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Familial sacrifice with a gothic twist —  
An introduction to No Incense Rising
By Susan Davis

Family relationships sustain us and constrain us. They provide the structure 
and support to enable us to realise our dreams but they can also create a prison 
within which dreams twist and wither, and bonds of love become shackles 
of despair. The burdens and bonds of family life are the substance of George 
Landen Dann’s award winning play No Incense Rising, but also a subject that was 
close to his heart. 

By 1937 George Landen Dann was a 33-year-old man, living at home with his 
elderly parents. His mother died at the end of 1937 but at the time of writing 
the play he still must have been feeling the weight of familial obligation. At the 
start of that decade two other sisters had been living in the household, but his 
younger sister Dorothy Rose had married in 1931 and his older sister, Isabel, 
who is reported to have been an invalid, died in 1932. so for the five years from 
1932–37 he was still living with his parents and would have been the responsible 
breadwinner for the remaining family. 

It would appear that Dann had struggled with his maternal and sibling 
relationships. Alrene sykes, in her profile script written about him after his 
death reports him as saying:

I always felt I was imposed on by women, by sisters — not that I was, but I 
always felt that, and it used to rankle me a little. It’s all wrong, but that’s the 
impression you get.1

Family drama in the gothic north 
In No Incense Rising the mother, a Norwegian migrant named Mrs Bergmann, is 
possessed by the past and entrapped by memories of departed family members, 
having lost a husband and son to the sea. The family live in an isolated location 
that can only be reached by boat across a bay that is dangerous to cross. At 
the start of the play one daughter, ellen, has just married and there is the 
expectation that the other, Ada, will also marry soon, to local fisherman Carl. 
Ada’s hopes are crushed though as Mrs Bergmann entreats her not to leave and 
reveals a strange attraction she feels towards the distant rocks and death. As 
the play progresses the mother’s manipulations and protestations border on 
madness, securing Ada’s place by her side with little opportunity to escape. 
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The nature of the play is most certainly melodramatic, including many gothic 
tropes. As a number of academics and playwrights such as Turcotte, Carleton 
and Hassall have asserted, the Australian landscape and related colonial and 
post-colonial history lend themselves well to gothic literary treatment2. The 
experience of dislocation and the desperation of strangers trapped in a strange 
land feature in any number of novels, plays and films. Playwright stephen 
Carleton, who has written in the Australian Gothic style himself, argues that 
Queensland and Northern Australia lend themselves particularly well to gothic 
themes. He argues that the key gothic preoccupation with “history’s haunting of 
the present” has particular resonance in the far north of the continent with its 
harsh landscapes and troubled histories3. Katharine Brisbane showed prescience 
regarding this vein in Queensland theatre following her viewing of Dann’s 1931 
play In Beauty It Is Finished, in a season including Lorna Bol’s Treadmill and 
three short plays by Jill shearer. In her review she observed that: 

It has long been a platitude that comedy is the Australian’s natural form 
of expression: that we are survivors and lack the passion and sacrifice that 
makes for tragedy. Looking back on that weekend it occurs to me that if the 
spirit of tragedy haunts our drama anywhere, it’s in Queensland. It is not a 
southerner’s joke when I say that, on the evidence, life in Queensland is no 
laughing matter.4

so it could be argued that there is a strong gothic strain in a number of Dann’s 
works, with characters trapped and isolated in harsh landscapes and haunted by 
their pasts. No Incense Rising includes a number of gothic tropes, with its focus 
on the darker elements of human experience, an isolated gloomy location and 
entrapment within a foreboding landscape. The potential beauty of the land and 
seascape are blanketed by mists and storms. The potential threat is heightened 
through Mrs Bergmann’s hypnotic fascination with the phosphorescent glow 
of the distant rocks, which she feels are calling her to her doom. In terms of 
some broad articulations of the gothic that Carleton identified, No Incense 
Rising could be regarded as a gendered domestic manifestation featuring 
unhealthy family relationships, madness, a sense of menace and doom and a 
hint of the supernatural. This is characterised through the histrionic, dominant 
mother figure of Mrs Bergmann, trapped by her own ghosts and subsequently 
entrapping Ada in her cocoon of guilt and blackmail. While a full awareness of 
this theatrical style was not something that informed Dann’s writing of the play, 
he did acknowledge the influence of playwrights such as Ibsen and synge in his 
work, and works that feature melodramatic and gothic elements. 
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Production and response
The play actually won two competitions, the sydney Independent Theatre’s 
Australian Play Competition and the Australian Dramatists Club Competition. 
Correspondence reveals that while the two judges for the Independent Theatre 
competition both acclaimed the play5, the organisers of the second competition 
had sought overseas advice and they were the source of critical feedback. An 
Alfred W Paxton from London indicated that he had shared the finalists’ scripts 
with two other London play-readers and that they found all the entries very 
disappointing:

These plays are all far below production standard, and none of them shows 
any outstanding talent. If an award must be made, the order of merit is as 
follows … 1. “No Incense Rising” by Richard Landon (sic)… 
“No Incense Rising” owes far too much to Ibsen and to Singh (sic — synge). 
It is a workmanlike play however, and one or two of its moments are not 
without power. … 
In all these plays we were struck by a distressing banality in the dialogue — 
do advise your members to pay careful attention to this most important 
element.6

An examination of synge’s one act play Riders to the Sea7 does reveal a 
certain similarity in thematics. This Irish play is also a tragedy and features a 
woman who has lost her husband, father-in-law and sons to the sea. The plot 
and structure digress beyond that point though and there is no equivalent 
character to Ada, trapped by guilt and twisted familial loyalty. In a Courier 
Mail article from 1938, Dann recalled that he had read the work of Ibsen and 
synge extensively in the past, but he had not consciously borrowed from them 
for No Incense Rising8. An homage to Ibsen can be identified in No Incense 
Rising, with familiar themes of doomed familial bonds and perhaps through 
Dann’s decision to make the Bergmann family migrants from Norway, Ibsen’s 
birthplace. A feature of many of Dann’s plays is dialogue written to reflect a 
particular accent or dialect and in this case Mrs Bergmann’s dialogue is written 
to reflect that Norwegian accent. 

