-ish, with a chair behind it. There is also a chair in front of the desk which Ian uses for sitting with clients. Clients sit on a little two-seater sofa near the middle of the room, a little more stage right. There’s a coffee table near the sofa with a box of tissues and a jug of water.

At the back, stage right, is a door to a little toilet. Stage right is a cabinet of some kind, a filing cabinet maybe, or a bookcase.

The door is stage right, and when it is open we can see out to the banister and the top of the stairs. Beside the door is a handset for an intercom to the main door to the street on the ground floor.

The play has five scenes and about two months elapse between each scene.

The time is the present.



 

 

 

 

Characters

IAN, forties

JOHN, fifties

NEASA, thirties

LAURENCE, twenties

Dialogue in square brackets [ ] is unspoken.



 

 

 

 

Scene One

As the lights come up there is no one onstage. It is daytime. We hear distant church bells. Music is playing softly on the stereo. We hear the toilet flush, and IAN, a man in his forties, comes out of the bathroom. He takes a tissue from the box and goes to the window, blowing his nose. He is a man who has struggled with many personal fears in his life and has had some victories, some defeats. The resulting struggle has made him very sharp. He is essentially a gentle man, but sometimes his desire to get to the lifeboats, to feel safe, drives him in ways that even he himself doesn’t fully understand. A loud ugly buzzer goes off. IAN turns off the stereo and goes to the intercom, picking up the handset.

IAN. Hello? (Pushing a button on the intercom.) Okay, come in.

Pause.

Are you in? Okay. (Pushing the button.) Push the door. Are you in?

Pause.

Hello? No? Okay, okay, hold on.

He hangs up the handset and goes out, leaving the door open. He goes down the stairs.

(Off.) Now.

JOHN (off). Sorry.

IAN (off). No, I’m sorry. Come on up. Yeah. It was fixed. I don’t know if all this rain… We’re all the way up, I’m afraid.

JOHN (off). Straight on?

IAN (off). Eh, the next one. Yeah. And that’s it there. The door is open.

JOHN comes in. He is in his fifties and dressed quite respectably. He has an air of confusion when we first see him, not just because of his recent experiences but also because he has yet to accept that the world is not as orderly and predictable as he thought. He has always found problems to arise from what he regards as other people’s ignorance. He almost regards himself as a benchmark for normality. He carries an anorak. He seems very tired. IAN follows him in and indicates for him to have a seat on the sofa.

Now, right.

JOHN (sits). Thanks.

IAN (sits). I’m sorry about that.

JOHN. No, sure I wasn’t sure I had the right… I was in a bit of a flap, God, the parking around here is horrendous, isn’t it?

IAN. I know.

JOHN. I left myself a bit of time but I was almost like a kerbcrawler out there looking for a spot.

IAN. I know. I tell you I’m only here, I’ve only been here two weeks, and I’m not sure… between ourselves… that I’m going to… (Nods.) because there’s… many disadvantages…

JOHN. Ah, no, I parked up in the hospital in the end, which is what I should have done in the first place. I’ll know the next time. It’s my own fault.

IAN. No, I know, I should have probably… But like I say, I’m still sort of only getting myself sorted out here but I should have…

JOHN. Ah sure no, it’s grand, sure I’m here now.

IAN. Yes! Well, good.

JOHN. Yeah, well, that’s the main thing… Can I eh… (Indicates water.)

IAN (indicates affirmatively). Please.

JOHN pours himself some water and drinks a few mouthfuls. IAN reaches around behind him and takes a letter from his desk.

So… (Glancing at letter.) John… (Pause.) How are you?

JOHN. Not too bad. A bit… Eh… heh… eh… I’ve never… ehm… been to see… someone before…

IAN. Alright. Well, that’s okay.

JOHN. Em… (Doesn’t seem to know where to begin.)

IAN. I got a, I have a letter…

JOHN. Right.

IAN. From Dr Casey…

JOHN. That’s right. Yeah, he was… there was some guy he wanted me to see and… we couldn’t get an appointment, for four months or something!

IAN. Okay.

JOHN. Yeah, so…

IAN. And you haven’t been sleeping so well. Is that right?

JOHN. Well, yeah…

Pause.

IAN. Which can be very debilitating, I know.

JOHN. Yeah… and ehm… (Holds his hand up to the bridge of his nose as though he is about to sneeze and there is silence. He is silently crying.) Can I…? (Indicates tissues.)

IAN. Of course. Please.

JOHN (composes himself). Sorry.

IAN (reassuringly). That’s fine. That’s fine.

JOHN. You have the tissues ready and everything.

