

[image: ]




Lisa Evans

ONCE WE WERE MOTHERS








OBERON BOOKS
LONDON





First published in 2004 by Oberon Books Ltd
Electronic edition published in 2013

Oberon Books Ltd 
521 Caledonian Road, London N7 9RH
Tel: +44 (0) 20 7607 3637 / Fax: +44 (0) 20 7607 3629
e-mail: info@oberonbooks.com
www.oberonbooks.com

Copyright © Lisa Evans 2004

Lisa Evans is hereby identified as author of this work in accordance with section 77 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. The author has asserted her moral rights.

All rights whatsoever in this play are strictly reserved and application for performance etc. should be made before commencement of rehearsal to MBA Ltd, 62 Grafton Way, London W1P 5LD (info@mbalit.co.uk). No performance may be given unless a licence has been obtained, and no alterations may be made in the title or the text of the play without the author’s prior written consent.

You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or binding or by any means (print, electronic, digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

PB ISBN: 978-1-84002-499-9
E ISBN: 978-1-7831-9352-3

Cover image by Candida Kelsall

eBook conversion by Replika Press PVT Ltd, India.

Visit www.oberonbooks.com to read more about all our books and to buy them. You will also find features, author interviews and news of any author events, and you can sign up for e-newsletters so that you’re always first to hear about our new releases.





Contents

Characters

Act One

Scene One

Scene Two

Scene Three

Scene Four

Scene Five

Scene Six

Scene Seven

Scene Eight

Scene Nine

Scene Ten

Scene Eleven

Scene Twelve

Scene Thirteen

Act Two

Scene One

Scene Two

Scene Three

Scene Four

Scene Five

Scene Six

Scene Seven

Scene Eight

Scene Nine

Scene Ten

Scene Eleven

Scene Twelve

Scene Thirteen

Scene Fourteen

Scene Fifteen

Scene Sixteen

Scene Seventeen

Scene Eighteen

Scene Nineteen





Once We Were Mothers was first performed on 3 September 2004 at the New Vic Theatre, Newcastle-under-Lyme with the following cast:





	Alison Darling
	Jeanette



	Sarah Gordy
	Flora



	Tina Gray
	Gwen



	Tess Mawle
	Nevenka



	Hazel Maycock
	Kitty



	Janice McKenzie
	Ali



	Dominic Meir
	Doctor / Teacher / Tajib



	Paula Stockbridge
	Milena




Creatives
Director Gwenda Hughes
Designer Jess Curtis
Lighting Designer Daniella Beattie
Sound Designer James Earls-Davis
Company Stage Manager Andy Billington
Deputy Stage Manager David Sunnuck
Assistant Stage Manager Anna Creed




Characters

ALI

GWEN
her mother

FLORA
her daughter who has Downs Syndrome

DOCTOR

MILENA

NEVENKA
her friend

TAJIB
her husband

TEACHER

KITTY

JEANETTE
her daughter

TAJIB, DOCTOR and TEACHER can be
played by the same performer,

ALI and MILENA’s stories are contemporary,
KITTY’s is set in the mid-1950s

 




To Leo and Owen

Thank you


Act One

Scene One
Ali’s Story (1)

Lights up on ALI – a woman in her 40’s – doing dance limbering exercises. She addresses the audience.

ALI: I was dancing the night I gave birth. The night Flora arrived. Only I didn’t know that’s who it was at the time. All I knew was fear and –

ALI shrieks with surprise at the sudden pain.

DOCTOR: That’s it Mum, you’re nearly there.

ALI: How many more fucking times do I have to tell you? My name’s Ali!

DOCTOR: Okay Mum, just rest and then one big push.

ALI: No, that’s it. I’ve had enough now. I’m going home. Aah! It hurts! I want my mum!

FLORA: Don’t be scared. It’s only me.

DOCTOR: And – push!

ALI: I am fucking pushing!

DOCTOR: Again.

Straining and groaning from ALI followed by a scream and then silence.

FLORA: It’s only me.

ALI is being wheeled in a chair by her mother – GWEN.

ALI: (Pointing.) Neo natal intensive care.

GWEN: I know dear. I’d already seen it. Don’t wave your arms about, they might get knocked off.

ALI: She was probably right. For a dancer I was horribly clumsy. I was terrified of holding the baby. I was bound to drop her.

GWEN: I’ll show you how.

ALI: Truth be told, I was actively dreading being a mother. I had such a lot to live up to. Still, something that was half Jim couldn’t be all bad.

DOCTOR approaches.

DOCTOR: Mrs Plunket?

GWEN: Yes, I’m her mother. We’ve come to see my granddaughter. Little Gwen.

ALI: Can I see my baby?

DOCTOR: I’ve talked to your husband.

ALI: Yes. He went home for a rest.

GWEN: Poor man.

ALI: He’ll be back soon.

DOCTOR: You had a difficult delivery.

FLORA’s face is obscured by a large white hospital board with a list of patients in black felt pen. One of them reads, ‘Gerpett. Down’s’.

GWEN: It runs in the family. I was in labour for 28 hours with our Michael, and this one was 24 and forceps. I’ve never been the same since.

DOCTOR: I’m afraid the baby has a few problems.

ALI sees the sign.

ALI: (To audience.) He wasn’t kidding.

DOCTOR: Her blood sugar’s a bit low, she has a hole in her heart – we don’t know how serious that is. Oh, and she’s Down’s Syndrome.

Gasp from GWEN.

GWEN: Oh no. Oh my God.

ALI: But she’s still our baby isn’t she?

FLORA takes the sign down so it no longer hides her solemn face. She leaves the stage.

FLORA: (Sadly.) It’s only me.

GWEN takes the DOCTOR aside.

GWEN: I know my daughter. She’s not going to be able to cope with this. My husband was in the airforce you see.

The DOCTOR looks blank.

You don’t get this sort of thing there. Everyone’s certified A1 – you have to be, to do the job. The whole family. If the children are sick then the wife has to stay behind and take care of them. It just doesn’t work. Airforce personnel need the support of their wives by their side. There’s never been anything like this on our side of the family. No wonder poor Jim couldn’t cope.

ALI: He should tell that to me!

GWEN: He wouldn’t want to upset you. Nobody does.

DOCTOR: No one’s blaming you. It just happens.

GWEN: He’s in shock poor man.

ALI: But she’s still my baby, isn’t she?

DOCTOR: She’s never going to amount to much. Quite probably ineducable, incontinent, certainly dependent. It won’t be easy. And she’s very poorly. If she makes it through infancy she certainly won’t live beyond sixteen.

ALI: And the good news?

GWEN: She’s never going to be able to deal with this.

DOCTOR: You don’t have to make any decisions yet – the baby can’t leave the incubator for quite some time. You go home and think about it. Talk it over with your husband.

GWEN: Poor man. Defective gene pool. There was that aunt at the wedding. A poor creature. Looked like a brick. I had a name for her, do you remember?

ALI: I don’t know.

GWEN: It’s on the tip of my… I’ve got it! Brick Face. She was most definitely not A1. Where are you going? Alison?

ALI: I don’t know.

GWEN: I’ll drive you. Don’t worry, you’ll have others. I had two perfect babies. I’m sure you’ll be able to cope with a normal child just fine.

Scene Two
Kitty’s Story (1)

KITTY enters carrying a shawled bundle of baby.

KITTY: I remember the day I brought the baby home like it was yesterday. The house was so quiet, just the tick of the cuckoo clock on the kitchen wall, a bluebottle banging itself against the window, ice cream van wheezing out ‘Greensleeves’ a couple of streets away. But I knew she was there somewhere. Hiding.

Now then baby, where can your big sister Susannah be? Is she in the larder? No. Is she under the sink? No. Maybe your big sister’s been doing magic tricks and she’s just disappeared. Now wouldn’t that be a shame when you’ve been so looking forward to seeing her eh? Hold on, what’s that noise? Did you hear it? That’s a giggle that belongs to somebody I know. Nobody else laughs like that except my Susannah. Now if we can find the giggle we can find the girl. Oh there you are, under the table all the time! How’s my big girl? You do look smart. Daddy’s string vest. And wellingtons. Oh what a lovely hug.

SUSANNAH’S VOICE: What’s that?

KITTY: This is your new sister.

SUSANNAH’S VOICE: You didn’t say she’d be red.

KITTY: I think I know what she’s doing.

SUSANNAH’S VOICE: In her nappy? Huh. I go toilet.

KITTY: That’s cos you’re a big girl. You can teach her later on how to do everything.

The cuckoo clock chimes. The baby wails.

KITTY: Oh look what a fright it gave her.

SUSANNAH’S VOICE: It’s only the cuckoo clock silly.

KITTY: Why don’t you sing her one of your nursery rhymes, send her off to sleep again.

SUSANNAH’S VOICE: (Loud.) Bimbo, bimbo, what you going to do-y-oh? Bimbo bimbo where you going to go-y-oh? Bimbo bimbo does your mummy know, you’re going down the road to see a little girly-oh?

During the rousing song, KITTY tries unsuccessfully to ssh SUSANNAH. The baby stops crying.

KITTY: Well, that worked.

SUSANNAH’S VOICE: More?

KITTY: Maybe later.

SUSANNAH’S VOICE: What’s her name?

KITTY: I was hoping you’d have some ideas.

SUSANNAH’S VOICE: Bimbo?

KITTY: Possibly.

SUSANNAH’S VOICE: Mum, Mum, I know. Noddy.

KITTY laughs happily.

KITTY: You are a funny bunny, Susannah.

Baby starts to cry again.

SUSANNAH’S VOICE: Don’t cry Noddy I’m dancing. Look. Look at Susannah dancing. (Singing.) Bimbo bimbo what you going to do-y-oh?

KITTY: (Singing softly.) Bimbo bimbo, where you going to go-y-oh. Look at your big sister. Isn’t she a one. That’s our Susannah. She’ll have her name in lights one day, shouldn’t wonder.

Dolly next door said, ‘You’ll have to watch her. They can be funny when the second one comes along.’ Not my Susannah. Soon as the baby cried she’d be in there with whatever Uncle Mac was playing on the wireless that week. ‘I’m a pink toothbrush’, ‘Old Macdonald’, ‘Thumbelina’. Ah. Happy days.

We eventually settled on Jeanette, with Nellie as a second name. Happy days.

She exits happily humming ‘Nellie the Elephant’.

Scene Three
Milena’s Story (1)

MILENA: How did this happen, to us, to this town? I used to think I did something wrong and I was paying for it. I look back for that wrong thing. There are reasons, but none good enough. It is just war. War means killing people but it is more than that. In my country it is about erasing the past and murdering the future. When Nevenka and I talked of the future, there was only one thing we were certain about. That in it we would be together. Always. Like the gym display for Tito’s birthday parade. All the schools took part, and somehow we always got chosen – Nevenka was cute, and I was obedient – and this year we had both been selected to go on the grand parade in Belgrade. Tomorrow we would sit together on the bus to the capital, and sleep next to each other in the dormitories overnight. The day after, marching alongside the nurses and the soldiers, accompanied by bands while above our heads fireworks cracked the sky, we’d be on national TV celebrating our great leader’s birthday.

NEVENKA enters.

NEVENKA: Quick Milena, under the table, he’ll never find us here.

The two girls hide under a school table.

MILENA: Did the teacher see us?

NEVENKA: What if he did. It was only teasing. Stupid farm boy. I’m never going to get married. Ever.

MILENA: Why not?

NEVENKA: Boys are so unromantic.

MILENA: Even when they get to be men?

NEVENKA: Especially then. Can you imagine my little brothers as men?

MILENA: Dusan with his gun and Simo still in a dress?

NEVENKA: Probably. My sister says they’re only after one thing.

MILENA: What?

NEVENKA: Sweets I expect.

MILENA: I wish I had a sister.

NEVENKA: You’ve got me. It’s better that way.

MILENA: Why?

NEVENKA: It just is. You can trust friends.

TEACHER enters.

Ssh.