The play was highly successful for its time and, as well as winning the two 
playwriting competitions, it was also produced by leading Australian repertory 
theatre companies. It was first staged by the Independent Theatre of sydney 
in November 1937, produced by Doris Fitton and subsequently by Brisbane 
Repertory Theatre society at the Princess Theatre in 1938, produced by Barbara 
sisley. It also had seasons in Melbourne and Perth. 
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A shift in treatment
Dann was not done with this subject matter though and was to revisit the plight 
of a woman torn between family responsibilities and love once again, most 
directly in How Far Returning. This play, written in the 1950s, was performed 
on radio and also staged. This time the central female protagonist is Jessie; she 
is 38 years old and working for her father’s timber business. she feels safe and 
secure in that role even though she is under-valued by all around her. she has 
twice rejected the only man she has ever loved because he is a married man. Her 
strict moral upbringing will not allow her to contemplate Jim divorcing his wife 
to be with her, even though he is going to leave his wife regardless. This work is 
also interesting because Dann experimented with form, in particular with the 
creation of multiple Jessies. Throughout the play, flashback and conversations 
between Jessie’s older and younger self serve to reveal the past and force her to 
confront the reality of her empty life before she must make her final decision. 

Australian theatre critic John McCallum in his book Belonging highlights how 
both plays have the same central concern, but while No Incense Rising ends 
tragically, Jessie in How Far Returning flouts convention and strikes out to find 
happiness with Jim. By the time of writing How Far Returning in the 1950s, 
Dann had retired from his draftsman’s job, was travelling regularly within 
Australia and writing as much as he wanted. His father had died in 1948 and 
Dann had sold up the family home at sandgate, building a house on the hill at 
Coolum, complete with expansive ocean views. The shift in treatment of the 
subject matter would suggest that George Landen Dann had also found a new 
confidence in himself and ability to make decisions not always conditioned by 
family responsibilities and social conventions. 

Whilst McCallum believes How Far Returning is a strong work that deserves 
further recognition and revisiting, there is much about No Incense Rising that 
also deserves fresh appraisal. The recent interest in gothic theatre, in work that 
is intense and confronting, is perhaps a response to an increasingly complex 
world where people seek ever more intense experiences to feel alive. Family 
relationships and obligations remain themes that are just as relevant today 
as they were 70 years ago, though their nature has changed, with parental 
obligations more likely to continue longer, and in many instances, become more 
intense later in life. With No Incense Rising, Dann invites us to contemplate our 
sense of loyalty and obligation, and while most young people might find the 
degree of Ada’s self-sacrifice unfathomable, the bonds of familial responsibility 
may well tighten as parents age, roles reverse and responsibilities become 
more pressing. Contemporary engagement with this play will be fruitful as the 
material lends itself to the heightened visual and physical performance styles 
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now popular. At the same time, audiences may find themselves contemplating 
significant questions of themselves and their relationships — asking what they 
would sacrifice for others and what is the price of happiness, freedom and love. 

ENDNOTES
1 sykes, Alrene. 1978, George Landen Dann, the Orange Grove: Including a Feature on the 

Author’s Life and Work, ABC, sydney.
2 Turcotte, G. 1998, “Australian Gothic”, The Handbook to Gothic Literature, ed. Mulvey 

Roberts, M. Basingstoke, Macmillan, pp. 10–19.

 Carleton, stephen. 2012, “Australian Gothic: Theatre and the Northern Turn”, Australian 
Literary Studies, vol. 27.2. 

 Hassall, Linda. 2012, Evoking, Excavating and Analysing Landscape in the New Play Salvation 
Roses: Constructions of Identity, Culture and Meaning from a Dramatic Position.

3 Carleton, stephen. 2012, op cit. 
4 Brisbane, Katharine. 1977, “An Australian strindberg”, The Bulletin, April edn, p. 66.
5 see letter C. W. Morgan, A23 from, in Box 1 FL 65, Fryer Library.
6 see letter from A. Paxton, A15, Box 1, FL65, Fryer Library 
7 synge, John Millington. 1911, Riders to the Sea. 
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George Landen Dann (1904–1977)
By Susan Davis

George Landen Dann was Queensland’s first major playwright1, winning 
numerous competitions both in Australia and internationally between the 1930s 
to the 1970s. His work was performed on the stage, on national radio and one 
play was converted for television. He broke new ground with several of his 
plays examining the plight of Aboriginal Australians drawing focus to the social 
mores and injustices that held sway at the time (these plays were In Beauty It 
Is Finished in 1931, Fountains Beyond in 1942 and Rainbows Die at Sunset in 
1975). His work was very influenced by leading european writers of the early 
twentieth century with features of some plays being compared to that of synge, 
Ibsen, strindberg and o’Neill. 