They smile.

I’m, em. I’m recently bereaved. I don’t know if Dr Casey…

IAN (affirmative). Mm-hm.

JOHN. My wife passed away a few months ago. And em…

Pause.

She… she, she died in em, horrible circumstances, really, you know?

IAN. Okay.

JOHN. She was in a taxi. And a… stolen car crashed into them. And she was… trapped, in, the car. It was a, a horrific crash, and she… didn’t, she couldn’t survive. And I was on my… I was too late getting to the hospital. And the eh… reality of… the reality of it. It’s been absolutely… It really, now… It’s… (Nods.) You know…

Pause.

IAN. I can, em… I can only imagine what…

JOHN. We have no children. And eh… (Pause.) And I’ve eh… been on my own an awful lot, you know? Like, I’ve really been on my own an awful lot of the time, really, you know?

IAN. Okay.

JOHN. And I don’t… I mean I don’t even know where she was that night, you know? Or where she was coming from. Do you know what I mean, you know? Like we weren’t even… communicating. At the time, do you understand me?

IAN. Okay.

JOHN. And no one else was injured. And I’ve no… idea… wh… (Long pause.) But, em, I’ve… em… I’ve seen her. (Short pause.) I’ve em…

IAN. Sorry. You’ve seen her?

JOHN. I’ve seen her in the house. She’s been in the house.

IAN. You’ve…

JOHN. Yeah.

IAN. This is…

JOHN. Yeah.

IAN. Since…

JOHN. Yeah, since…

IAN. Since she…

JOHN. Yeah since she…

IAN. Sorry, go on…

JOHN. Yeah, no, she em… about eh, about two months ago. I… met up with my brother, I have a brother, Jim, and we met one evening, for a pint in Clontarf Castle. We’re just, are we just going into this? You just…

IAN. Well, no, just whatever you want, you just tell me… in your own, we don’t have to, you can… You’re telling me so, I’d like to…

JOHN. No I just, I wasn’t sure if, but, you know, we… my brother, you know, we don’t, we haven’t… eh… I don’t see him. You know, to a certain degree, we’ve been out of contact. He only lives in Clontarf. But for… you know… he… but since the… funeral… He, you know, we’ve had contact again. And it’s fine, you know. But for a long time… he’s been very supportive, but you know we don’t get on, basically, you know? And I don’t… there’s no need for me… to infringe on his privacy and his family. And you know, so we’ve drifted again. But em, the… the last time that I saw him, this night that I’m talking about a couple of months ago. I mean, I could feel… that… it was a sympathy vote, like… we’d… very little to… to say to each other. And I mean, he’s very quiet anyway, you know? And I… didn’t feel… right, myself that evening, anyway and… And I mean, there was no… problem, as such. But I… just wanted to leave, you know? And I kind of just got a bit annoyed and I kind of… fucking… just went home, you know?

He checks with IAN, to see if this is all alright to continue with. IAN nods gently.

And eh…

And I didn’t really… when I got home, there was nothing untoward when I got in the door. Only that I remember now, because I heard it again, there was the sound, the tune of an ice-cream van. The music, you know? But there couldn’t have been because they don’t go round at night. But, I heard it when I got in the door. And I… didn’t think about it or… But eh… I was, I was just going into the living room and I put the lights on, and… when I turned around I could see that she was standing there behind the door looking at me.

Pause.

IAN. Your wife?

JOHN. Yeah. She… I could only see half of her, behind the door, looking out at me. Eh… but I could see that… her hair was soaking wet, and all plastered to her face. And I, I fucking jumped, you know? And I fucking just stood there, I froze, it was terrifying. And I mean she was as real as… you know if you’ve ever seen a dead body? How strange it is, but… it’s… real! That feeling…

IAN. And what happened then?

JOHN. I just, I don’t know how long we were standing there looking at each other. I mean it might have been only a few seconds. But it was like if you’re a kid and you get a fright, it’s only for a second, you know, if you have a bad dream or you think you see something, but then, you wake up or there’s nothing there or whatever, but this just didn’t stop, I mean she was just there, and it was real. The feeling is like… I mean, I mean it’s unbelievable, you know? It’s… it’s… I can’t describe it.