TEACHER: Children. No, young people. That’s the right note. You are the future of Yugoslavia. What you learn today, will inform your society tomorrow. How you behave today is a signal to your teachers and families of the adult they can expect in their community tomorrow.

NEVENKA: He’s practising his speech!

TEACHER: And calling a child who comes from the country names – singling him out for abuse – does not bode well for the future. Does it Milena?

Silence.

Unless my knowledge of anatomy is sadly awry, feet are usually attached to legs and then torsos followed by heads. In this case those of two students hoping to go to Belgrade tomorrow. Come out please.

The girls scramble out.

Nevenka, Milena, why did you call Goran names?

Silence.

If you don’t answer neither of you will be taking part in the birthday parade tomorrow.

NEVENKA: She didn’t do anything. It was just me. And it wasn’t a rude name.

TEACHER: What was it then?

NEVENKA: ‘Two Digits’.

TEACHER: You called him ‘Two Digits’. Because?

NEVENKA: City buses only have one.

TEACHER: And?

NEVENKA: Country buses have two.

TEACHER: I see.

NEVENKA: Yeah. It just means I know where he comes from.

MILENA: He gave her a letter to take home to her parents and the following day I climbed onto the coach alone.

MILENA waves goodbye to NEVENKA.

And I had to sit next to Goran all the way to Belgrade. It was no fun without Nevenka. Not even when the favoured girl taking the Baton of Youth on the last lap of its journey round the country, tripped going up the steps and dropped the torch at Tito’s feet – something we’d always prayed would happen. No joy laughing on your own.

Scene Four
Ali’s Story (2)

ALI: Shut the door. Shut out the voice. Run upstairs. Shut the door. Alone. In the nursery. I’d made this room for the baby. Decorated it, sewed frills round a crib. Now I’d been told that this baby had an incurable heart condition and wouldn’t live beyond sixteen. And I thought if I bring this baby home, she’s going to die here in this nice house. That wasn’t who I made this room for. All I knew of Down’s people were adults in institutions in awful cardigans and now one of them was mine. Ours. Jim couldn’t talk to me for weeks beyond ‘Pass the cornflakes’. He couldn’t stop eating. Constantly like some desperate baby bird. He told me later all he could think was ‘That is not coming home’. I fell apart then, shaking, gibbering, pacing the house and the hospital corridors. My mother was right. I certainly couldn’t cope. And all the time, even when I stroked her finger through the hole in the incubator, the baby kept her eyes resolutely shut. Then one day they said:

DOCTOR: There’s nothing more we can do except stabilise her, give her drugs to keep her going for a while.

GWEN: You don’t have to take her home. Does she?

DOCTOR: No.

GWEN: You won’t cope, your dancing, your work, your marriage? What happens when you’re old, you’ll still be looking after her. A grown up. It’s all wrong. Children are supposed to take care of their parents in later years, not the other way about.

ALI: And images of middle aged women with awful haircuts in gathered skirts and short socks flooded my mind. And Jim and me, grey and worn, leading one of these about by the hand, trying to get her on and off buses. Our house full of terrible baskets she’d made, our evenings full of worried discussions about what would happen to her when we died.

GWEN: Better you just tell everyone she’s died and they’ll get her adopted.

ALI: The nurse handed the baby to me, and for the first time I held her without tubes and drips and monitors. 
But, she’s just a baby! 
And that’s when she opened her eyes for the first time and looked at me, beaming the full force of her personality directly into my eyes.

She’s coming home with us.

GWEN: What about Jim?

ALI: He’ll get used to the idea. Or not.

DOCTOR: You do realise what you’re taking on?

GWEN: Of course she doesn’t.

ALI: My daughter.

DOCTOR: It’s going to be very hard, the outlook for her is extremely poor, both physically and mentally.

ALI: Then whatever I do’ll be a bonus, won’t it? I can’t fail. Liberating thought!

GWEN: But you’ve heard what the doctors have said, she’s going to die.

ALI: Not alone in a hospital she isn’t. She can die at home, with her family. That way, at least she’ll know someone cared about her.

GWEN: You’ll live to regret this.

ALI: Quite possibly. But I’m taking my daughter home.

And that was when everyone disappeared. Doctors.

DOCTOR: Call us if you need us.

He exits.

ALI: Health visitors. ‘I won’t bother to weigh her dear’.

ALI waves goodbye.

Friends.

Family.

GWEN: I can’t stand by and watch you sacrifice everything I’ve dreamed of for you. I’m sorry.

GWEN exits.

ALI grins.

ALI: Thanks kid. Got to give you a name sometime. Mum seemed to think we were going to name you after her… no. I know, how about Florence? Your dad and I always wanted to go there and now…we probably won’t. Or maybe Flora. That’ll be easier for you to say, eventually, you know, if you can, ever does learn to…

FLORA walks across the stage.

FLORA: Florence, Florence, Florence.

ALI: Jim agreed. Flora. Flora Gerpett.

FLORA: I think I’m more of a Britney, myself. Still, it could have been worse. They could have had romantic yearnings for Washington or Dubrovnik.

She shrugs, exits.

Scene Five
Kitty’s Story (2)

KITTY and JEANETTE are waiting in the kitchen. The cuckoo clock strikes nine.

KITTY: Nine o’clock.

JEANETTE: Shall I make some more tea?

KITTY: No. Thanks. Jeanette, d’you think maybe…

JEANETTE: Mum.

KITTY: Right.

JEANETTE: Can I watch…?

KITTY: No!

JEANETTE: But… Sorry.

KITTY: Sorry.

Silence broken by the phone. KITTY jumps to answer it, hopeful.

Hello?… Oh… No. There’s no news… Yes… I will.

KITTY replaces the receiver.

Aunty Evelyn.

Silence, then KITTY hears footsteps outside.

Listen! D’you think…?

JEANETTE: Wait there. I’ll go and see

JEANETTE hurries out. KITTY waits, her lips moving almost silently.

KITTY: Please God, please God, please.

JEANETTE enters.

JEANETTE: It was Dolly next door. She said if there’s anything…

KITTY: Right. If only there was…something…we should be out there, looking…

JEANETTE: Someone’s got to stay home.

KITTY: I know. I just…

JEANETTE: Mum.

KITTY: She must have said something? Try and remember.

JEANETTE: She didn’t. I told you.

KITTY: Tell me again.

JEANETTE: She got off the bus and went into the sweet shop. I went to gymnastics. That’s it.

KITTY: You have no sense of danger you girls. How many times have I told you…

JEANETTE: Never take sweets, never take lifts from strangers. She went to buy her own sweets Mum!

KITTY: It’s not a joke! You have no idea how dangerous…

The doorbell goes, a long ring. JEANETTE runs to the door. KITTY’s frozen with dread and hope. JEANETTE returns.

JEANETTE: It’s the police.

Scene Six
Milena’s Story (2)

MILENA and NEVENKA run on.

NEVENKA: Lend me your penknife.

MILENA: What for?

NEVENKA: Art.

MILENA: (Handing it over.) Vandalism.

NEVENKA: (Waving it at her.) Murder!

MILENA: So, how far did he go?

NEVENKA: (Carving into the tree.) Not far enough. How d’you spell Goran’s surname?

MILENA: And you, a graduate?

NEVENKA: Not yet. Anyway I’m a scientist, not a walking dictionary like you. So, do you want his name up here or not?

MILENA: I don’t care.

NEVENKA: Much.

MILENA: So, what went wrong last night?

NEVENKA: Dusan came home to announce he’s joined the Young Serbs. Simo walked out, they had a scuffle on the doorstep and my mother of course went hysterical. I finally got her to bed and settled down on the sofa with Tajib for some serious body parts exploration, with tongues, but she kept reappearing. Eventually he suggested I consider marketing her as a contraceptive and went home.

MILENA laughs.

MILENA: He’s really funny that Tajib.

NEVENKA: He’s all right. There you go. G loves M. The only question is, does M love G?

MILENA: Of course I do. I love everyone and everything. I love the navy blue sky, the stars, the breeze…

NEVENKA: That smelly old man mending his boat?

MILENA: Yes and the beetle on that leaf, and the boy pedalling his tricyle. All of it. I love my life, my family, my university, my haircut…

NEVENKA gets out an apple.

NEVENKA: Your thighs?

MILENA: (Beat. She grins.) You can’t have it all ways.

But we could. We did. We were young. We could do anything. For us even the trees talked.

MILENA snatches the apple from NEVENKA who chases her off, laughing.,

Scene Seven
Ali’s Story (3)

ALI: ‘She’s going to need constant stimulation’ is what the doctor said. And oh boy was I going to make sure she got it. Just so long as it didn’t involve leaving the house. I’d tried that – it was like something out of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. I could have had a sheep in a bonnet in my pram and got a more favourable reception as they peeked in under the hood. All those well intentioned people. It was the pity I really couldn’t take. I’d never belonged to that club – you know, the girl who’s never chosen for team games, the one who gets dumped, who has spots, fails her 11-plus, has a randy father, or worse a randy mother – I was A1 remember. Nobody pities A1’s. They did now. Then one day the doorbell went and there was Clare. She had a baby in a buggy and before I could say, no thank you not interested in whatever it is you’re selling, borrowing or sponsoring, she had me in my coat, Flora under my arm and out the front door. Next thing I knew we were in her kitchen, together with two other mothers and on the floor were our four Down’s Syndrome babies. Like it or loathe it, I was now a member of a new club. So there we’d be several afternoons a week, hung about with more bells than a convention of morris dancers, rubbing our babies with pan scourers – Tesco’s are definitely the best – tracking their eye movements, rolling them around like dumplings, and all the time applauding, encouraging and smiling. And guess what, at all of these activities Flora was without question the worst. How the others loved me. Compared to Flora, their babies performed like bloody Einstein and Olga Korbut rolled into one. Still, I suppose I cheered everyone else up.

Doorbell and GWEN enters.

GWEN: What on earth have you done to your face?

ALI: What? Oh I forgot I had it on.

GWEN: Is it fancy dress?

ALI: It’s to stimulate Flora. You know, big blue eyes, big red mouth…

GWEN: You look like a prostitute. What’ll people think?

ALI: I had to give up worrying about that a while ago. How’ve you been?

GWEN: Oh you know, so so.

ALI: Say hello to Flora.

There is a bundle on the floor on a brightly coloured mat. It is FLORA as a baby. GWEN averts her eyes.

GWEN: I brought her this. Just a little something I thought looked like her.

ALI, worried, opens a carrier and takes out a frilly pink party dress.

She’ll grow into it.

ALI: She’ll have to have a bit of personality change first. Not exactly the sort of dress for lying flat on your back in. Is it Flora?

GWEN: You and Michael could sit up by this stage.

ALI: Only sit up? Surely I was front row of the corps de ballet by now?

GWEN: Don’t be clever Alison. It’s unkind. When you’re my age you’ll look back and be proud of your children’s achievements.

ALI: You reckon?

GWEN: There’ll be others.

ALI: Actually we do have an achievement to celebrate.

GWEN: Oh good. Did she…?

ALI: Just listen. You know how I do tracking with her.

GWEN: Tracking?

ALI: When I move the pig with bells on its feet across her eyes, jingle jingle jingle, so she follows it? Well today, she did. At the first jingle she just looked, focused. Isn’t that amazing?

GWEN: Mmn. She’ll look very well in pink.

ALI: Excuse me?

GWEN: The dress. You had one like this when you auditioned for the Royal Ballet School.

ALI: Yeah I expect it was that that swung it.

GWEN: It was what I’d always wanted for you. When you got the scholarship it was worth all the lessons, the shoes, the driving to and fro.

ALI: Mm. It was hard work.

GWEN: You, hard work? Out late drinking and carrying on.

ALI: I was a bit older then. And everyone did it. You have to after a show to let off steam. Everyone smoked, everyone drank to relax after all that hard slogging work, day after day.

GWEN: Maybe if you’d worked a little more and played a little less you wouldn’t have injured yourself.

ALI: How many times. I was dropped. Anyway injuries happen all the time, it goes with the territory. About which you know absolutely nothing incidentally.

GWEN: I know you could have been great.

ALI: I was good. Hundreds of people are good.