George Landen Dann was born on the first of January 1904 to parents George 
William Dann (aged 36) and Mildred Challis Dann (aged 35). He had an older 
sister Isabel Challis (born 1902), who it is reported to have been an invalid and 
died in 1932. Two other daughters were born to the Danns, with Dorothy Rose 
born in 1905 and another baby Mildred Matilda born in 1908 but she died in 
that same year. For much of his life George lived in a humble home with his 
family near the racetrack at sandgate, attending sandgate state school and later 
Brisbane Boys Grammar. He reports having an early interest in drama, creating 
his own theatre when 8 years old and writing and performing on the sandgate 
stage before becoming involved in the Brisbane theatre world. 

George Landen Dann came to prominence when he won the Brisbane Repertory 
Theatre society playwriting competition in 1931 with his play In Beauty It Is 
Finished. The scandal that followed the announcement was extremely confronting 
for this shy young man, and in the aftermath he longed to escape the bounds of 
everyday life. A year after the events of that time he left Brisbane and travelled to 
Hamilton Island. Here he seemed to think he might discover some alternate way 
of living. However, after an apparent dark night of the soul (and an incident where 
he was either stung, poisoned or fell extremely ill), he came to terms with living a 
life most ordinary and returned to Brisbane and work as a draftsman.

He remained in this job for the next 20 years or so, apart from time spent 
travelling in Australia and serving in the army during World War II (in a mobile 
concert party based in Brisbane). George was constantly “scribbling” away, 
writing stage plays, radio plays, TV drama and more. some of his best-known 
plays include Fountains Beyond, Caroline Chisholm, Ring Out Wild Bells and the 
radio play The Orange Grove. 
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George had a strong social conscience, probably stimulated by his Anglican 
upbringing. He expressed interest in becoming an Anglican priest but financial 
responsibilities towards his family (with an invalid sister and little in the way 
of social security support in those days) meant that he felt obligated to keep 
working. He had a particular interest in Aboriginal issues and built a repertoire 
of first-hand knowledge of Aboriginal cultures and issues through travelling to 
various communities and through his constant desire to learn about the places 
he visited. 

His family life seems to have been quite difficult and in his youth he was 
weighed down by expectations and responsibilities. These issues are reflected in 
his dramatic works with one recurring theme being that of characters trapped 
by duty and family obligations, particularly in his earlier works (In Beauty It Is 
Finished, The Day of Roses, No Incense Rising). George never married and had no 
children but was hopeful that his work and his name might live on beyond his 
lifetime. 

George knew people who could have helped him broker his career beyond 
Australian shores. other successful writers of the era moved to London and the 
UsA, working in theatre and film. Barbara sisley (Director of Brisbane Repertory 
Theatre society) was a mentor to him producing his plays until her death in 1945. 
The influential critic Leslie Rees (of the Playwright’s Advisory Board and later the 
ABC) was a friend and supporter, as was Hartney Arthur (actor and producer 
who had a highly successful career in the UsA). However, whilst George travelled 
to many remote and distant places within Australia, he didn’t travel overseas nor 
move to sydney or Melbourne, then Australia’s leading cultural hubs. 

George retired from the Brisbane City Council at the end of 1954 and moved to 
Coolum on the sunshine Coast. There he had built a house on the hill overlooking 
the ocean. He was an environmentalist before it was popular to be so and travelled 
extensively within Australia — enjoying the landscapes of the Northern Territory, 
Western Australia, the central deserts and North Queensland, often on camping 
safaris. He lived the last few years of his life at Lake Weyba near Noosa and died 
outside eumundi in 1977 after falling ill on a prospecting trip.

A year before he died an Honours student, Deborah Rasmussen, shared visits 
and letters with George and wrote her Honours dissertation on his work. 
La Boite Theatre also restaged In Beauty It Is Finished and George was invited to 
an opening night, dedicating the clock in the Hale st Theatre to Barbara sisley. 
The play that launched his career was therefore the one it ended with, with 
George dying just three months later. 
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His contribution to Queensland drama was acknowledged in the 1990s with a 
major Queensland playwright’s award being named in his honour. The George 
Landen Dann Award ran from 1992 until 2006. It was originally an open 
playwriting competition but with the creation of the Queensland Premier’s 
Drama Award in 2002, the George Landen Dann became an award for young 
Queensland playwrights between 19 and 25 years of age. For this inveterate 
enterer of competitions it was fitting that so many emerging Queensland writers 
came to know of his name through this award. 

Play list
This list includes most of the plays by George Landen Dann that were produced, 
published and/or won awards or placed in competitions. some were rewritten 
(particularly for radio) and various versions exist. 

1924 Odds — one act comedy performed at sandgate

1925 Family Failings — performed at sandgate

1931 In Beauty It Is Finished — 1st prize Brisbane Repertory Theatre 
society competition and performed at His Majesty’s Theatre, Brisbane

1932 Oh! The Brave Music! — submitted to the Brisbane Repertory Theatre 
society playwriting competition, but the prize was awarded to a safer 
option following the controversy of the previous year

 The Giant — 1st prize in the Workers educational Association of 
Brisbane Drama Competition 

1934  Monday Morning — performed in Adelaide

 The Day of Roses — 1st prize in Queensland eisteddfod Competition, 
also broadcast on radio

 A Foreground for Fanny — 3rd prize in ABC play competition

1937 No Incense Rising — 1st prize in Independent Theatre Play 
Competition (sydney) 

1938 No Incense Rising — 1st prize in Dramatists Club of Australia 
Competition

1939 A Second Moses — later performed and published as Caroline 
Chisholm which was performed extensively and broadcast on radio