IAN. And did she… did you…

JOHN. Well, finally, I don’t know how, but I just got my legs going and I just had no choice and I just went straight out the door, straight by her, I mean the door was open, she was behind it, and I just went straight out and right out of the house. (Pause.) And then, of course, I was just standing in the garden with no coat on, with really no fucking idea what I was doing, you know? So I just got in the car. (Pause.) And I kind of just sat there. Where I live is just a quiet cul-de-sac. There wasn’t anyone around even that I could… even the neighbours, I’ve never, you know, those people… I just sat there, looking at the house, just so… frightened, you know? And… there was just nothing I could do. So I just drove away. (Short pause.) Just down to this B&B. Bec… because I… I just didn’t want to be on my own like. (Short pause.) The woman there, I’d say she knew there was something weird going on alright. I had no luggage and it was so late. She probably thought I’d had a row, you know?

IAN. You didn’t go to your brother?

JOHN. No. (Pause.) He’s… we’d, we’d had a… I mean I’d walked out on him, earlier, you know?… No.

IAN. Did you tell anyone? Is there anyone that you… who you…

JOHN. No, I… I… I just… I just went back the next day, you know? I… I just, I suppose, I made myself, I refused to… the next morning it was like, ‘What the fuck am I doing?’ You know? I mean you just don’t know what to do. I rang them in work and said I wouldn’t be in, because I sort of knew if I didn’t go back… I mean when it gets bright you just… For some reason I was, I was just able to go back.

IAN. But you didn’t talk to anybody about what had happened?

JOHN. No. I suppose I should have but…

Silence.

IAN. And did you see… her again? Or…

JOHN. Yeah, no, well the next time I didn’t… see anything, I was in the bath, and…

IAN. When, how long was this, after…

JOHN. Two… days later, you know, not long…

IAN. Okay.

JOHN. I figured, you know, I, I rationalised it, that maybe… I hadn’t… seen her or… Like there was nothing there! And I thought maybe it… that… just the fucking grief I suppose… you know…

IAN. Of course.

JOHN. You might say it’s mad, but what choice did I have?

IAN. No.

JOHN. I mean, I have to get on with my life!

IAN. I know.

JOHN. So yeah, there I was, having a bath. It was fairly late. And I was just trying to relax. I had the radio on. I was listening to Vincent Browne. And the door was closed. I had… I had locked it. It’s stupid ’cause there was… I was there on my own, but, I don’t know. It’s just a habit or it made me feel a bit better, you know, more safe. And I was lying there and I thought I, I thought I heard something, you know? Like… someone in the house. Just not even a noise, just a feeling. You can just feel, you know, don’t you? When someone is there. But I, I just turned off the radio, just to see if… and then I heard her, she was knocking on the door and going… (Bangs his fist urgently on the wooden arm of the sofa.) ‘John! John!’

IAN. Oh my God.

JOHN. Yeah! So I, I leapt up out of the bath, and I slipped, and I took an awful… I went right over and really bruised my hip and my shoulder, and by the time I had sorted myself out, I got a grip and I… eventually, opened the door, but of course, and I know you’re going to think I was dreaming or whatever, there was nothing there. But it was absolutely terrifying. And at the same time I was completely frantic, do you understand me?

IAN. Well, of course you were. What, what did you…

JOHN. Back down to the B&B! What could I do?! (Pause.) I’m still there!

IAN. You’re still…

JOHN. I’m living there! What can I do?

IAN. I know.

JOHN. I mean I have to sell the house! That’s where I’m at, you know? I’m not working. I’m completely on my own. I mean the woman in the B&B doesn’t know what to make of me. I mean she’s very nice and everything, but what can I say to her? I told her I’m getting work done. And her husband is a builder, and he was asking me all these questions one morning. And I know nothing about it, you know? I think they think I’m a nutcase!

Silence.

IAN. Okay. (Pause.) Well…

JOHN. Do you believe me?

IAN (taking up a writing pad). Well, let’s, let me get some details, is that alright?

JOHN nods.

How old are you, John?

JOHN. Fifty-four.

IAN. And what do you do?

JOHN. I’m a… I’m a rep for a catering suppliers… on an independent basis…

IAN. And have you…

JOHN (interrupting IAN). Wait. Do you believe me?

IAN.…had any… sorry?

JOHN. Do you believe what I’m saying to you? That this is happening to me?

Pause.

IAN. I believe you… that… I believe something is… I believe you, in that I don’t think you’re making it up.

JOHN. I’m not making it up.

IAN. Yes but… I believe you’re telling me you saw something, but if you’re asking me if I believe in ghosts, I…

JOHN. Yeah but can you help me with this? Because… (His voice suddenly cracks.) I really don’t know what the fuck I’m going to do here… (Puts his hand to his mouth.)

Pause.

IAN. I know. I know. Don’t worry. You’re not on your own now, okay? We’ll sort it out.

Pause.

Don’t worry. (Short pause.) Don’t worry.

Lights down.