GWEN: We’ll never know now, will we? You always knew best. And look what happens.

ALI: Oh hello, there’s logic just left the room again. What exactly are you saying Mum? Look what happens when?

GWEN: Here, now.

ALI: Oh sorry, I thought we’d hung the blame firmly on Jim’s family tree?

GWEN: Poor Jim.

ALI: Sorry?

GWEN: Scourers, I mean to say!

ALI: It’s to stimulate her nerve endings. It works.

GWEN: He’s such a good father.

ALI: He wouldn’t pick her up for the first ten days she was home, for Christ’s sake!

GWEN: Don’t use language, Alison.

ALI: Are you hearing what I’m saying? Until I actually dumped her in his arms and left the room, he wouldn’t hold her, his own daughter!

GWEN: It’s hard for a man like him.

ALI: It’s no bloody bed of roses for me either you know.

GWEN: Well, I did warn you.

ALI: Oh shit shit shit.

GWEN: You’re bound to feel guilty, that’s what all this frantic activity’s about.

ALI: No, it’s about helping Flora be the most she can. Everyone says you need to…

GWEN: Everyone? A gaggle of guilty women making it up as they go along.

ALI: And she was right. We were. But what else did we have except each other and the magic faraway mob. That’s what Jim used to call them and they were, off with the fairies, dribbling and dreaming while we parents – yeah the dads did get dragged into this more than most – frantically tracked and tickled and scraped and jangled them into response. Or not. I had never been so tired or depressed in my life. And all along I knew it wasn’t because Flora had Down’s Syndrome or because she was also the slowest Down’s Syndrome girl in the group. It was because of my secret which I kept wrapped up like a first tooth under the pillow of my dreams. I was a mother, and I didn’t, couldn’t, love my baby.

Scene Eight
Kitty’s Story (3)

KITTY’s cleaning.

KITTY: When you’re carrying you don’t know who it is inside you, the other heartbeat. Then they’re born and they’re who they are and always were. Loud and lively, demanding, needing. Just by listening I could track my girls throughout the house. Toilet flushing, stairs creaking, music jangling, doors slamming. It’s been so quiet these days since she, since Susannah, went…away. Missing. I try to keep occupied, busy, you know. Life must go on. It must.

KITTY stops suddenly, listening to the sound of a record playing in the house.

KITTY: Susannah?!

KITTY runs to where a girl sits hunched over, playing a single on a portable red leatherette record player.

Susie?

KITTY sees it’s not Susie but JEANETTE, who looks up innocently.

You?

In her disappointment, KITTY rages.

What on earth do you think you’re doing?

JEANETTE: I was only listening.

KITTY: These are her things. What do you mean by touching Susannah’s things? You know she doesn’t like it. You must never never touch them. D’you hear me?

JEANETTE: But I didn’t mean –

KITTY: How could you be so selfish?

JEANETTE: Mum! I was only playing.

KITTY: Hold your tongue. Don’t you dare answer me back young lady. Coming in here, playing, making noise when your sister’s… God knows…

JEANETTE: I didn’t mean any harm.

KITTY: I’ll give you harm. I’ll give you such a hiding if I ever catch you. If you ever ever…you stupid child!

Arm raised, KITTY stops, shocked, as she sees JEANETTE curling up protecting herself from the oncoming blow.

I’m sorry. Jeanette love. I’m so sorry.

JEANETTE: It’s all right.

KITTY: But it wasn’t. After that it was as if Jeanette never again stood unprotected in the middle of a room. I’d lost one daughter and the other preferred furniture between me and her.

Scene Nine
Ali’s Story (4)

ALI: If there’s one thing I hate it’s achieving mothers. You do if your kid’s always bottom of the class. She was still the cutest but while all the others were pulling themselves up on climbing frames learning motor skills there was Flora, propped on a cushion, doing sweet bugger all. She couldn’t even sit up, so I put bells on her bootees. She had such tiny legs that even the bells didn’t ring much. It was a big deal if they rang at all. Around this time I became obsessed, poor child didn’t get a minute’s peace what with the pan scourers and the bricks and all the time the clapping hands. Well done, Flora!

ALI claps her hands.

We applauded everything, the slightest response brought on frenzied clapping. Well done Flora! And the responses were slight. Sometimes I’d look at her as she impassively watched me, tracking and jangling, and she seemed to me like a creature in its lair waiting for the right time to appear. Then one day Jim and I were downstairs, probably having a drink, we did a lot of that during this time, when we heard this sound.

FLORA starts to clap slowly.

We followed the noise upstairs, along the corridor and into Flora’s room. She was in her cot, pulling on a home-made mobile Jim had rigged up for her, making a house go round, and then clapping herself. She knew what to do. We just stood there and laughed and laughed and then Jim’s laughter changed to crying. He leaned over Flora’s cot and sobbed. Then when he was done we sat on the floor beside the crib I’d made so lovingly all those hundreds of years ago and he told me that in the hospital all he’d thought was ‘I can’t cope. Please God it dies’. And behind us all the time this clapping of fat little infant hands. Well done Flora.

FLORA comes and hugs ALI, comforting her.

ALI: D’you remember all those bricks and bells?

FLORA: Bricks yes. I remember bricks.

ALI: It was all part of what was called Portage. The others were all doing somersaults or brain surgery or something and we were putting bricks and triangles in and out of boxes. Well, you were still reclining on your cushion and I was going demented shrieking ‘Please, please put the brick in the box!’ And I remember thinking, how sad am I? And the look on your face said ‘Very’. When we’d been doing this for a year I said ‘I know, let’s put this brick through the window’ and I did.

ALI mimes throwing a brick. Sound effect of breaking glass. FLORA smiles.

Yeah that’s what you did then. You laughed. This fat gurgling chuckle. And fell off your cushion. So I picked you up and did it again. Throw. (Noise.) Smash. Laugh. Topple.

FLORA laughs along with ALI falling over as she does.

I’d got through several window panes by the time Jim came home and suggested that before I was made an honorary member of the worshipful company of glaziers we could always create a similar sound effect. Oh but you thought it was so funny. Lying there with your legs in the air, bells jangling, hiccupping and laughing.

ALI looks at FLORA, and realises.

And that’s when it happened.

FLORA: What did?

ALI: I was hooked.

FLORA: Not before then?

ALI: I don’t know. I’m sorry. Maybe it was there, between us, like those almost invisible threads that spiders weave, but until then I didn’t know it. Or how strong it was. Nor that from this moment on I’d be bound hand and foot, heart and soul, to the service of Flora Gerpett.

Scene Ten
Milena’s Story (3)

MILENA: The view from the hill overlooking our town and the mountains beyond was always spectacular. Never more so than when you had some task calling you back down the slopes. Slopes that in winter were covered in snow and in summer with tiny sharp blue flowers so delicate it seemed as if the sky had dropped its shawl to earth as a gift. The task in question today was matrimony. I had been sitting there since daybreak, watching the mist drift off the valley and the smoke rise from the chimneys as it rose every other day. But this day was different, even the trees at my back soughed and whispered that nothing would ever be the same again. I heard their laughter before I saw them coming towards me from a long way off – the advantage of a hill top position – two bright dots that became gradually the two people I loved best in the world, Tajib and Nevenka.

TAJIB and NEVENKA enter laughing.

NEVENKA: Tajib thought you’d run away.

MILENA: I’ve had a bird hopping about in my stomach all night.

TAJIB: So you came up here to set it free?

MILENA: I came up here because I’d flushed the toilet so many times the whole house was awake and snarling at me.

NEVENKA: I should like to roll down this hill from top to bottom, over and over like a log.

MILENA: You’d be scratched and torn to pieces. Just because it looks inviting doesn’t mean it’s a good idea.

TAJIB: Like marriage?

NEVENKA: He’s having doubts.

MILENA: I can understand that.

NEVENKA: It’s a very serious business.

MILENA: Choosing the right person.

NEVENKA: This one? Or that one?

MILENA: That one? Or this one?

NEVENKA: Come on Tajib, which is it to be? The guests are waiting, the food is prepared. Mamas and aunties have been cooking for weeks, bourrek and baklava, roast lamb on a spit, cakes and pastries, patties and pies. Papas and uncles are tasting their home-made plum brandy, comparing potency – the way men do. The room next to your parents lies waiting, freshly painted, the recently purchased, nearly-new double bed strewn with petals. The walls are thin but you were always a quiet lover. Tonight, as your friends carry you to bed – preserving, for tradition’s sake, your manly strength for the weighty task of consummating your marriage – spare a thought for them, the old couple in the bed next door. Will this be you in thirty years’ time? Finishing each other’s sentences, arguing still about the same things, knowing each mole and wrinkle, stretch mark and scar as if it were your own. Will this be you, holding hands in the dark, listening to the future in the room next door, hearing in the creak of the headboard the laughter of your grandchildren springing to life, their footsteps running through your dreams?

TAJIB: I could do with a drink.

NEVENKA: You could do with us both.

TAJIB: (Laughing.) I could. Oh I could. But you I’d divorce in a fortnight.

NEVENKA: We’d last that long?

TAJIB: Whereas you. Milena moya doosho, my soul.

He puts his hand on her stomach.

How is the bird?

MILENA: Calm. Thank you.

She kisses him.

And thank you, my Kuma, my best of friends.

She puts her other arm round NEVENKA and kisses her too. MILENA looks at TAJIB.

MILENA: Ready?

TAJIB: Steady.

NEVENKA: Let’s go to a wedding!

Burst of fireworks/gunfire, music and singing.

Scene Eleven
Kitty’s Story (4)

KITTY: Gordon finds it hard to understand. Why I had to put my foot down. I’m not that kind of a person usually. Well I thought I wasn’t. Now that everything’s back to normal, rationing over and all the excitement about oranges and bananas being available once more. Not that you don’t have to be careful mind you. Old habits die hard and making ends meet is the duty of every careful housewife. And I am careful. In most things. But if you take your eye off the ball, just once, you pay,dearly. Believe me. That said, managing is what I’m good at. Kitty Annie Cornish, housewife and mother. I find the mornings the hardest. Getting up. But not today.

KITTY consults her list as JEANETTE enters with a duffle bag.

Sausage rolls, bridge rolls, sandwich spread sandwiches – triangles, crusts off – swiss roll, Arctic roll.

JEANETTE: Plenty of rolls then.

JEANETTE takes out her dirty gym kit.

KITTY: Have I forgotten anything?

JEANETTE: Mum…

KITTY: I don’t do washing till Monday.

JEANETTE: It’s all right I’ll do it myself

KITTY: That’s nice. Jelly, I forgot the jelly.

JEANETTE: It doesn’t matter.

KITTY: I want it to be perfect.

JEANETTE: I know but…

KITTY: Maybe eighteen’s too old for jelly anyway. We do have the Arctic roll. And a birthday cake of course. You’re never too old for that. Make yourself useful and fold these.

KITTY hands JEANETTE some napkins.

I borrowed Dolly’s icer. I just wrote Susie, there wasn’t room for Susannah. That’s one thing Dad and I never thought of.

JEANETTE: Sorry?

KITTY: Susannah and Jeanette – they’re very large names to fit on birthday cakes. Still I don’t suppose they had icers in my grandmother’s day and you were off a knitting pattern.

JEANETTE: And there was me thinking it was the stork brought me.

KITTY: Shouldn’t you be at school?

JEANETTE: It’s half term.

KITTY: Oh.
Where’s your dad?

JEANETTE: He’s down the allotment.

KITTY: But he’ll be late, for tea.

JEANETTE: He had to go to the council offices.

KITTY: I’ve told him, I’m not having it. I’m not moving from here. They can’t make us. That’s what we fought the war for wasn’t it?

JEANETTE: Don’t get yourself in a state.

KITTY: Can they make us?

JEANETTE: No, but…

KITTY: Then I’m not going. What about my neighbours?

JEANETTE: The whole street’ll be moving, not just us.

KITTY: You weren’t here when all the windows blew out.

JEANETTE: I wasn’t born.