1940 Funerals for Field-Mice — 3rd prize in ABC competition

1942 Fountains Beyond — first staged by New Theatre League, sydney
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1942 Fountains Beyond — 2nd prize in ABC competition

1943 Caroline Chisholm — published

1944 Fountains Beyond — published 

1945 Ha, Ha, Among the Trumpets — shared fist prize in Playwright 
Advisory Board Competition

1956 How Far Returning — broadcast on radio

1958 Ring Out Wild Bells — performed on stage

1958 The Orange Grove — broadcast on ABC radio (later on Canadian 
Broadcasting Commission radio)

 Resurrection at Matthewtown — commended in the General Motors 
Holden Theatre Award Australian Play Competition (performed in 
1962)

1964 Ring Out Wild Bells — 2nd place in ABC Drama Competition – 
televised on ABC television

1975 Rainbows Die At Sunset — highly commended in Newcastle Play 
Competition 

Accessing unpublished plays 
Most of the manuscripts for George Landen Dann’s plays are held in the 
Hanger Collection of Australian Playscripts at the Fryer Library, University of 
Queensland. some of the plays of George Landen Dann are held in the Campbell 
Howard Collection of Australian Plays at the University of New england. Copies 
of the originals have been created and can be borrowed through inter-library 
loan from the UNe library. 

Susan Davis is a Senior Lecturer at Central Queensland University, Noosa. 

ENDNOTE
1 There were other Queenslanders before this who were published writers, some of whom 

wrote plays, including Arthur Hoey Davis (steele Rudd) and Vance Palmer. These writers 
predominantly wrote for other literary forms. Dann was arguably the first Queensland 
writer who was first and foremost a playwright.
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Production Details
No Incense Rising was awarded First Prize in the Full-length Play Competition 
conducted throughout Australia by the Independent Theatre, sydney, New 
south Wales, in october 1937. 

It was also awarded First Place in the Dramatists’ Club of Australia’s Full-length 
Play Competition, Melbourne, Victoria, in February 1938. The plays selected 
by the Australian judges in this competition were sent to england for final 
adjudication by Mr Alfred Paxon and an english committee. 

The play was first produced by The Independent Theatre at the Conservatorium 
of Music on the 24th November, 1937, with the following cast: 

MRs BeRGMANN Valentina Diakoff
MRs CARNey Dorothy Whiteley 
ADA Betty McConnell
CARL NILsseN Arnold Barker
MARy sINCLAIR Margaret Ruthven
eLLeN edna Todd
seRGeANT McCARTHy Pat Tuohill

The play was produced by Miss Doris Fitton.

It was subsequently produced by The Brisbane Repertory Theatre at the Princess 
Theatre, Brisbane, on 5th and 6th May, 1938, with the following cast: 

MRs BeRGMANN edith Rowett
MRs CARNey Nancy Fowles
ADA Ailsa Krimmer
CARL NILsseN Colin Turbayne
MARy sINCLAIR Catherine Craig
eLLeN Donna Toppin
seRGeANT McCARTHy Robert Risson

The play was produced by Miss Barbara sisley.

It was also produced by The Dramatists’ Club of Australia in Melbourne, 
Victoria, in April, 1938.



16 George Landen Dann

Characters
 MRs BeRGMANN
 MRs CARNey
 ADA
 CARL NILsseN
 MARy sINCLAIR
 eLLeN
 seRGeANT McCARTHy

The action of the play takes place in MRs BeRGMANN’s HoUse —  
in the living room.

ACT oNe  An evening in the latter part of autumn.

ACT TWo An afternoon … three years later.

ACT THRee sCeNe oNe:   early evening … three weeks later. 
 sCeNe TWo:  An afternoon … two weeks later.
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Foreword
The house is built on a rise very near the sea. All the time during the play the 
sea can be heard … now ringing against the shore like a bell striking softly … 
now moaning like a homeless wind crying at the windows. At times it is almost 
silent — just a deep beat heard afar off — but when, as in the Third Act, the 
wind tugs at the trees and waves, and lead-coloured clouds are pulling over, 
it surges to a loud, pounding, swishing roar. It provides in the background an 
accompanying symphony all throughout the play. 
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No Incense Rising

ACT ONE
The living room in Mrs Bergmann’s house.

It is a large room built on the ground, with dark walls made darker by smoke 
and age. The ceiling is low, with heavy beams supporting the rooms above. In the 
back left corner a staircase descends down the left side wall. A little in front of the 
foot of the stairs is a wide casement window draped with dull blue curtains and 
with a cretonne covered bench beneath it. On the window ledge stands a pot of 
red geraniums. At the right, toward the foreground, is a stone fireplace with an 
armchair and a rocking chair in front. Against the back wall, to the left, stands 
a heavy sideboard, and to the right, a sewing machine. A long dining table is in 
the middle of the room towards the back, and underneath the staircase, partly 
hidden, is a wooden-framed dressmaker’s mirror. 

A door leading to the kitchen is at right, beyond the fireplace. Another door, 
leading to the outside is at the back in the centre, between the sideboard and the 
sewing machine. 

On the wall at back, on either side of this door, hang two large framed 
photographs. One is of Mrs Bergmann’s husband — a serious study of a 
middle-aged seaman. The other is of her son — a smiling portrait of a 
good-looking, happy-go-lucky boy of nineteen with a seaman’s cap pushed 
rakishly to the back of his head. Looking out from their heavy wooden frames 
they seem to dominate the whole room. 