 

 

 

 

Scene Two

It is night. IAN and NEASA are in the office. Perhaps she sits on the clients’ couch. Maybe at the beginning it looks like a therapy session. She is in her thirties and is more working class than IAN. She is rooted in a harder, less forgiving reality. She has always had a stubbornness which has kept her focused, but has also sometimes blinded her so that while she is a strong person, often it is others who have used her strength.

NEASA. Are you fucking joking me, Ian?

IAN. No, I’m…

NEASA. No, no no no no no no…

IAN. Look, I know, but…

NEASA. No no no – (As though it’s so obvious.) you come home now.

IAN. Neasa, I’m… I’m just not going to do that.

He goes to the desk and takes a cigarette from a pack.

NEASA. No. Because people have fights, Ian, and everybody hates it – but you know you have to do it sometimes, you know? That’s… Please don’t smoke, Ian, ’cause it’ll make me want to smoke.

IAN. Okay! What’s that smell?

NEASA. It’s new… stuff for the… thing… on my leg.

Beat.

IAN. And this is not because we had a fight! What do you think I am?! I know that people have fights – this is not because… It’s not because I’m ‘hurt’ or something – it’s, it’s because…

NEASA. Oh, it’s not because you’re hurt, no? It’s not because you’re sulking and you’ve been letting me stew in my own juice for four days, no?

IAN. No I haven’t actually – I’ve been trying to just fucking think about what I need to figure out what I need to do, you know?

NEASA. But you couldn’t phone me, to tell me that, no? You just let… me just…

IAN (shouts). Any time I thought about phoning you I knew that it would just turn into this! We said, both of us said that we should give it a bit of time to… but oh no…

NEASA (shouts). I didn’t know you were going to leave me on my own for a whole week, and I didn’t even know where you were!

IAN. It’s not a week, it’s a couple of days, Jesus!

NEASA. It’s not just a couple of days when you’re on your own with a baby – it’s completely fucking exhausting not knowing where you are – and I can’t fucking do it!

What am I supposed to say to your brother? He hasn’t even asked me where you are! No one knows what to say – of course – she’s delighted – she hates me – they think I’ve ruined your life. She’s delighted with herself that I’m sitting up there on my own – she’s so fucking smug now!

IAN (annoyed, embarrassed, dismissive). It doesn’t matter what they think.

NEASA. That’s easy for you to say! I have nowhere to fucking go! It’s their house! What right do I have to stay there if you’re not there?

IAN. It’s none of their business!

NEASA. What do you mean it’s none of their business? You don’t know what it’s like! I’m sitting up there on my own in the boxroom with the baby, they don’t even come near me. And I can’t go downstairs! You should have seen the face on her when I asked her to mind Aisling tonight! (Shouts.) You don’t know what it’s like!

IAN. Look! This is all… getting sorted out! I nearly have a thousand euros in the bank – if you just let me get on with my work, if you just let me do it my way, you’ll have your own place, there’ll be no more of this and we can get on with it, but if you’re going to… [harass me]. I can’t… [work].

NEASA. What do you mean, my own place?

IAN. Can you not see that this is happening!? I don’t… want… I can’t… I can’t… I can’t… I don’t… I don’t want this relationship any more!

NEASA. What the fuck are you talking about? What the fuck are you talking about?

IAN. God! Can you not hear me?! Can you not listen to what I’m saying?

NEASA. I don’t know if I can! Because have you completely lost touch with reality? Have you completely fucking lost touch with fucking reality?

IAN. This is reality!!

NEASA. What are you talking about? What about the baby?!

IAN. But this is not about the baby!

NEASA. What are you talk… How can it not be about the baby?!

IAN (shouts). Because it’s not about that! Because it’s about that I can’t continue with you! With you and me!

NEASA. But what do you mean? What have I done? What have I done?

IAN. It’s not what you’ve done or what I’ve done. It’s… It’s…

NEASA. What… What, Ian…

IAN. IT’S BECAUSE I CAN’T DO IT!

Pause.

NEASA. I knew this. I knew this was going to happen. I knew it. I knew it.

IAN. Look, if you’d just listen to me for once, and hear something that goes in, we’re going to get you out of my brother’s house. It’s all going to be sorted out and I’m earning some money now and everything.

NEASA. Yeah, now that it’s all… Now you’re on your feet. My father fucking said this to me, you know? He fucking said it to me. A priest…?

IAN. I’m not a…!!

NEASA. An ex-priest? Forget it – he said anyone who goes next or near the priests is a fucking headcase to begin with. But I wouldn’t listen to him!

IAN. Oh yeah, and your dad is a real one to know.