KITTY: Exactly. Dolly and I found glass everywhere. Weeks it took us and we were still coming across shards down the back of the chairs, lodged under the skirting board. You can’t relocate that.

JEANETTE: It’s time to move on. Things are changing.

KITTY: I don’t want them to. I don’t want to live up in the clouds. I don’t want a view. I can see more than enough from my bedroom window here. I can see the park and the trees going down to the railway line. I know here.

JEANETTE: Okay, okay.

KITTY: I had my babies here. I survived here. I know where everything is.

JEANETTE: Mum, it’s all right.

KITTY: How could he not be here, today of all days? His own daughter’s eighteenth birthday.

JEANETTE: It’s not Dad’s fault.

KITTY: How’s Susie going to feel then, if she walks in now, dropping her satchel and her mac on the floor the way she does, no matter how many times I tell her hooks are for hanging, and there’s no happy birthday welcome? Put this on.

KITTY puts a paper party hat on JEANETTE’s head and one on her own.

JEANETTE: Mum don’t do this.

KITTY: Deserted, that’s how. I didn’t raise her through a world war, measles, mumps and a cousin with polio, poor mite in callipers, to give up on my Susie just because she hasn’t come home for a while.

JEANETTE: It’s not a while.

KITTY: Three years and 329 days. What would you call it then? A lifetime? Now put that hat back on Jeanette. We’re celebrating your sister’s birthday.

JEANETTE puts the paper hat back on.

Scene Twelve
Ali’s Story (5)

FLORA enters carrying the bundle of infant Flora. ALI takes it from her. FLORA watches.

ALI: When Flora was a baby, her heart problem meant she was often in hospital and they weren’t keen on operating on Down’s babies. Her condition meant that to deal with the blood leaking into her lungs, she’d swell up and go into heart failure. We got to know the signs better than the doctors. At one Casualty they wouldn’t believe it was serious and sent us home. Overnight all the blood vessels in her eyes burst. She had bright red eyes like Damien 2.

Throughout the following Scene FLORA physically commentates on the action, not being able to breathe, being ignored, trying to attract attention etc.

Then they believed us.

DOCTOR enters.

DOCTOR: She should have been brought in earlier.

ALI: She was but…

DOCTOR: You don’t usually come here do you?

ALI: The Royal has all her notes but this was the nearest and we thought…

DOCTOR: Well Mrs Gerpett. We’ve been giving her medication which I’m afraid is not so far taking effect.

ALI: So what can you do?

DOCTOR: You are aware of how serious her heart condition is?

ALI: Yes.

DOCTOR: The poor little thing is in some discomfort.

FLORA signals this – she’s well over the top.

ALI: I know.

DOCTOR: Don’t worry. We’re doing all we can for her.

FLORA rolls her eyes in disbelief.

ALI: Thank you. At the Royal they said if she…

DOCTOR: Really I mean it – don’t worry. We’ll start her on morphine which should ease things along.

FLORA shakes her head.

ALI: Thank you so much.

FLORA waves her arms about to attract ALI’s attention.

FLORA: Mum! Mum! Wake up!

ALI hears FLORA’s voice as a distant memory. Gradually it begins to dawn on her. She runs after the DOCTOR.

ALI: Excuse me. No, you can’t do that.

DOCTOR: Really Mrs Gerpett, you must try and stay calm.

ALI: Hang on, just hang on.

DOCTOR: You’re under a lot of pressure I know.

ALI: Just tell me if I’ve got this right. Morphine –

DOCTOR: In my opinion is the best … (treatment)

ALI: Depresses breathing. Right?

DOCTOR: That is one of its effects but –

ALI: My daughter is swelling up like a frog because she is having trouble breathing and you want to give her morphine which depresses breathing?

DOCTOR: I understand you’re upset…

ALI: (Low and dangerous.) I want her transferred to the Royal.

DOCTOR backs away slightly.

DOCTOR: That is really not an option.

ALI: Ring them, now. Please.

DOCTOR: Mrs Gerpett please wait outside.

ALI gets hold of him by the throat.

ALI: Get on the phone and arrange a transfer now you murdering bastard!

FLORA punches the air in victory sign.

DOCTOR: I was only trying to help.

ALI drops him and he rushes off.

ALI: And he was. He truly thought he was doing us a favour. The hospital sent a special ambulance and she made it, that time. During one of her times in hospital I taught her to read. She didn’t speak but I’d learned Makaton and she signed back ‘Mum?’ (FLORA signs ‘Mum’.) ‘Dad?’ (FLORA signs ‘Dad’.) ‘Granma?’ (FLORA signs thumbing her nose.). I made a book with photos of some of her favourite things and the word for it underneath. She responded really well. Then I made a book without pictures and she signed the words. Flora could read. The Educational Psychologist we saw to try and get Flora into primary school refused to believe me at first. Said ‘She’s just barking at the print’. You know, I used to be one of those quiet people who never spoke out in public. Maybe it was talking for two changed all that. She eventually said her first word at five. Time for bed, Flora.

FLORA: No!

ALI: That was worth waiting for. After that Flora slowly progressed to talking almost entirely in Disney – especially Pinocchio – and finally to speech as we know it. Irony and sarcasm were wasted on her but she had an incredible memory…

Tongue.

ALI moves to flick FLORA’s tongue which is hanging out. FLORA whips it in just in time.

ALI: It’s amazing how many IQ points you gain just by keeping your tongue in your mouth. They’d told me in one hospital she could have her tongue made smaller but then she wouldn’t be able to taste. We decided to carry on with the flicking. Mean but effective.

ALI brings FLORA milk and biscuits as GWEN enters.

GWEN: You look exhausted.

ALI: I had Ballet Group 3 this afternoon, all ambition and no co-ordination. And the mothers, dear God protect me from pushy parents.

GWEN: That’s what children need if they’re to get on.

ALI: Children need…oh never mind.

GWEN: And how’s Flora?

ALI: She’s doing very well, aren’t you, considering she’s in a class full of naughty boys.

GWEN: Oh dear. Do they tease her.

ALI: Ask her.

GWEN beams at FLORA.

GWEN: How are you Flora?

FLORA: I’ve got a fur cough.

GWEN: Oh dear. Does it hurt?

FLORA: No. I haven’t got a cough either.

GWEN looks to ALI for help. ALI shrugs.

Tom and Darren said I had a fur cough.

ALI gets it.

GWEN: (Bemused.) Fur cough?

GWEN gets it.

What kind of a school is this?

ALI: Normal one. Flora darling that’s swearing.

FLORA: Like Oh bugger it?

ALI: Yes but –

FLORA: Where are the sodding car keys?

GWEN: Alison!

ALI: Flora stop it. If you need to swear, go up in your room and do it there, not in front of Gran.

FLORA: It’s not me. It’s my mouth talking.

ALI: Who controls your mouth?

FLORA: (Truthful.) I don’t know. But I expect someone does.

ALI: And coats hang on pegs don’t they?

FLORA: Sorry, my hands forgot. They’ve let me down again. It’s very disappointing, Mum.

ALI: Never mind. They’ll learn one day. Show Gran your new glasses.

FLORA glares at her.

Go on.

FLORA puts them on reluctantly.

There, doesn’t she look lovely?

FLORA: I look like a rat.

ALI: No you don’t. Does she?

GWEN: We never had rats at home.

FLORA: I told you I did.

FLORA takes them off and exits crossly.

ALI: Thank you. Thank you very much. How helpful.

GWEN: I expect it was the dogs and cats kept them away. A home isn’t a real home without animals.

ALI: She used to say it wasn’t a real home without children, but then I got one of those and she moved the goalposts.

She needs to wear them.

GWEN: What a shame. You never needed glasses, nor Michael.

ALI: Yes but we were perfect.

GWEN: You sound so bitter. I did my best

ALI: I know you did.

GWEN: I was so proud of you.

ALI: Once upon a time. When did you stop?

GWEN: You were such an adorable little girl, like a fairy, so dainty – a real girl. One day you put your arms round my neck and whispered ‘Mummy I love you more than life itself’.

ALI: I must have been at the Mills and Boon.

GWEN: And then you grew up.

ALI: Not so’s you’d notice. Isn’t it interesting that however old you get, mothers can still reduce you to short socks in seconds? It’s their secret weapon.

Scene Thirteen
Milena’s Story (4)

MILENA: Apart from the groom, the most important person at a woman’s wedding is her Kuma. To be a Kuma is to be a friend always. Which is why I told Nevenka my news first.

NEVENKA: You’ll name it after me of course.

MILENA: He might have a few problems as a result.

NEVENKA: It’s going to be a girl. I know. I can hear. Nevenka.

MILENA: (Laughing.)OK.

NEVENKA: She says she’s worried about inheriting your thighs.

MILENA: Better mine than Tajib’s!

NEVENKA: What’s she look like?

MILENA: Just a sort of speck at the moment I suppose.

NEVENKA: No, in your head.

MILENA: Dark hair, wide mouth, brown skin.

NEVENKA: (Delighted.) I knew you’d know! Mothers know everything.

TAJIB enters holding a bundle of baby like it’s an unexploded bomb.

TAJIB: I’m going to drop it. What is it?

NEVENKA: It’s a frog.

TAJIB: What?

NEVENKA: A female one and loud. She weighs 3.3 kilos, she has blonde hair and blue eyes.

TAJIB: (Delighted.) A girl.

MILENA: Yes.

NEVENKA: And she’s called –

TAJIB: Alma.

NEVENKA: Excuse me?

TAJIB: It means apple.

NEVENKA: I know what it means.

TAJIB: And it’s my mother’s name

NEVENKA: But we agreed – (Turning to MILENA.) didn’t we?

TAJIB: We?

NEVENKA: Yes. Ask your wife. Milena?

MILENA: I don’t know who she is yet.

She holds out her arms for the baby.

Aah. Zhabitza moya. Look at her little legs, just like a frog.

She looks up at the adults.

Don’t look so stern. It’s not a battle.

TAJIB and NEVENKA stand their ground.

MILENA: Nevenka was here with me throughout her birth.

TAJIB: She’s your Kuma. She’ll always be there.

MILENA: Whereas…

TAJIB: My mother won’t.

NEVENKA: (Under her breath.) No chance. That one will outlive us all.

MILENA hides a smile. TAJIB glares.

God willing.

TAJIB: Well?

MILENA: The thing is, my Kuma will forgive me. But my mother in law won’t.

NEVENKA: Alma.

MILENA: Alma Nevenka.

TAJIB: (Happily.) The most beautiful baby in the world.

MILENA: And she was. A princess. Princess Frog. She loved the water and was swimming almost before she could walk. And by the time her brother was born Princess Zhabitza – the Frog – had announced her determination to swim for Yugoslavia in the Olympics. My mother in law decided that our son should have a proper Muslim name so he was named Faruk after her father which didn’t please my mother who wanted him called after her father who was Croatian. Faruk was as dark as his sister was fair and as round as she was slender, a regular butterball of a baby, who smiled indiscriminately at everyone he met. Unlike Princess Frog who pulled her delicate eyebrows down over her nose and scowled at all but a favoured few. She was fearless. I came home from work one afternoon to find her pointing a red painted fingernail at her grandmother cursing her with the words ‘You ingredients!’ By the time she was ten Princess Frog was the unquestioned ruler of her small familiar world and Faruk her number one and still smiling slave.

NEVENKA brings on glasses and a bottle of wine.

Has everyone got enough to eat?

NEVENKA: Oh yes.

MILENA: And drink?

NEVENKA: Stop worrying. It’s a great party. Everyone’s here and having a wonderful time. The neighbours, the butcher, the baker, the preacher, the teacher – yes and whose idea was it to ask him, the long streak of piss?

MILENA: My mother in law felt sorry for him since his wife left.

NEVENKA: And that son of his?

MILENA: We thought he might do for you.

NEVENKA: Oh ha de ha.

MILENA: (Handing her a glass and cloth.) Here make yourself useful.

NEVENKA: I’d rather just be decorative if you don’t mind.

MILENA: Where are the children?

NEVENKA: Watching TV and guess who’s got the controls? My namesake. She’s going to need a bra soon.