For this Act the room is gay with wedding decorations — paper streamers, 
garlands and bowls of flowers etc. These are especially centred above and about 
the dining-table which is covered with things for feasting. But the feast being 
now over and the guests departed, the table and the chairs grouped around 
it are somewhat disordered and the wedding cake, although still occupying a 
prominent position, has been stripped of a lot of its glory. 

The dull, steady pounding and the long swishing back of the sea outside can 
be heard.
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A very sleepy fire burns in the fireplace, and the large kerosene lamp standing 
on the end of the table has been turned down so low that it gives off but a small 
dim circle of light. The room for the most part is in darkness when the curtain 
rises, and there is no one about. The clock above the fireplace chimes (with an 
effort) the hour of eight and a little time after, the door at the back opens and 
MRS BeRgMANN comes in, followed by MRS CARNey. 

MRs BeRGMANN [At the doorway.] Just you vait there a moment, 
Mrs Carney, vhile I turn up the lamp. [She goes to the table 
and turns up the light.] 

MRS BeRgMANN is a tall, rather thin but big-framed 
women nearing 55. Her hair is dark grey and her face 
has a set look of bitterness. But she has sad blue eyes 
which tend to dispel at times all traces of this bitterness 
and give her rather a wistful air. Her speech is slow and 
deliberate, with a Norwegian accent which is especially 
evident in words beginning with “W” which she invariably 
pronounces as “V”. She is wearing a new black silk dress 
but over her shoulders has thrown an old grey shawl. 

MRS CARNey is a few years older, stout, motherly, 
good-natured and typically Irish. She is also dressed 
her best, with a small woollen coat (belonging to 
MRS BeRgMANN) for warmth. 

MRs BeRGMANN There! Now ve can move vidout knocking things over … 
Come right in and shut the door! I vill make up the fire. 
[She goes to the fireplace.] 

MRs CARNey  [Coming in.] Ah ’tis nice to be gettin’ back to the warmth 
of the house. The breeze down there at the jetty was that 
strong ’twas the devil’s own job I had to be keepin’ the very 
hair on me head.

MRs BeRGMANN A biting vind it vas too!
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MRs CARNey  I could scarce form the words to say goodbye to them 
all — me teeth for all the time chatterin’ so. [Looking 
around the room.] Lord, and ’tis a fine mess the place is in, 
sure enough!

MRs BeRGMANN I vas afraid it vould be.

MRs CARNey  Ah well, with the bit o’ tidyin’-up I’ll be after doin’ for ye 
now and the — [Pause.]

MRs BeRGMANN No-no! [She gets up from attending the fire.] you have been 
too good as it is, the vay you have helped us, Mrs Carney. 

MRs CARNey ’Twas nothin’ at all, at all, the little I done.

MRs BeRGMANN Ada vill see to things vhen she comes in. Her hands are 
younger than ours … Just you sit down in one of these 
chairs here, and ve vill have a glass of vine and a piece of 
cake together.

MRs CARNey Ah Lors, now, Mrs Bergmann! ’Tis no more o’ the stuff I 
should be takin’ if it’s to see me own way home I’ll after 
havin’ to be doin’. 

She goes to the fireplace and sits down in the armchair. 

MRS BeRgMANN goes to the sideboard, takes a small 
tray, a bottle of wine and two glasses from it and places 
them on the table. She removes the cork from the bottle 
and commences to pour some wine into a glass. 

MRs BeRGMANN Are you sure you vill not have a small glass?

MRs CARNey Bad cess to ye, woman! Is it drunk ye’re wantin’ me to be? 
Not another drop will I be touchin’ tonight!

MRs BeRGMANN Just as you like, Mrs Carney — but I thought a glass of vine 
vould — [Short pause.]
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MRs CARNey Well, maybe, since ye’re so pressin’ I’ll be havin’ a little 
drop for sociability sake — and seein’ as ’tis but once in a 
while we have an event of this kind. For ’tain’t as if we’re 
marryin’-off our children every day in the year.

MRs BeRGMANN [Pausing in her work.] I am glad ve are not. I vould not 
like it to happen ever again.

MRs CARNey sure and ’tis meself knows the work and worry a weddin’ 
means.

MRs BeRGMANN It is not that I am minding. [She takes up a knife and cuts 
the wedding cake.] It is the awful feeling that comes to 
me — this being cut adrift from my children … me their 
mother. [She puts down the knife and stands looking 
wistfully ahead.] I can’t understand vhy people are put 
together — vhy ve are given children, if we have got to 
break apart after all.

MRs CARNey Ah now, Mrs Bergmann, don’t ye be getting’ low-hearted. 
’Tis only natural you’d be feelin’ it — ellen being the first 
of yours to go.

MRs BeRGMANN It vill seem so queer vidout her. I almost hated the thought 
of coming back into the house after seeing her off.

MRs CARNey Ah the young folk will marry when they feel the urge and 
none o’ the things we say or do will be stoppin’ them. 

MRS BeRgMANN picks up the tray of wine and cake and 
takes it to MRS CARNey. 

MRs CARNey I know what the matter is wid ye, Mrs Bergmann. ’Tis 
the re-action of everything comin’ over ye now. [Helping 
herself to wine and cake.] Lord, save us! ’Tis a terrible lot 
o’ the stuff ye’ve been after pourin’ out for me!

MRs BeRGMANN There is but a toothful. [She goes to the rocking chair, sits 
down, takes the other glass of wine and piece of cake from 
the tray and puts the tray on the floor.] 
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MRs CARNey Well, here’s a health to ye, Mrs Bergmann — and to ellen’s 
happiness too! [She raises her glass.]

They sip their wine and eat the cake.