NEASA. Yeah, he’s a drunk. But he’s a human being, you know? He has feelings – he knows things, you know?

IAN. Yeah, well, is your father going to find you somewhere to live? NEASA. Oh yeah, like you really found us somewhere to live, Ian. Squashed into your brother’s house with that fucking bitch always fucking looking at me like I’m going to rob something, like she has anything…

IAN. Wait, now, don’t fucking… What did you think was going to fucking happen?! I said it to you, I have to start all over again and it’s gonna be tough! (Sarcastic.) Of course you didn’t know that – you didn’t know any of that!

NEASA. Yeah but I didn’t think that at the end of it all you were… (Despair, bewilderment.) Are you breaking it off with me!? (Pause.) I was just thinking about it. Do you remember the week you left the order – about… a day later, you were so worried about money, I’d say like a day later – I immediately started working all the extra shifts I could get. I kept having to lick up to that sleazy bollocks Darren, just to keep working in that fucking kip of a pub…

IAN. Look, I know, I know that.

NEASA. Just so you wouldn’t have to worry about anything! No one could understand how I put up with the things that he said to me in front of people. But I did it so you could have the money for your course!

IAN. I know. I know. And… look… I’m… going to do everything that I can. And, I promise, I’m going to look after you, you know?

NEASA (shouts). But I don’t want for you to ‘look after’ me! I never wanted for anyone to have to look after me! I even said – when I got pregnant – I even said then we should leave it and we should wait until we have some more money – I said, ‘This is too soon.’ YOU SAID, ‘NO’, YOU SAID, ‘NO, NOT TO DO THAT!’ Because you thought it was ‘wrong’! Now look! (Short pause.) What am I going to do? How can I go back there on my own again tonight? What am I going to say to your brother?

IAN. Don’t say anything to him. I’ll talk to him.

She stands there. She is ruined. Pause.

NEASA. What am I going to do?

IAN. Can you not go back around to your granny, even for a few…?

NEASA. My dad is back there!

IAN throws his eyes to heaven as if this is an endless saga …

IAN. Look, I know. I know that this… seems… like… but… this is the worst point, you know? And I’ve… I know I’ve made some huge mistakes, and I’m the first person who’ll say that, you know? But I’ve got to put it right, and I’m going to put it right. But we can’t continue like this and…

NEASA. Ian, I don’t think I can do this on my own. I didn’t think that this was going to happen.

IAN. I know but… you’re not on your own. I’m with you in this, you know?

NEASA. But what are you saying to me?

IAN (calmly, reasonably, almost sweetly). Look. Aisling is our daughter. And I’m her father and you’re her mother. And I fully… you know? I want to be her father and… be, you know… but you and I… are breaking up. And that’s all, you know? That’s all that’s happening here. That’s all it is.

NEASA. How can you say that? How can you say that that’s all it is? Can you see what this is doing to me?

IAN. I know. But we can’t… I… can’t…

NEASA. Do you not love me any more?

IAN. I… I’ll always… I mean, you have been… you were the only… when… when it was all so hard for me… And I had to make that big decision – and it was a huge thing for me – (As though he has accomplished something completely unthinkable.) to turn my back on the church?! – that was a huge thing for me. You were there for me, and I couldn’t have come through it without you. I just couldn’t have done it, I just couldn’t have, you know? But… the fucking huge mistake I made was thinking that that was the end of the journey for me – and it wasn’t.

Pause.

NEASA. Have you met somebody else?

IAN. No, no I haven’t. I promise you. It’s not that… (Pause.) I can’t stay with you, with us, I can’t do it. But I’m going to make sure that you want for nothing.

NEASA. But I just don’t understand any of this. I just can’t believe that it’s happening even, you know?

She takes a bottle of wine from her bag.

I bought this this afternoon because I thought we were going to make up, and then you were going to come home with me.

She is shaking with fear and dread.

IAN. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

Silence.

NEASA. Is this… Is this because of me and Mark Whelan?

IAN. What?

Pause.

NEASA. Is it because…

IAN. Because what? (Pause.) Because what? (Pause.) What do you, what are you…?

NEASA. Look, it doesn’t matter, okay? Forget I asked.

IAN. No, wait, hold on. What do you mean is this because of you and Mark Whelan? What about you and Mark Whelan?

NEASA. Please, Ian, just… Please…

IAN. What do you mean it doesn’t matter? What doesn’t matter?

NEASA. Nothing, just… because I wanted just to ask you… if that was why.

IAN. But why are you asking me that? Did you…

NEASA. Ian, please, I’m asking you not to ask me about this now, please!