MILENA: I know. Time goes so quickly. She’ll be grown up before we know it.

NEVENKA: Few years’ time we’ll be slurping soup through our gums.

MILENA: You know what I mean. (Casually.) Goran’s coming later.

NEVENKA: Goran Schmoron. I’d rather shoot myself.

MILENA: He’s very sweet.

NEVENKA: His breath smells of all that blood sausage he eats. And the size of him! Can you imagine lying under that?

MILENA: You could always go on top.

NEVENKA: You mean with my eyes shut and him with a sack over his head?

MILENA: I just want you to be happy – like we are.

NEVENKA: I am happy. I don’t have to be married.

MILENA: I know that. I’m just scared you’ll get bored here and go off abroad or somewhere.

NEVENKA: I’ll always come back.

MILENA: I’d miss you though.

NEVENKA: With all of this?

MILENA nods, near to tears.

Listen! The clock’s striking. It’s here! 1991. Happy New Year Milena!

They hug.

MILENA: Happy new year!

End of Act One.


Act Two

Scene One
Kitty’s Story (5)

KITTY and JEANETTE are putting things in and out of cardboard boxes.

KITTY: The trouble is, there aren’t any things in this house that don’t mean something. Gordon says I could hold several jumble sales and still have plenty for the rag and bone man.

JEANETTE: Dad’s right.

KITTY: When you’ve lived with someone for fourteen and a half years, which is all their entire life, even the walls have memories. I can’t pack all this up and move. I won’t.

JEANETTE: You don’t have to. I’ll do it.

KITTY: You’re a good girl Jeanette. You do try so hard.

JEANETTE: Yeah well.

KITTY catches her breath as she finds a snapshot.

Show.

KITTY: You were always swinging upside down, you two. Especially Susie – and I suppose you copied her. If ever I lost track of her, first place I’d look was up. First it was the banisters, then trees. Like a monkey she was, especially on that rope ladder your dad rigged up over there.

JEANETTE: I remember that.

KITTY: You mean the time you got caught with your foot in the knot and didn’t come home till after dark and me calling. Oh don’t.

JEANETTE: It wasn’t me caught.

KITTY: Yes, it was. You were playing circuses, Susie told me.

JEANETTE: Yeah, she persuaded me to hang upside down with the rope round one ankle and she’d swing me. So I did, fine, then she had a go. Only she was heavier than me and the knot pulled so tight she couldn’t undo it. The more she wriggled the worse it got. Her face was going a horrible colour so I ran and got Dolly’s steps and got her down. She made me promise not to tell.

KITTY: But why?

JEANETTE: I don’t know. Maybe she didn’t like being rescued.

KITTY: Promise me you’ll never play with ropes again.

JEANETTE: Mum, I’m sixteen.

KITTY: Promise!

JEANETTE: I promise. Now can we get on with the sorting?

KITTY: The thought of her tied, struggling.

JEANETTE: Stop it. That’s enough. Here.

JEANETTE picks up the sherry bottle and pours her mother a drink.

Calm down now. We’ll leave this for a while. Come back to it later.

KITTY: I could drink an entire bottle of this stuff and it wouldn’t make any difference to the rat.

JEANETTE: The what?

KITTY: Oh not the greasy tailed ones out the back in the Anderson shelter, no, the one I have inside me, gnawing away inside my pelvis.

JEANETTE: Don’t talk that like that.

KITTY: You know, that place where you get a lurch from joy or fear of the extreme variety. Your dad sent me for tests, thought I’d got an ulcer or worse.

JEANETTE: But you’re all right. Nothing showed up.

KITTY: Of course not. I could have told them it wouldn’t. I know what it is, eating me up. It’s hope. And I’m trying to drown it.

Scene Two
Ali’s Story (6)

ALI: It was to be an eight-hour operation. Flora was looking forward to it. So she said. I asked the doctor what her chances were and when he hesitated I said ‘It’s shit or bust this time, isn’t it?’ And he agreed. She’d die on the table or she’d survive. They wheeled her down. She was smiling and waving. When she was first in the hospital I watched her in the incubator afraid of what she would hatch out to be. At home I leant over her crib afraid my changeling would fly away on her last breath and leave me with guilt and a drawer full of tiny baby clothes I could never ask another child to wear. Now years on, men and women I didn’t know and had to trust were going to slice skin, spread bone and rearrange my daughter’s heart. So we smiled too and waved goodbye and went to the Hospital Chapel which was so devoid of soul I said I can’t do anything good here so we went to the British Museum and wandered around like zombies. I can spot parents of sick children, the BM’s full of them, and Queens Square Park, sitting there, vacant, harassed, yearning. No time passes so slowly. She went into the operation blue and she came out pink. Two doctors both with slanting eye make up and Cleopatra hairdos came with an ultrasound to check Flora out. They put dye in her vein and waited to see if it bounced back off the heart wall or went through. Everyone watched. It bounced off the wall and the Cleopatras said ‘Yes!’ and left. And from this we understood that it had worked.

FLORA: (Looking in a mirror. Disappointed.) But I’m not a real girl.

ALI: Of course you are love.

FLORA shakes her head sadly and leaves.,

Scene Three
Kitty’s Story (6)

KITTY: (Pouring herself a sherry.) Medicinal. I banged on the wall for Dolly, no reply, and then I remembered today’s Bingo which she never misses unless it’s a Dire Emergency. If she’d seen the police at the door she wouldn’t have gone. Nice young man, Mrs Varney’s nephew from the post office. I remember him when he was in short pants ringing doorbells and running off. I thought of that today when I saw his shape through the glass of the front door. There’s someone who’s not going to run away I thought. Solid. In CID he told me, hence no uniform. A detective. Like Dick Barton I said, and he said not really. And my heart began to beat very fast somewhere up round my throat. You’ve found her? But he said no and asked to come in and that’s when he showed me the sandal. It was in a plastic bag, as Evidence. He wouldn’t let me touch it. I didn’t have to. Clark’s – blue leather, little buckle. I had to excuse myself and dash to the privy. Last time I had the runs like that I was starting labour. When I got back he told me it constituted new evidence. They were going to search the woods down to the railway again. Just like they did before. Then it was police, dogs, neighbours with sticks, poking the undergrowth. Careful you’ll hurt her! We need to ask you some questions. Girls of fourteen don’t just leave home for no reason. Not unless something bad’s happened. They didn’t need to tell me that. I knew something bad had happened. My clever beautiful fourteen-year-old daughter had gone into town shopping one day and never returned. I know about bad. But I can’t tell you why. I couldn’t then and I can’t now. She just went – missing. And now. Now there’s no way even I can persuade myself that after three and a half years they are looking in the undergrowth for a live girl.

Scene Four
Milena’s Story (5)

MILENA: It started slowly. Laying off workers at the factory. I was one of them together with my mother and Tajib. No explanation. Just go home. Tajib couldn’t bear it in the flat all day. He stayed out with his friends in bars and cafes. Those who had been sacked were all Muslims. Or Balia as we came increasingly to be called on the television and in the newspapers. History should remind us it always begins with name calling. Kikes, niggers, pakis, balia. Everyone was snappy, tempers short. Prices went up and suddenly finding food became a full time occupation. All these things we took for granted suddenly became things of the past, part of the old order. The children whined to go out and play but I was afraid since out walking I’d seen carved into the tree, not ‘G loves M’ but instead, ‘Death to Muslims’. The trees were talking. Two Muslim families nearby left suddenly in the night. The story was they had gone to visit relatives. However their apartments did not stay empty for long and our new neighbours didn’t smile good morning. One day Princess Frog came to me as I was trying to conjour a meal for seven out of three potatoes and a chicken thigh and asked:

VOICE: (Off.) ‘Mama why are they calling us Balia?’ (Sound of a furious knocking at the door.)

MILENA: Go upstairs with Baba. Go zhabitza moya! I’ll be okay. Go.

Slowly MILENA goes to the door, NEVENKA enters.

You gave me such a fright!

NEVENKA: Sorry. Where are the kids?

MILENA: With their grandmother upstairs.

NEVENKA: D’you have a drink?

MILENA: You’ll be lucky. No wait, there’s half a bottle of the old man’s plum brandy somewhere. He says he’s hiding it for emergencies but I’ve noticed he’s having rather a lot of them at present. It’s early in the day isn’t it? Even for you.

NEVENKA: It’s not for me.

MILENA sits suddenly like a sack.

MILENA: Who?

NEVENKA: Tajib.

Small sound from MILENA.

He’s alive. He’s been taken.

MILENA: Where?

NEVENKA: I don’t know.

MILENA: How d’you know this?

NEVENKA: I saw them.

MILENA: Who?

NEVENKA: They came to the café – soldiers. They knew who they were looking for. Adil, Emir, Tajib.

MILENA: They took all the Muslims.

NEVENKA: I hid in a doorway and saw. Adil tried to run.

MILENA: What happened?

NEVENKA: They caught him and beat him, with a stone. His head made a noise like fruit falling. They threw him in the lorry. The tyres threw up dust and they were gone. They were gone.

MILENA: You did nothing?

NEVENKA: Like what? Get beaten up too?

MILENA: You should have done something.

NEVENKA: I’m sorry.

MILENA: You should have been at work at that time. Why were you the last to see him? Why were you there?

NEVENKA stares at her, then turns and leaves. MILENA buries her face in her hands.

Scene Five
Kitty’s Story (7)

KITTY is on a chair looking out of the window, a piece of scrumpled newspaper in her hand. JEANETTE enters hurriedly, concerned.

JEANETTE: Are you okay?

KITTY: Spring cleaning.

JEANETTE: But it’s not Spring.

KITTY: Nets don’t wait till May to get dirty. With the new twin tub and a good drying day like today they’ll be back up in no time.

JEANETTE: Are you safe up there?

KITTY: Vinegar and newspaper brings them up a treat. Your hands get black with the newsprint mind. They’ve got a van again.

JEANETTE: How long have they been down there?

KITTY: A van just like the one they took Gordon off in four years ago.

JEANETTE: Where’s Dad now?

KITTY: I don’t know.

JEANETTE: But surely you…

KITTY: I think Dolly had you. I don’t remember. I know I went into her room just to look again, you know, for a clue, a note, a photograph, some statement of intent. And there was Susie’s new record player – the one she loved to dance to up in her room – her pride and joy – on the rug with all her records strewn about, not in their sleeves neatly like she always kept them. I started to tidy up when I noticed the arm of the record player was bent back the wrong way, pulled from its socket and twisted round. Ruined.

JEANETTE: Shall I go and look for him? He’ll be upset too.

KITTY: If you want. He came back that night on the bus. He looked old suddenly, his cardigan too big. He slept on the settee, said the street lights kept him awake upstairs. At least I’ll see her coming I said and went back to my chair by the window and the eiderdown round my legs.

JEANETTE: Could you get down from there?

KITTY: I don’t think so. Not just now.

JEANETTE: Is he helping them, the police, with the digging?

KITTY: They wouldn’t let him. They’ve put up screens. You can’t see anything, not even from upstairs.

When I pegged out the curtains I could hear the scrape and chop of the spades digging. Again. It’s one of those false promise late winter days, isn’t it? The ground still hard but the sky blue with racing clouds. A good drying day.

JEANETTE: Do you want me to find out what’s happening down there?

KITTY: I don’t know.

JEANETTE: Please, come down.

KITTY: I can’t. I’m stuck.

JEANETTE: Give me your hand. Let me help you.

KITTY: You can’t. No one can.

JEANETTE turns.

JEANETTE: I’ll find Dad.

JEANETTE leaves.

Scene Six
Ali’s Story (7)

ALI and FLORA enter together, FLORA’s glowering.

ALI: Where’re you going?

FLORA: My room.

ALI: Is something up?

FLORA: I have to go now!

ALI: Okay, okay.

FLORA: (Muttering to herself as she stomps off.) Shit bugger sod it crap, shit bugger sod it crap…

ALI: What did you say?

FLORA: I’m in my room! Bugger fuck damn it mongol…

ALI halts shocked. The muttering gets quieter as FLORA starts to drum the rhythm.