MRs CARNey There’s a wonderful warmth the stuff has in it to be sure.

MRs BeRGMANN It is a fine cake of Mrs Morris’s baking too, don’t you think?

MRs CARNey ’Tis so indade! … ’Twas a fine weddin’ altogether ellen was 
after havin’ — as fine a one as any girl could have had in 
the city.

MRs BeRGMANN I vanted things to be nice for her and for Harry’s sake. His 
people are so vell-off. 

MRs CARNey Well, that’s something these times, to be sure. 

MRs BeRGMANN Harry is to have the running of his father’s business vhile 
he is avay. Later on he is to have charge of it altogether. 
A good paying business it is too, so ellen says. 

MRs CARNey It’s a lucky girl she is for ’tis none but the best o’ things 
she’ll be after havin’.

MRs BeRGMANN she has alvays hankered for nice things, ellen has.

MRs CARNey ’Twas herself as was always for sayin’ she’d choose a man 
wid a fat purse when the time came to take the plunge. 
even when she was but a bit o’ girl scarce left school I 
mind her sayin’ that.

MRs BeRGMANN [With a smile.] she alvays spoke of marriage being like 
that — ellen did. 

MRs CARNey Indade and she’s not far wrong! There’s no knowin at all 
what it is a woman lets herself in for. 

MRs BeRGMANN No — there is no knowing …

MRs CARNey  you’ve only to take your own self for instance.
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MRs BeRGMANN I … [She looks up at the photographs on the wall.] 
They vould have liked to have been here today.

MRs CARNey [Screwing herself round in her chair and looking up too.] 
Aye, and they would that! [She shakes her head slowly.]

MRs BeRGMANN [Bitterly.] It vas not right for that thing to be happening to 
the two of them. It vas not right to let it be so!

MRs CARNey  [Sighing.] Aha! … ’Tis a terrible thing the sea is, to be sure, 
with the heartlessness of it and the readiness of it to do 
such terrible things widout carin’ at all, at all!

MRs BeRGMANN It is not the sea I am laying the charge to!

MRs CARNey sure now and what else can ye blame for takin’ them from ye?

MRs BeRGMANN It is God himself and the cruelty of him. 

MRs CARNey saints protect us! May me tongue fall down me throat and 
strangle me before I’d ever let it utter such words as them!

MRs BeRGMANN They come from my heart too.

MRs CARNey  Close your mouth, woman, against such talk or ’tis a curse 
ye’ll be after havin’ on ye. 

MRs BeRGMANN Huh!

MRs CARNey I’m telling ye, ’twill after be happenin’ it will! ye’d best 
be getting’ down on your knees this very minute and be 
prayin’ for them words to be taken back. 

MRs BeRGMANN [getting up.] I vill not be doing any such thing. And I have 
finished vith prayers. They are just a vaste of time.

MRs CARNey How can ye be knowin’ that now?

MRs BeRGMANN Vhat good is there to be had from them? There vas never a 
time they put out to sea I vould not pray vid all my pover 
to God to protect them. That night — I pleaded vith all my 
strength — and no heed was taken of it.
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MRs CARNey Ah sure, ’tis terrible talk this to be spakin’, Mrs Bergmann!

MRs BeRGMANN It vas a terrible thing to take them from me — my man 
and my boy. For no reason at all … To send them to their 
graves vith the sea flowing over them so that I von’t see 
them any more.

MRs CARNey Ah don’t, Mrs Bergmann! Don’t! ’Twas the will o’ God.

MRs BeRGMANN your vords are cold ones, Mrs Carney — for God is a person 
that is far avay — so far avay … but they vere here vid me!

MRs CARNey Ah, ye poor creature! [She says it very kindly.] ’Tis strange 
the ways the Lord has an’ no mistake — but ’tis not for us 
to be questionin’ and doubtin’ them.

MRs BeRGMANN But you have never had anything happen to you to cause 
you to doubt. you can go on believing. It is different vhen 
… oh God had no cause to be hard like that! He had no 
cause at all! Vith all my asking, he should have helped 
them, don’t you think? But he didn’t! He vould not! … 
Do you see now vhy I cannot believe? Do you see now vhy 
I am not vanting to pray any more?

MRs CARNey ’Tis feelin’s I have for ye, Mrs Bergmann. But ’tis awful 
talk ye’re sayin’ … Holy Virgin! ’Tis frightenin’ me, ye are! 
[She crosses herself quickly.] 

MRs BeRGMANN I am sorry, Mrs Carney! [She goes to her chair and sits 
down.] I should keep those things to myself. I should not 
say them to anybody. But tonight I … I expect it is having 
ellen go off — and the thought that is growing in me that I 
vill not be having anyone left vith me at all.

MRs CARNey Be sure ye still have Ada.

MRs BeRGMANN yes, I still have Ada — but for how long vill I be having her?

MRs CARNey ’Tis goin’ on for two years she and Carl Nilssen have been 
keepin’ company.
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MRs BeRGMANN yes — two years almost.

MRs CARNey Then ’tis only what you must expect that they’ll be 
marryin’ some day … And he’s a fine fellow ye should not 
be begrudgin’ your Ada to, is Carl Nilssen. As steady a man 
as any girl could hope to get for a husband in these parts. 
There’s many a one’d be — [Pause.]

Sound of laughter outside.

MRs BeRGMANN It’s them coming now!

MRs CARNey sure and ye only have to speak of angels and they put in an 
appearance!

ADA and CARL come in by the back door. They are 
laughing — evidently over something CARL has said for 
ADA is saying: “oh don’t be such a fool, Carl!”