IAN. Not to ask you about what though?

Pause.

Not to ask you about what?

Pause.

I’m not… [surprised.] Because, do you remember, I asked you about him before.

NEASA. And I told you.

IAN. You said there was nothing going on!

NEASA. There wasn’t… then, when…

IAN. So what? Have you something you want to tell me?

NEASA. It doesn’t make any difference, Ian, please, believe me. I just wanted to know if it was because…

IAN. Yeah, but, like I mean, what?

NEASA. Please, Ian. Please, I’m asking you, okay?

IAN. Yeah, but… I mean… wait a minute… What about you and Mark Whelan, you know? (Pause.) Have you had sex with him?

Pause. She doesn’t know what to say – all she knows is that it feels like her world is ending.

That’s a ‘yes’ then, I suppose then, yeah?

Pause.

NEASA. Can you not see what this is doing to me, Ian? Can you not see what this is doing to me? You’re doing it anyway, Ian, you’re leaving me anyway. Please don’t leave me, please don’t do it.

IAN knows that he shouldn’t continue with this, but he can’t help it. He feels angry, frightened, powerless, but also adrenalised.

IAN. Yeah, but you know what? This is fucking… You’re throwing the baby in my face… and you’re screwing around!

NEASA. I’m not!

IAN. But it’s like I’m the one who, you know, that I…

NEASA. It was before the baby, Ian, I wasn’t screwing around!

IAN. When before the baby? Just before?

NEASA. No, she’s our baby, Ian, no!

IAN. Is she? I mean, wh… because I don’t know… anything, here.

Pause.

Because I was shocked when you got pregnant, we both were. I thought we both were.

NEASA. No, no no no, she’s your baby, she’s your baby, she’s yours and mine – this is crazy! Just, you have to believe me. Don’t even…

IAN. Look, wait, hold on, hold on. This is… What are we talking about here?

Pause.

NEASA. Nothing. Really. Nothing. There was just… no one to talk to and…

IAN (interrupting). When?

NEASA. Just in, all around that time. When you came out and you were freaked out all the time, and you were starting your course. And I was working all the time. I just couldn’t… keep going back up to your brother’s house on my break, with her always there, Ian, it was horrible.

IAN. You know they’ve been so good to us really when you think about it, you know that?

NEASA. I know but, I was just always on my own!

IAN. But you weren’t! When?

NEASA. I just… I didn’t have anyone even that I could just have a normal talk to.

Pause.

I just feel like it’s all my fault now, you know? And I was… I was worried all the time about everything, even then, you know? Mark just, would always ask me if I was alright, and how I was getting on…

IAN. Oh, I never asked you how you were? I’m just a fucking animal, yeah?

NEASA. I just believed him, when he asked.

Pause.

IAN (dismissive). Yeah, well.

NEASA. I didn’t know what was going on. It was just like things were supposed to get better and they just kept getting worse and worse. I couldn’t go back up there on my break. She always was saying something about the smell of smoke off me. I was working in a pub! You know? What did she want me to do? And… I started going around to Mark’s flat – I told you, I told you I was doing that.

IAN. Yeah but…

NEASA. Yeah, well, I didn’t… I didn’t know that… anything… was… going to happen. I didn’t think that there was even anything like that with him… But one day he was… he didn’t say anything to me… We just got in the door and I just knew that… what he was… I didn’t know what to do. I just, I only kind of realised when we got in the door that… he was… It was just really, I didn’t… it was just really quick and it was, I didn’t even want to do it. We both felt terrible after it. I’m sorry, Ian. I’m sorry. It was only once. It was only one time. It wasn’t anything, really. And I’ve never gone there after.

I’m sorry, Ian.

I don’t love him, Ian. I never loved him. I only ever wanted to be with you. Really. Really.

And I don’t know what happened.

Say something. Say something to me, will you?

Long pause.

IAN. I’m sorry.

Silence.

NEASA starts to get her stuff together. She leaves the bottle of wine.

NEASA. I better go. ’Cause I’m gonna miss the last bus.

IAN. Look. I’ll… I’ll call you tomorrow, and…

NEASA (almost silently). Yeah.

She goes to the door.

IAN. Neasa.

She pauses.

Look, I’m…

Pause.

NEASA. It’s not your fault.

She leaves. He stands there.

Lights down.

 

 

 

 

Scene Three

Lights up on the office. It is the afternoon, six or eight weeks later. The door is open and there is no one in the office. There is a bit more furniture around the place, maybe a plant or two. JOHN comes in and stands there. He looks a bit better than he did in Scene One, and there is something more focused about him, he means business. IAN follows him in.