ALI: Let me in.

FLORA: No.

ALI: I just want to help.

FLORA: I’m all right.

As the drumming gets louder, ALI listens, then turns away, leaving FLORA to sort it alone. GWEN enters holding a large carrot which is sporting a condom.

GWEN: Alison I found this in the lounge. What on earth is it?

ALI: At a guess I’d say a carrot wearing a condom.

GWEN: But what’s it doing?

ALI: Having safe sex? Don’t look so worried, it’s Flora’s. They have to practise, just in case.

GWEN: In case what? They get assaulted?

ALI: In case they want to have sex.

GWEN: Oh dear God.

ALI: I know, members of your immediate family doing it’s always revolting isn’t it? I used to think that about you and Dad.

GWEN: Alison! But Flora! Surely she can’t…

ALI: What, fall in love? Why not? Better safe than sorry. She’s not up for it yet but when she is she can’t go on the pill because of her heart and the risk of thrombosis, I can’t even begin to imagine trying to get her fitted with a coil and she’d never cope with a cap. No, when the time comes I’m hoping for a nice Down’s boy with low fertility.

GWEN: What does Jim say?

ALI: He thinks the carrot’s giving her false expectations.

GWEN leaves.

All that stuff with my mother was reaction, pure bravado. For Christ’s sake, Flora couldn’t even cross a road alone. How could I trust her emotional life to the hands of a strange man? And believe me, some of them at that centre come pretty strange.

FLORA enters.

FLORA: Mum, I have to practise don’t I?

ALI: Practise what love?

FLORA: Everything.

ALI: It helps you remember.

FLORA: I have to practise kitchen safety don’t I?

ALI: Yes.

FLORA: They tell me at the centre and I have to practise it.

ALI: Right.

FLORA: I put on the kettle and when it boils I make tea and I don’t burn myself.

ALI: You’re very careful.

FLORA: When I do traffic training I’ll go on buses on my own won’t I. I’ll practise.

ALI: Flora’s circular conversations could go on for hours and I had a class to go to.

Is that what’s worrying you?

FLORA: No. I’ll practise and I’ll be okay.

ALI: So what’s the problem Flora?

FLORA: Nothing.

ALI: Come on then, you know you like watching the little ones. They’ll be tearing the hall to pieces if we’re late.

ALI moves to leave, notices FLORA is still standing rooted in place.

What? Flora, what is it?

FLORA: Once upon a time I couldn’t speak could I?

ALI: No you couldn’t.

FLORA: And now I can speak.

ALI: Yes.

FLORA: I can speak because I practised. Isn’t that right Mum?

ALI: Yes Flora.

FLORA: I learn things, then I practise them?

ALI: Oh for Christ’s sake Flora, I have to go to work. What is it you want to say?

FLORA: I don’t like to be shouted at.

ALI: Well tough. Sometimes that happens. Now what?

FLORA: Nothing.

ALI: (Gritting her teeth.) Please Flora, tell me what’s worrying you.

FLORA: (Pointing to the carrot and condom/getting it out of her pocket.) When do I have to go and practise this?

ALI: (Hugging her.) Never if you don’t want to.

FLORA: I can stay here with you?

ALI: Of course.

FLORA: And Dad?

ALI: Yes.

FLORA: For always?

ALI: Yes. We’ll always take care of you.

FLORA: For ever and ever amen?

ALI: Flora!

FLORA: Okay, let’s go. Don’t want to be late do we?

ALI: I believed I was telling her the truth.

Scene Seven
Milena’s Story (6)

NEVENKA shows MILENA into her flat.

NEVENKA: My parents are fine, thank you.

MILENA: And your brothers? Simo doing well in Sarajevo?

NEVENKA: Sarajevo suits him. Why are you here?

MILENA: It’s my birthday. The children want to see you. Can you come?

NEVENKA: Okay.

MILENA: You’ll come round to us?

NEVENKA: Sure.

MILENA: They’ve made you baklava. Well, sort of.

NEVENKA: That’s nice.

MILENA: The Princess has been playing that tape you sent her over and over again. When she thinks no one’s looking she dances to herself in the mirror and sings with a hairbrush.

Silence.

They miss you.

NEVENKA: I miss them.

MILENA: So, six o’clock?

NEVENKA: Okay.

MILENA: Nevenka, why have you been avoiding us?

NEVENKA: I’ve been busy. six then.

MILENA: I’m sorry, about you and Tajib. That I implied that…

NEVENKA: It doesn’t matter.

MILENA: I was upset. I know that you never, I mean that you never would. That it’s past. You two.

NEVENKA: Have you heard anything?

MILENA: No. That night, I was out of my mind. I’m so sorry. I can’t do without both of you.

NEVENKA: Don’t –

MILENA: Why didn’t you tell me to shut up? Why did you let me, why didn’t you say don’t blame me bitch, this isn’t my fault, why just walk away? Nevenka?

NEVENKA: I was ashamed.

Beat.

MILENA: Of what?

NEVENKA: I was meeting Tajib.

MILENA: Yes.

NEVENKA: He called me at work. He wanted to talk about a surprise for your birthday.

MILENA: I don’t understand, why didn’t you say?

NEVENKA: I didn’t mind you hating me. I’m so sorry.

MILENA: What?

NEVENKA: The soldiers, the soldiers who took Tajib, the soldier who beat Adil. It was Dusan. It was my brother.

MILENA and NEVENKA stare at one another.

Scene Eight
Kitty’s Story (8)

KITTY climbs down off the chair and addresses the audience as she smooths out the piece of newspaper very very carefully.

KITTY: They took what they’d found in the earth away in a bag. It wasn’t her. It was someone else’s daughter. They wouldn’t give me details, though it was in all the papers the next day. Ten-year-old found murdered by railway line. And underneath a picture of her in her school uniform, all gappy teeth smiling and tight pigtails. Not a bit like Susie. I start to shake whenever I think about her parents. About her being found. I can’t help it.

KITTY folds the piece of newspaper up very carefully and tucks it into her pinafore front pocket and rests her hands over it.,

Scene Nine
Ali’s Story (8)

ALI and GWEN are walking in the woods.

ALI: Every season I look out at these birch trees and think, this is how I like you best.

GWEN: Spring is always hopeful. Most years.

ALI: Jim and I had a plan.

GWEN: Do you mind if we rest a moment?

They stop.

ALI: I can’t believe he’s actually come up with it. After all these years.

GWEN: He wants another child.

ALI: Of course not. I’m too old.

GWEN: Yes, it’s such a shame.

ALI: Anyway! You know we always meant to go to Florence?

GWEN: Did you? Why?

ALI: I told you.

GWEN: I don’t think so.

ALI: Mum! We were going to go there on honeymoon only of course we couldn’t…

GWEN: I’m sure your father would have waited for his coronary if he’d known how important it was to you.

ALI: That’s a horrible thing to say.

GWEN: Fortunately you don’t know what it’s like to be a widow.

ALI: Anyway we never got to Florence and now Jim says why don’t we go.

GWEN: Now?

ALI: Yes.

GWEN: But you can’t. What about…Flora?

ALI: That’s what I’ve got to work out.

GWEN: You could always put her in a home.

ALI: She’s not a dog!

GWEN: I do hope you’re not expecting…

ALI: No, of course not. I was going to ask Clare. The girls spend so much time together anyway, they might as well live together for a week. What?

GWEN: It’s nothing.

ALI: You winced.

GWEN: Sorry.

ALI: Don’t be, just tell me what’s the matter.

GWEN: We all get old Alison.

ALI: Oh okay.

GWEN: And our bodies start to fail, one way or another.

ALI: Fail?

GWEN: I knew I shouldn’t have said anything, now you’re just going to fuss over me and that’s the last thing I want.

ALI: Because why? What’re you trying to say?

GWEN: I didn’t want to tell you. Especially now you’ve got this expensive holiday planned.

ALI: It’s not expensive and it can be unplanned. What?

GWEN: It may be nothing. They’ll know when they get the results back.

ALI: Why didn’t you tell me?

GWEN: You have your life. Flora.

ALI: What kind of tests this time?

GWEN: One day you’ll be old.

ALI: At this rate I doubt it. What tests? You’ve had most of them already.

GWEN: Just a little biopsy. I’ll be fine.

Silence. Then ALI puts her arm round her mother.

ALI: I’m sorry.

GWEN: I only ever wanted the best for you.

ALI: I know.

Scene Ten
Milena’s Story (7)

MILENA: A long time later my daughter told me how they came to our flat. Nevenka was playing with the children while I was out searching for food. If only I hadn’t gone out that morning. If only we had made do with what we had. But we had nothing so I left them. They were herded onto a bus. My daughter remembered the number as having two digits, then driven for what seemed to her like hours, the women trying to keep the children calm, Nevenka all the way telling them funny stories about when they were little. They had no food or water, only a small carton of juice my mother in law shoved into their hands as they left, which they shared, sitting on the back seat of the bus. As I hear this story I imagine my children’s faces looking back through the window searching for a last glimpse of home, of something familiar, of their childhood. As it was told to me next a convoy of jeeps drives past, the bus pulls off the road, rolls down towards the river, branches snapping against the windows and halts. Men are firing their guns into the air. Children are screaming. A radio crackles orders. The shriek of river birds as they rise off the water in flight. Then orders. Out of the bus, pushed and jostled, elbows and fists, stumbling into the air, Faruk falls against one of the soldiers who brings the heel of his rifle down onto my son’s skull. He crumples like tissue. Nevenka turns. He is gone. She is pushed, my daughter beside her, to the brink of the water, hands on heads, and the women stand poised, elbows like wings, the river lapping the hems of their coats and then they rise and run and fall in a spatter of bullets. Some only wounded running into the water as if they could rise like the geese into the air and away. And my daughter sees Nevenka’s coat beside her, whispy red ribbons trailing from it. And in the coat is Nevenka who is dead, face down in a river of blood. And my daughter falls too, falls and dives down into the red brown water like a frog with a heron at its back, expecting at any moment the sharp beak to snap her spine. She swam. Not for her country, not for Yugoslavia, that was lost. But for herself, for survival.

She stayed underwater, till her lungs swelled and the blood vessels were ready to burst through her eyes, while up above her guns spat rage till every movement in the water ceased. And then she did a remarkable thing as only those in danger of extinction will do when fear slows time. She opened her eyes, as if to see the world once more before she was swallowed by the river, and she saw amongst the debris floating above her on the surface of the water, an empty juice carton, and she smiled remembering the one they had shared in the back seat of the bus a lifetime ago when Nevenka told them happy stories. For what seemed like hours she lay submerged beneath the flotsam of the river and breathed life through a paper straw and only when darkness fell like a merciful curtain across another bloodstained day, did she dare to raise her head out of the water, and finding she was alone, drag herself up the bank.

Scene Eleven
Kitty’s Story (9)

KITTY: Well that got rid of him! Council workers seem to forget we just fought a war to do away with fascism. Little Hitler cheeky bugger. I think some of them miss the uniform, truth be told. Dolly next door was in the ATS and got more respect in a jacket and tie than her pinny ever earned her. They wear uniforms in St Hilda’s too. Even the men. I suppose it’s the only way to tell them apart from the patients – us not having bandages or anything to show for it.

JEANETTE enters.

JEANETTE: Mum!

KITTY: I’m better now.

JEANETTE: We’ve been looking everywhere for you.

KITTY: Not that I can remember being ill – they explained the blanks by way of the ECT.

JEANETTE: Do you remember walking out of the hospital?

KITTY: Er…no. Seems electricity’s all very fine when it comes to switching on lights but has the opposite effect on memory. I don’t like to think about it. It doesn’t sound dignified at all. I woke up once with a wet bed. I’m better now.

JEANETTE: What’ve you been doing all day?

KITTY: First I went to the school, then the bus station, the library –

JEANETTE: (Weary.) I thought we were done with all this.

KITTY: I know she’s not there.

JEANETTE: Of course she’s not!

KITTY: But I had to make sure I was. Here. That I knew where everything was.

JEANETTE: And do you?

KITTY: Yes.