She opens the door and comes in first. She is a young 
woman of 29, not very pretty and not very gifted, yet 
possessed of a certain amount of attractiveness. She is tall 
and always neat looking. The bridesmaid’s dress she wore 
at ellen’s wedding and which she is still wearing tends 
to make her appear — and feel, too, as new clothes often 
do — much younger and more girlish than she really is, so 
her appearance and behaviour in this Act are in marked 
contrast with that of the following Acts. 

CARL NILSSeN is of the same age, well-built and with 
manly, frank, clear, direct qualities of the outdoors and 
sea-life. Having been a guest at the wedding he has put on 
his best suit for the occasion — although by now he has 
removed his tie and opened the collar of his shirt, and the 
wind has aided his comfort by tousling his well-brushed, 
well-oiled hair. 

He pauses behind ADA to shut the door. 
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ADA [Stopping her laughter rather abruptly.] oh, you’re here, 
Mrs Carney!  

MRs CARNey ’Twas but to be keepin’ your mother company I stayed.

ADA That’s nice of you.

MRs CARNey And sure I suppose if ye’d known there was someone here 
wid her would the pair o’ ye have been after hurryin’ back 
so soon? [She smiles.] 

CARL Ada thought it was time we came in.

He takes a chair from near the table, pulls it to the 
foreground a little and sits down. 

ADA We — it’s so cold outside — and me with only this flimsy 
dress around me.

MRs CARNey [Who will have her joke: looking sideways at CARL.] 
sure and didn’t Carl’s arms see to rectifyin’ that at all?

CARL of course! All the same she — [Short pause.]

MRs CARNey Ah ’tis a long time I’m thinkin’ it’s taken the two o’ ye to 
find out about the cold.

ADA We went for a stroll down to the slips after we’d —

CARL After we’d seen the newlyweds off.

ADA  you see, Carl was just bursting for me to praise his old boat. 

CARL And isn’t she worth singing about now? you wouldn’t 
know her now, Mrs Carney, for the same tub as old Peter 
MacLaren used to have.

ADA I must credit Carl with having put an awful lot of work 
into her. she looks as good as new now she’s had the third 
coat of paint and all the new riggings.
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MRs CARNey sure, girl, it is the eyes of a cat ye have to be seein’ paint 
and riggin’s at half-past eight at night and no moon 
shinin’? [She laughs.]

ADA Well, you haven’t got to see fresh paint exactly.

CARL you nose tells you it’s there!

ADA your hands too! Just look at them! [She holds up her hands.]

MRs CARNey  Get along wid ye both! There’s no need at all to be blushin’ 
and makin’ excuses. Me Dennis was for doin’ the same wid 
me before I was married to him. And I mind ’twould not 
be a blessed thing I’d be seein’ of his boat for lookin’ and 
admirin’ at him all the time.

CARL We’re all young once, you know, Mrs Carney!

MRs CARNey Aye, aye! … and dearie me, the change that comes over 
things after a time! Faith, ’tis got that way I’d rather be 
restin’ me eyes on the same old punt any day or night now.

They all laugh.

ADA [glancing at CARL.] I expect it’s what I’ll be wanting to do 
too! 

CARL you’d better not! [Shaking his fist at her.] 

ADA Listen to him! you’d think our marriage was going to be 
the most wonderful thing on earth. 

She laughs and goes and sits on the bench beneath the 
window.

MRs BeRGMANN  ellen vill be having a rough trip across the Bay, I am 
thinking.

CARL oh not so bad! The wind’s not piping near so strong as it 
was when they started. 
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ADA And they’ll be right out of it and into the calm of the 
Passage once they’ve rounded the Point. 

MRs BeRGMANN But there is that stretch of open vater before the Point is 
reached.

MRs CARNey ’Tis terrible choppy the sea can be there at times. Meself 
knows that!

CARL she rears a bit certainly at the mouth of Funnel Bay — but 
there’s no danger — not in a bit of a blow like this, anyhow 
… you’ve never been across much, Mrs Carney. 

MRs CARNey I’ve been the twice — and by the saints I swore ’twould 
never again I’d be goin’. 

ADA But there’s no other way of getting out of this place than by 
boat.

CARL especially now that the Harlow boys have stopped running 
their motor-truck to the railway on account of the roads. 

ADA And none of us rich enough to afford a car of our own.

MRs CARNey Then ’twill be here in this town I’ll be stayin’ till they carry 
me to the cemetery rather than be settin’ as much as one 
foot on any of them boats. 

MRs BeRGMANN The railvay should never have gone Booralla vay. It should 
have been brought here — like it vas first planned. 

MRs CARNey ’Twould have been the makin’s of this place, and no mistake.

CARL If only they’d do up the roads it wouldn’t be so bad. We’d 
be able to get our fish into the markets then. 

MRs CARNey ’Tis never a thing as should be done is ever done round 
these parts.

MRs BeRGMANN soon, I am thinking, there vill be no vay of making any 
living at all in little places like this, the vay things are going. 
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MRs CARNey ’Tis but a little while back I remember, there was a flourish 
in things here — everyone thinkin’ they’d be after makin’ 
their fortune.

MRs BeRGMANN Good times they vere, for a little vhile. 

MRs CARNey Aye, there was great hope in things for a time. ’Tis not the 
same now.

CARL still, we just have to make the best of it! 

MRs CARNey sure and ’tis all we can do. Though when I think of the 
menfolk workin’ as they do and nothin’ much comin’ from 
it at all, ’tis enough to break the heart of a saint himself!