IAN (slightly exasperated). Well, I don’t know…

JOHN. I’m sorry, God, I can never…

IAN. No! You know I’ve asked them every single week, and they say they have a caretaker who keeps missing me. I think it’s a total spoof.

JOHN. Don’t give them the rent.

IAN. You think?

JOHN. They’ll be round in a flash. That’s the language they speak, you know. Money talks in this town. It rules really, you know?

IAN. God, tell me about it! Keeps me fit anyway, going up and down the stairs.

JOHN. Yeah! Well…

JOHN really has his bearings in the office now. He throws his jacket over a chair and sits, unbidden, on the sofa, pouring himself a glass of water. IAN sits.

IAN. So… how are you?

JOHN. Yeah, well I’m… this helps, you know…

IAN. Good, good…

JOHN. I, you know, I focus around it. It’s been a good week em… They’re, you know still very good about everything at work, there’s no pressure to go in… em… the time is… good… it’s…

Pause.

IAN. Are you sleeping or…

JOHN. Well, the same really. You know, I do… get a few hours. But, it’s like there’s something in me’s determined to keep me up all night, you know? I never go off till around five, six, even. Then, of course, nine o’clock, the woman knocks on the door so I won’t ‘miss breakfast’. God forbid! You know?

They smile.

So… of course I’m in bits but, I get up, go down. I’m always the last. She usually has a few staying there, but, they’re on business or whatever, they’re… they’re gone out, you know? So, I sit there, watching the traffic outside, and… I have an egg, cup of coffee… Get myself going then… you know…

IAN. You’re still getting your walk in…

JOHN. Rain or shine. I get out, go down the coast. Down as far as the Bull Wall. The B&B is more the Fairview end so, you know, it’s a good walk… Get the paper, throw any stuff into the laundry there. There’s a little café next door, there near the Dollymount House. So, you know… that’s… been the little routine, but I’ve em… I’ve bitten the bullet and done what you suggested. Couple of mornings I got in the car, dropped into the house, you know?

IAN. Okay. So, how is that?

JOHN. It’s okay, you know, it’s okay. (Pause.) So quiet, obviously… but I… did, I do what you say, and I focus on eh, a small, objective. I stay… [centered on it.] There were a couple of bills there, or whatever, there on the mat. Okay. Down to the post office, paid that… Em…

Pause.

IAN. And how does it feel in the house? When you’re there.

JOHN. In the house, itself? Like I say. I’m aware, I’m wary… but in a funny way I… I can’t… I can… hardly accept what I saw… you know… But, I know that I did, and so, obviously…

IAN. You’re a little…

JOHN. I’m a little uneasy.

IAN (nods). Okay.

JOHN. But that’s… that’s also to do with… Like, when Mari was alive, you know, we had… stopped communicating. But now… she’s gone, I really feel like there was a lot of communication. Even though, it wasn’t… verbal… I suppose. I mean, she was there. And I was there. And in that, there’s obviously, the presence of… you know, a living person, I’m not saying this very well. But I think, you know, I believe that… we had a huge importance in each other’s lives. You know?

IAN. I don’t doubt it for a second.

JOHN (very affirmative). Yeah. (Beat.) Yeah. I know.

Pause.

You know, when you’re young. And you’re told about… what to expect I suppose. It is kind of happy ever after. But it’s… you know, it’s weird to accept what happiness really is, you know, or what it is… nothing is ever like anyone expects, is it, you know? Like, it’s not a fairy tale… I mean, it has to be just kind of ordinary, you know? A bit boring even, otherwise it’s probably not real, you know?

IAN.…Yeah…?

JOHN. No, it’s, it’s just that… we probably had it, you know? I mean when I think of it, really, we… we had it all, you know? But it’s, it’s hard to… accept… that this is it. You… you go… searching, not searching, I wasn’t going anywhere searching for anything, but, I think I was always slightly… waiting… you know?

This is something I probably wouldn’t even have admitted before, you know? But maybe I felt that when we were married, and all settled in and eh… maybe even before we found out that we couldn’t, that Mari couldn’t, have children, I think that maybe even before that… I felt that I had kind of settled for second best, you know? I mean I mean I look at it now, and man, these are old feelings. Just fucking there all the time, for… all the way along.

Silence.

That’s terrible, isn’t it?

IAN. You felt what you felt…

JOHN (slight self-disgust). Yeah but, what… who the fuck did I think I was? You know?

Pause.