JEANETTE: Well I hope you know where the front door is cos we’re about to go through it and back up the hospital.

KITTY: I’m better now.

JEANETTE: Sounds like it.

KITTY: I am.

JEANETTE: We’ll let the doctors be the judge of that, shall we?

KITTY: No. They’re all mad in there.

JEANETTE: It’s a mental hospital. They’re supposed to be.

KITTY: But I’m not.

JEANETTE: You’ve got to get well. We need you, Dad and me – but you’ve not been here.

KITTY: I’ve been at St Hilda’s.

JEANETTE: Not just there, you’ve been gone, missing. You don’t know how you’ve been.

KITTY: That’s the bit I don’t like.

JEANETTE: They’re only trying to help you.

KITTY: I’m not mad. I’m just unhappy.

JEANETTE looks around.

JEANETTE: Why haven’t they taken the table?

KITTY: I told him to go away.

JEANETTE: Mum, we need it at the flat!

KITTY: He was taking my things.

JEANETTE: We don’t live here any more.

KITTY: I do.

JEANETTE: No. It’s lovely, central heating, lifts, new electric cooker.

KITTY: I don’t like electricity.

JEANETTE: You’ll get used to it.

KITTY: I won’t.

JEANETTE: Wonderful views, eighth floor.

KITTY: How many?!

JEANETTE: Fully decorated, inside toilet…

KITTY: I should hope so, eight floors up.

JEANETTE: You made a joke!

KITTY: Did I?

Beat.

JEANETTE: I missed you.

KITTY: I miss my mum too. I’m sorry. Has Dolly been round?

JEANETTE: (Suddenly angry.) Of course she hasn’t!

Beat.

You don’t remember do you? What you said. You started with Dad, then you went on to her John and then Mr Varney – accusing them of abducting Susie.

KITTY: I’ll say I’m sorry. I suppose I just thought someone had to know where she was. I’ve never known time pass so slowly.

JEANETTE: Where’s your coat?

KITTY: When they first handed her to me I said that’s not my baby! I couldn’t believe I’d gone through all that pushing and pain for a skinned rabbit in a toupee. I’d expected a rosebud doll. But no, they said the rabbit was definitely mine. But not to worry she’d get prettier. So I brought her home and I waited and her hair fell out and she looked like your grandad. So I waited some more and everyone said oh she takes after your side or his side but I couldn’t see anymore. She was just Susie. My baby.

JEANETTE: We can’t go on like this. Jesus Mum, please!
How long are you going to keep this up?

KITTY: I don’t know.

JEANETTE: And what about Dad?

KITTY: I’ll still be here. I’m not dead.

JEANETTE says nothing. Leaves.

It would be easier all round, I do realise, if she was. People could understand that. There’d be a funeral and flowers and letters saying how sorry they were, what a lovely person she was, tragedy, one so young, everything before her. That sort of thing. But you have to live with reality, don’t you? That’s what they kept saying at St Hilda’s. Accept the reality. What I’d like to know is how d’you do that when you don’t know what it is? When you don’t even know what age group you’re mourning? And if she isn’t…you know…then why did she go? What did we do wrong? Did she have too little of this, or too much of that? I don’t know. But I do know that if she thinks she had too much, if we gave her too much, when we struggled for everything, if she thinks that, when she walks through that door I will give her such a slap. I will slap her and slap her and slap her!

KITTY slaps herself as she shouts. She stops exhausted.

That’s quite enough of that Kitty Annie Cornish. Now then, I think a small sherry would be in order, don’t you? Just the one.

Scene Twelve
Milena’s Story (8)

MILENA: They told us, if you want to see your children alive, do as we say. They took some of us to the sports hall, others to the hotel. I went back to school to learn of hatred so deep it runs through generations, to learn that wars against women are fought with different weapons. They kept us in the basement, ten of us, sleeping on the floor. No blankets. Guards on the door. I recognised one of them. Goran, we went to school together. I plead with him to tell me what has happened to my children. He won’t look at me. When my turn comes there are eight of them, swearing, drinking. The officer orders me to undress, jokes I was lucky not to be thrown in the river with stones tied to my ankles. He is wrong. He rapes me first then orders the others to do the same. I am lost. My soul is being dug out of me with long spoons. I no longer exist. Except when I think of my children. Days weeks pass and each day they come with new pain and new humiliation. If I existed I would pray to die, except when I think of my children.

I switch it off. Click and it’s gone. Erased totally. It never happened. I take myself to that place up in the sky that I can see through the window over their shoulders as they are raping me. One after another. Men I knew. The neighbour, the baker, the schoolteacher and his son. And more. I don’t know them all. But they know me. They know every orifice. To them I am just a series of holes. But as I lie, bent backwards or forwards over the school tables while they rip and tear their way into the bleeding centre of me, I look at the sky and I am not there. I have gone somewhere they will never reach me. The neighbour, the baker, the schoolteacher and his son. I hear their zips and their belt buckles, I hear their swearing, gasping, grunting like pigs at the trough, I hear the tearing of my hair from my skull. But I feel nothing. I have gone somewhere they will never reach me. I go there now, often. There is nothing but blue.

Beat.

Then I am pregnant. One of them has lodged inside me, taken root and is even now drinking my blood. Growing like cancer. One of Them. The neighbour, the baker, the schoolteacher and his son. And more. A chetnik – another little Serbian soldier – I would dig out with a pitchfork if I had the chance. If I had the implement. Anything would do. I try to scrape it out with my nails, pushing my fingers up inside. I don’t feel pain any more. Scratching and tearing. I have evil growing inside me and I want it OUT! But they watch me, tie my hands, so pleased with themselves, all their pricks standing to attention to have bred another soldier for the greater cause. Their cause, their war. My body. They want this child to survive. They still come for me along with the others.

And still the seed grows. It turns, it kicks, I punch it, trying to beat it out of me. It grows. A changeling inside me. One of them. Another soldier. Another Chetnik. I, who loved my children more than life, I am breeding hatred.

Scene Thirteen
Ali’s Story (9)

ALI helps GWEN on and into a chair.

ALI: How’re you feeling?

GWEN: Better to be here.

ALI: You should get out more. Make the effort.

GWEN: I don’t think you realise how much of an effort it is.

ALI: Well you’re here now. Talking of effort you should have seen me yesterday. You know Flora’s doing her traffic training?

GWEN: Does she have a lead?

ALI: Not funny. She has to get to the centre all by herself. I’ve been with her loads of times, there are two crossings but yesterday she did it. All by herself.

GWEN: Really?

ALI: Well, she thought she was by herself. Still does. And that’s what counts. I was jumping in and out of hedges with a hat pulled down over my nose. I don’t know how MI5 do it – I’m covered in scratches. But she looked left she looked right, she was just brilliant. And she’s so pleased with herself.

GWEN: It means you’ll have more time.

ALI: I suppose so.

GWEN: I’m going to have to do something about those carers. One of them kicked out at me today.

ALI: Kicked you? But that’s dreadful!

GWEN: They’re like that. But when you’re on your own, you’re vulnerable.

ALI: Where did she kick you?

GWEN: As she was passing.

ALI: No, where on your body? On your leg?

GWEN: It doesn’t matter.

ALI: Yes it does, show me. If she kicked you then I must report her. Have you got a bruise?

GWEN: Of course not.

ALI: I’m sorry? If she kicked you then…

GWEN: I was speaking metaphorically.

ALI: She kicked you metaphorically?

GWEN: Lashed out at me. You don’t know what it’s like. You wait till you’re old.

ALI: You can’t say things like that.

GWEN: Look who’s here!

FLORA enters.

ALI: Saved by the bell. I don’t think so. You can’t slander people like that.

GWEN: Flora, what’ve you been up to?

FLORA: Reading. Inside Soaps. It’s my favourite.

ALI: Mum. I’m serious. Flora could you put the kettle on, I just need to get something straight with your Gran.

GWEN: So, you walked to the day centre.

FLORA: Yes, all by myself I did.

GWEN: Well, sort of.

FLORA: No, I did it.

GWEN: That’s not what a little bird told me.

ALI: Stop it.

FLORA: I did. You’re wrong.

GWEN: No I’m not. Your mother was watching you all the way.

FLORA looks at ALI disappointed.

ALI: (To GWEN.) How could you? (To FLORA.) Yeah I watched you. But you still did it. No mistakes. All right. I’m sorry. I know I’ve got to let you go, just like any other teenager, but it’s hard.

FLORA: Go where?

ALI: Out into the big wide world.

FLORA: Don’t worry Mum. I want to stay with you for ever. Can I phone Rachel now?

FLORA leaves. ALI turns to GWEN.

ALI: Don’t you ever do that again.

GWEN: You’re the one insisting on the truth.

ALI: You can do your worst on me, but not Flora.

GWEN: I don’t know what you mean. Why would I want to hurt poor Flora.

ALI: She’s not poor Flora.

GWEN: Well, whatever you say. I haven’t got the strength to argue with you Alison, not any more.

ALI: And the galling thing was, she really was ill. She wasn’t faking it this time. I’d tried to tell Flora her Gran was ill but it wasn’t easy.

FLORA enters and sits with them.

GWEN: I wish we had a better relationship, as mother and daughter.

ALI: Me too.

GWEN: You’ve been very brave, Alison, coping with all this. I know how disappointing it is, but it’s a mother’s role to accept what she’s given.

FLORA: Are you dying?

GWEN: I’m a sick woman.

FLORA: What’ve you got?

GWEN: Innards.

FLORA: Oh. When are you going to die?

GWEN: Not for a while yet. I hope.

FLORA: Do I have to die too?

ALI: We all do. One day.

FLORA: Which one?

ALI: I don’t know.

FLORA: But how will I know what to do?

ALI: Darling, don’t get yourself all worked up.

FLORA: But I won’t know how to do it!

ALI: You learned traffic training didn’t you? You didn’t know that this time last month.

FLORA: You were there.

ALI: Only the first time.

FLORA: I do it by myself now.

ALI: Yes. You do it fine.

FLORA: I do.

ALI: Yes.

FLORA: I do it fine. Anyway I fancy Jason.

GWEN: What?

ALI: From the centre?

FLORA smiles happily.

FLORA: He’s got biiiiig hands. I got to ring Rachel.

FLORA moves to the side of the stage and phones.

GWEN: Do you know this boy?

ALI: Jason’s too large to be a boy.

GWEN: Large?

ALI: He’s built like a house. Well, I don’t know about in the carrot department, obviously, but the rest of him – massive.

Screams and shrieks of laughter from FLORA on the phone.

FLORA: (On phone.) No, you didn’t! What did he say? Rachel!

ALI: And listening to her I realised suddenly that she was growing up. At last. It had taken her so long that I’d missed the cues. There she was giggling on the phone to her friends for hours, spending her Saturdays at HMV, teasing her father for being old fashioned, fancying a bloke with big hands. A proper teenage girl. She hadn’t watched Pinocchio for months. And that was when I remembered what she said to me when we brought her home from that last operation, looking so disappointed.

FLORA: I’m not a real girl.

ALI: Is that what you thought the operation was going to do?

FLORA: Yes. It happened to Pinocchio.

FLORA leaves.

ALI: And now she is. She’s a real girl.

ALI weeps.

Not the one I dreamed of 19 years ago. She had ballerina’s feet and could dance like an angel from the moment she set foot in her first ballet class. Perfect turn out, pink tights, hair in bunches. Oh God, I have to let go!

Scene Fourteen
Kitty’s Story (10)

KITTY enters and takes off her coat. She starts when she sees JEANETTE sitting in the darkness, waiting.

KITTY: Oh my god!

JEANETTE: Where’ve you been?

KITTY: (Disappointed.) Jeanette?

JEANETTE: Only me.

KITTY: Sitting there, you looked… I’ve been to the circus.

JEANETTE: Where?

KITTY: I had to catch a train.

JEANETTE: To go to the circus.

KITTY: I didn’t intend to.

JEANETTE: You’ve been to Nottingham haven’t you?

KITTY: No.

JEANETTE: I might be the athlete and not the brainbox of the family but I read the papers. Just like you do. You went to the police.

JEANETTE indicates a box file marked ‘Cuttings’.

KITTY: I had to find out. He’s confessed to killing two of them. Two girls.

JEANETTE: I know. But the police would have…if there was any chance…

KITTY: There’s always a chance. He was in the area four years ago. I just wanted to see him. To ask him, just for two minutes. Just one question.

JEANETTE: They wouldn’t let you of course.

KITTY: I only want to know where she is. It’s not unreasonable. Under the circumstances. They solved one case fifteen years after the child went missing.

JEANETTE: How many more boxes of these have you got?

KITTY: I was going back to the station when I saw the posters. I bought a ticket on impulse really. I sat behind a woman with two children, all in their Sunday best. The girl had a net petticoat with rosebud braid round the hem and her brother’s hair was all wet down with a parting that didn’t come naturally and ants in his pants, all over the shop he was, till the clowns ran in and scared him. I watched the little girl who sat there, good as gold while her brother was slapped and cuddled and then the trapeze artists came on. And oh they were beautiful, this one girl just flew. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, like a dragonfly. And just for a second, I thought… It wasn’t her of course.

JEANETTE: No.

KITTY: When she took her bow she was right near us. She was thirty if she was a day. And close up she had a hole in her tights and sweat marks under her arms. But the little girl didn’t see that. She didn’t clap like everyone else. She stood up, and raised her arms above her head, reaching, like she wanted to be lifted up, up where the magic happened.

JEANETTE: You know, when I saw the box marked ‘Cuttings’ on the table I opened it thinking they were going to be about me.

KITTY: But you’re all right. You’re always winning something or other – I can’t keep up with it.

JEANETTE: If I was you’d be living with me and dad, in the flat, we’d be together. A family again.

Beat.

I got the record player mended. It’s at the flat. Why don’t you come. Just come.

KITTY: I can’t.

JEANETTE: You mean, won’t.

KITTY: It’s not your problem.

JEANETTE: What? It bloody is! All my life you’ve made me pay for being the kid who came home rather than the one who went missing. Don’t make that noise Jeanette, don’t touch her things Jeanette, don’t bloody remind me that you’re alive Jeanette.

KITTY: But you are.

JEANETTE: Well I’m sorry that I survived. Okay? That it wasn’t me. Does that make it better? Cos I’ve sure as hell tried everything else. You know, I didn’t ask for this, I didn’t do anything to her! It wasn’t me. So why am I paying?

KITTY: I don’t know. If I could turn the clock back…

JEANETTE: There’s no point! I want to be happy now. I don’t want to live with ghosts.

KITTY: I don’t want to be like this. I don’t have a choice. Don’t you see?

JEANETTE: What about me!

KITTY: Until I feel her bones and know without a doubt they’re hers, she’s not dead. She’s alive somewhere and I have to wait for her.

JEANETTE: She’s not coming back. You’re stuck. I can’t stay here. I have to believe Susannah’s dead.

KITTY: And I that she’s alive.

JEANETTE turns to go.

JEANETTE: All you have to say is Jeanette, it’s not your fault.

KITTY: It’s somebody’s fault.

JEANETTE: Whoever killed my sister, killed our family too.

JEANETTE goes leaving KITTY alone.

Scene Fifteen
Ali’s Story (10)

ALI calls up the stairs. GWEN is sat in a chair.

ALI: Flora! Flora, come downstairs please. I’ve got something to tell you.

FLORA enters.

Dad and I are going to Florence for a week.

FLORA / GWEN: But what about me?

ALI: You can stay with Rachel.

FLORA’s face brightens. ALI turns to GWEN.

And you are old enough to take care of yourself for seven days.

FLORA: Okay.

ALI: It’s this easy?

GWEN: But what if I take a turn for the worse?

ALI: There are doctors, carers.

FLORA: You will come back?

ALI: Of course.

FLORA: You promise?

ALI: On my mother’s life.

FLORA: Who will look after me?

ALI: Rachel’s mum.

FLORA: And you will come back?

ALI: Yes.

FLORA: After how many days?

ALI: Jesus, Flora, seven! I told you, seven!

FLORA: I don’t like to be shouted at!

ALI: I know! But that’s what happens when you go on and on. I’m sorry but I’m not the perfect mother.

FLORA: Well I’m not the perfect either. Bugger! Bugger! Bugger…fuck!

GWEN: Well really.

ALI: (Trying to keep a straight face.) Flora!

FLORA: I know, I know. I’m going there.

FLORA exits.

GWEN: Well. You think Rachel’s mother’s going to put up with that?

ALI: I hope so.

GWEN: You’re not serious about going?

ALI: Never more so.

Scene Sixteen
Kitty’s Story (11)

KITTY: I like to think of her somewhere green. In the country surrounded by trees and animals, she always loved animals. When she was tiny we used to go and stay with my Mum. They lived in a tythe cottage on the estate where my dad was a gardener. There was an old gate at the bottom leading onto a wood. In spring we’d go through and collect primroses, in autumn cob nuts and blackberries. In summer the gate became tangled with long grass and marguerites so I’d have to lift her over. My dad made us a swing out of a plank and an old bit of rope. I’d hold her on my lap and we’d pitch to and fro. Legs up, legs under. Mum passed away some time ago, more’s the pity, she’d know the ground I’m standing on. Anyway on my better days that’s the sort of place I imagine Susie living happily now. But there is still no end to it. No final cover to close and say, that’s it, off to sleep now, end of story. I imagine her future as I did when she was a small child. But now I have to imagine her, older, with different hair, clothes, friends. A teacher perhaps, or a secretary – she always liked nice clothes – with her own office and on the wall the same Chinese girl picture she had in her bedroom. Maybe one day she’ll look at it and think, I wonder what they’re doing at home. And it’ll be a Tuesday – I don’t know why – except I’m doing the ironing and I’ll hear the door bang and her special shoe sound on the lino down the hall, the heels slapping, sort of lively and I look up and there, there she is. My Susannah Rose swinging on the door frame. Hi mum, I’m back. And we’ll…… Maybe when she has her own children she’ll feel the pull, need to revisit where she came from. And I’ll be here. Because that’s what mothers are, they are home. They are where you go when you have good news, or bad news or when you’ve fallen and have nowhere else to run. They are safety. The centre of it all, where it went wrong or right, the beginning and end.

Scene Seventeen
Milena’s Story (10)

MILENA: I have my two children. A boy and a girl. There are folk tales in every country which mothers use to remind their children to be good, to stay safe, to explain away fear. My daughter has created her own story complete with a new name. The Princess vanished, along with innocence, and the girl I found in a refugee camp, guarding her little brother like a she-wolf, had the face of a stranger, an old woman. Faruk, no longer round, still smiles but his eyes are flat. Vacant. It’s a response to ward off blows. My daughter is fiercely protective, always anxious. She has learned survival and the cost has yet to be counted. I told them I had a baby who died. I told them this to keep them safe. My daughter, who had always longed for a sister, a doll to dress and join forces with her against Faruk, was unmoved. She and Faruk have become inseparable. She had no interest in another sibling. Faruk smiled and ducked his head. The child of forty fathers and no fathers died and no one grieved. In a country saturated with loss and guilt, the air toxic with scores yet to be settled, there was no more room. We live with my in laws again, as before. But I am the past my husband wants to forget. I have been invaded by war. I am occupied territory. There was help. A mobile ambulance unit that performed abortions for victims of war. But they wouldn’t help me. They were sorry they said, but it was too late for me.

Nevenka was with me for the births of the Princess and Faruk. This time, when the pains began, I kept moving, wandering the hilltop behind our town – what was left of it. And what was left of me gave birth alone, heaving and bleeding into the floor of the forest, my back pressed against a tree, my mind fleeing the pain up into the blue between the leaves. And when it was over, bursting between my thighs into the sharp air, I wept to be rid of it, to be rid of shame. I had no say, no choice. I could not look at the eyes of all those men staring at me from a child’s face the rest of my life. I turned its face into the soil. There was a small struggle. Then stillness and it was done. I buried the child in the woods. The place is marked as I am now. She is not alone.

The country is full of graves and we, the living, their only monuments. This is what war is, killing people.

Scene Eighteen
Ali’s Story (11)

ALI: I am organised. Passport money travellers’ cheques.

GWEN: Are you sure this is a good idea? What about the cat?

ALI: Neighbours.

GWEN: Dog?

ALI: Kennels. That’ll be fun. It’s a full moon.

GWEN: And Flora?

ALI: She’ll be here any minute. I told you. I’ll drop her at Rachel’s on the way to the airport, meet Jim there and then I’ll worry for a week in Italy and come home again. You have got our number haven’t you?

GWEN: I’ll be fine.

ALI: Course you will. She should be back by now. Maybe she missed the bus. Should I…no.

GWEN: I could have looked after everything for you if only you’d asked.

ALI: I know. And thanks but…

GWEN: I’m perfectly capable of running a household. Did it for years till your poor father…I’m not past it you know. I’d be like a housekeeper. You wouldn’t know I was there. Then you could take up your dancing properly again. Make something out of all that training.

ALI: What’re you saying?

GWEN: You had such potential.

ALI: A week, that’s all I’m asking for! You don’t have to kneecap me, I am coming back.

GWEN: Oh you are being dramatic, when have I ever done anything but support and encourage you to use your talents? If you’ve chosen to bury them under running around caring for a handicapped child…

ALI: But that’s what you do for kids. And then you let them go.

GWEN: You talk as if I hadn’t raised two children myself.

ALI: One in New Zealand and the other still digging tunnels under the wire.

GWEN: Flora’s not trying to escape.

ALI: No Mum. Maybe not. But she should be.

GWEN: When’s your flight?

ALI: I’m going to look for her. It’s nearly dark. If the bus got diverted or broke down she’ll panic. I know her. Now if she phones…

GWEN: If you’re this worried here, what’re you going to be like halfway across the world?

ALI: It’s not but I have every right to be anxious. Our whole life is such a disaster I can only cope by being anxious. Okay?

GWEN: Look. At the end of the garden.

ALI: Mum I can’t do this…

She stops, watching.

GWEN: There by the birches.

FLORA enters wearing a Walkman and jigging about to the tune only she can hear.

ALI: I swear to God I’m going to confiscate that thing. She forgets the time when she’s wearing it.

GWEN: What on earth is she doing? Out there all on her own?

ALI: She’s dancing.

GWEN: I wouldn’t call that dance. Compared to what you do…

ALI: No comparison. You’re right.

And she is. I was a dancer but my daughter dances. Flora’s not the same. She’s totally herself. I’d love to be inside her head just for one day. That’s what I regret the most about our journey so far – my inability to know her world. Watching her struggle with adversaries I can’t begin to imagine, then, in the turn of her head, lose herself in a dream so tranquil it’s as if my changeling child is listening to the sounds of another sphere, belonging somewhere else entirely – that’s love by a different name.

Scene Nineteen
Trio

KITTY and MILENA enter.

MILENA: I climb the hill, looking back down on the red tiled roofs and the bombed bridge, the blackened patch of ground where the mosque was destroyed, the town I once called home. There is no such place for me any more. I turn towards the trees. This forest, like the river below is full of blood. They tried to kill all of us, pretend we were never here. They tried to kill history. But in the winter when the wind sings in the bare branches, the trees tell of the corpses beneath their roots, lying close together, their limbs tangled like briars. I go there sometimes and on some days bitter twisted plants grow from my child’s grave, and on others flowers.

KITTY: I can’t leave, can I? It’s the only thing I know I am, a mother. So I’ll be here, waiting, just in case, she finds her way home.

MILENA: There are some things from which you do not recover, only survive.

ALI: I was a dancer but my daughter dances – to her own music I shall probably never hear but know in my bones is sacred.

FLORA carries on dancing then throws her head back smiling as she hears something. Fade up sound of children’s laughter. Voice-over of excited happy children shouting.

VOICES: (Off – Montage of happy children’s voices at play.) Mum, look! Look at me! Look how high I can go! Watch me fly!

FLORA dances, smiling.

The End.
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