You see, we’d, I think, we’d been slightly left behind, a little bit, you know? All our… all our friends, they, you know, they had families. And, that… that… bound them together, you know? And, you see, I think that that… that we were… we were slightly left behind a little bit maybe. And that we felt that there was something kind of wrong with us, not anything serious or really wrong, but that there was a whole… you know, a whole experience, a whole way, maybe, of… of relating to everything, that wasn’t… it wasn’t available to us. (Suddenly.) It was a pain in the fucking hole to tell you the truth!

You know. I don’t know if you have children, and I don’t mean anything, because this is nothing about those people, but you know, I found, we found, that, okay, of course we were invited to places, you know, to parties and everything. But that’s what there was to talk about, you know? ‘Oh my sons are ten and eleven.’ ‘Oh my son is eleven!’ You know?

And of course! Look, that’s what people talk about. Of course they do. It’s perfectly normal to want to talk about the things that are happening in your life. But, you know, that was what we were always sort of on the edge of. You know, those conversations. You know, you’d be trying to, waiting for the subject to change and then of course, some stupid fucker would turn around and go, ‘Do you have any kids, yourself, John?’ And I’d be, and I know that this happened to Mari too, I’d be like, ‘Eh, no, no actually, I don’t.’ Which’d be then… ‘Oh! Right! Okay!’ You know?

I mean, I don’t know if it felt like a big thing at the time, in a funny way, but it must have been, because I always felt… that it… wasn’t… addressed because in a way, maybe I felt that the whole thing should be different – not just that we should adopt some kid or something – but that I should change the whole… the whole fucking thing, you know? Start again, somewhere else. Which then, of course, just feels mad and you want to let yourself believe that all these things aren’t that important but… it was there and… what can I say? There was all this shit going on and I… our life just carried on and we grew up basically and our child-bearing years were over and we got on with it, and that’s, but then, out the fucking blue, about three years ago…

Pause.

I met someone, you know?

Pause.

I mean… I didn’t meet her, we’d already met her, we both had met her, up at a… party up there in Howth up there, you know? House of a guy I was doing some business with.

(Suddenly.) This is fucking mad fucking shit, now, you know?

IAN. I know. I know. It’s okay…

JOHN. Yeah, well, like I say it was someone we’d both seen around a little bit for years. She’s wealthy, you know? The husband is loaded, you know? And I suppose just the ordinary feelings of that… surface… glamour… I mean you’d see this woman, there was no doubt about it, she was, you know, the most beautiful woman in the room or whatever, or even wherever you’d go she’d be one of the top five best-looking women there, you know? I mean, that’s what we’re talking about here, you know? And obviously that’s… that’s very attractive, you know?

But about three years ago we were invited up to this guy, O’Leary, big hotel guy, up to his mansion up there on Howth Head. And both of us were excited about it and looking forward to it, you know, Mari liked, dressing up. She had a good figure and she could, she could definitely hold her own, and this would have been a big deal and we were in good form going up there beforehand. And it was, you know, there were people up there parking the cars for you and all this, you know what I mean? Up these steps like, and butlers standing there with champagne and hot ports and all this, serious stuff now, you know?

And in we go, into this place, serious mansion now, you know? And as usual, you know, we’re fucking standing there on our own – fucking, you know, trying to talk to each other, but of course we both wanted to get stuck in and meet some other people and I was dying for a slash and Mari doesn’t want to let me go and leave her on her own there, and all that, yeah?

But eventually we get talking to another couple, and a business guy I know comes in and it’s warming up and I leg it down to the jacks and kind of – the way it goes, you know, I don’t see Mari until everyone sits down later on for something to eat, ’cause when I’m coming out of the toilet and I’m going through the kitchen I meet a few other people who are there, and then I meet this… this woman that I’m talking about…

Her name is Vivien…

And I stop and say hello and, you know, we’re standing there at the… you know, in the middle of a kitchen, sometimes in those big houses…

IAN. An island.

JOHN. Yeah, and there were these stools and it was like we were sitting at a bar somewhere, you know? The champagne keeps coming round, and it’s great, you know? Because not only is this woman so beautiful to look at but we’re having a brilliant chat, you know? ’Cause I had been in hospital for a few days having this thing done on my sinuses and it was weird because she was asking me about it and no one had asked me anything really, you know, not even Mari, although she had been great and everything and she came to see me every day – but I’d felt just this… just this real lonely feeling when I was in there, you know? I don’t know why, or what happened but when I was in there, I just felt a bit scared and… and em…

But I’d had these feelings and anyway, for some reason I mentioned this to… to Vivien, and you know, God it just felt like I was being taken seriously. You know, and the champagne is coming round and it turns out that Vivien was in hospital at nearly the same time, you know? And she starts
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