CARL  It’s just as well there are no saints left in the fishing game 
else nearly everybody in this town’d be on the dole. 

MRs CARNey sure and ’tis because there’s never been a fisherman since 
the time of Peter and the other Apostles that they’ve 
thought worthy of canonisin’. 

ADA and CARL laugh. MRS CARNey joins in too.

ADA That’s one on you, Carl!

MRs CARNey [glancing up at the clock.] Well, ’tis time I took meself off 
to me bed. [She rises.]

MRs BeRGMANN [getting up too.] I vill valk a little of the vay vith you, 
Mrs Carney.

ADA  But, Mother, aren’t you tired?

MRs BeRGMANN I do not feel like bed just yet. A little valk vill do me good.

MRs CARNey sure and it’ll be doin’ ye no harm now all the bustlin’ o’ 
the day is done with. still, there ain’t no need for ye to be 
botherin’ over me. ’Tis no distance I have to walk.

MRs BeRGMANN I vill go as far as the saltvater Creek. [She gathers her 
shawl about her and goes to the door at the back.]
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MRs CARNey Just ye be pleasin’ yourself! … Well, goodnight to ye, Carl!

CARL Goodnight, Mrs Carney!

MRs CARNey Goodnight to ye, Ada! Kathleen and meself ’ll be over first 
thing in the mornin’ to give ye a hand wid the cleanin’ up.

ADA [getting up.] It’s very good of you — but really.

MRs CARNey say no more about it at all! … And ’tis your own weddin’ 
I’ll be lookin’ to helpin’ at before long.

ADA [Lightly.] oh that won’t be for ages and ages!

MRs CARNey Get away wid ye! It’s just that ye not wantin’ to tell me. But 
I ain’t blind! [She nods her head knowingly.]

MRs BeRGMANN [Who is holding the door open.] Are you ready, Mrs Carney?

MRs CARNey ’Tis right now, I’m comin! … Well, goodnight to ye all! 
[She goes to the door.]

ADA Goodnight! [She follows her to the door.]

MRS BeRgMANN and MRS CARNey go out. 

ADA closes the door and comes back into the room. She 
goes casually to the table. CARL has risen and gone to the 
window.

ADA [As she comes back from the door.] ough! It’s quite cool 
outside!

CARL We’ll be having a spell of frosty weather soon, I hope.

ADA Not far off now — the winter!

CARL It’s what we want to smooth the seas down and let us get 
on with the fishing.

ADA [After a pause.] Will you have some wine, Carl?

CARL I wouldn’t mind … just a little, thank you.
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ADA takes up the bottle and two glasses and busies herself.

ADA And you must take a piece of cake home with you.

CARL oh don’t you bother! [He sits down on the bench.]

ADA But to dream on! … Just a tiny little piece!

CARL What need have I for doing that?

ADA [going to him with the wine.] To find out the girl you’re 
going to marry. [She hands him a glass.]

CARL [As he takes the wine.] I don’t need cake under my pillow 
to find that out. 

ADA Don’t you? [She sits down beside him.]

CARL of course not. That’s settled already — long ago!

ADA [As she sips her wine.] Is it?

CARL you know it is!

There is a short silence.

ADA ellen really did look lovely, didn’t she?

CARL yes, pretty good! … But then any girl looks nice in 
wedding finery.

ADA oh some don’t! Mary Carney didn’t!

CARL yet I remember you told her she did.

ADA you’ve got to. you’ve got to tell every bride that.

CARL you women are funny, all right! We men don’t make up 
things like that to each other about our boats if we don’t 
like the cut of them.

ADA oh but boats and brides are different.

CARL There isn’t that much difference.
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ADA [With a smile.] of course, they both take a lot of 
rigging-up, if that’s what you mean!

CARL And what’s more, they both need a good deal of managing!

ADA Well, of all the … ! [Laughingly, she raises her hand to hit 
him.]

He catches her hand, pulls her towards him and kisses her.

ADA Carl! stop it! you’re spilling my wine! [But she submits to 
him. He lets her go.] Now look what you’ve done! All over 
my dress!

CARL Never mind!

ADA But I do. It stains so!

CARL I’ll buy you a new one — out of the very first cheque for 
my winter kill.

ADA I’ll see you do, right enough! [She goes on smoothing and 
drying her dress with her handkerchief.]

CARL Annoyed?

ADA [Looking at him, smiling.] of course I am!

He puts his arm around her and draws her to him. She rests 
her head on his shoulder.

ADA I’m ever so glad things went off well today!

CARL It’s been one of the finest weddings round the Bay.

ADA People here were expecting ellen to have a grand affair. 
That’s why they came in shoals to the church. 

CARL Pretty soon they’ll be having another to come and gaze at 
… you know, it’s right what Mrs Carney said. I — I’ve been 
thinking it too.
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ADA What — thinking what?

CARL That it’s time we — you and I thought of — [Short pause.]

ADA she — she didn’t say that!

CARL It’s what she meant.

ADA But we — we’re not marrying just to suit her.

CARL of course not. But it’s understood, isn’t it, that we —

ADA yes, it’s understood we will — one day.

CARL I’ve my new boat in order now. There’ll be a chance of 
making good money with her.

ADA she should be great for the deep-sea fishings. 

CARL And being properly fitted out as she is I’ll stand well in the 
running of getting more than my share of hire from them 
that stay at the boarding house and from the fishing parties 
that come down from town at the weekends. They like a 
good boat, those town coves do.

ADA The real fishing season’ll be right on us in a week or two.

CARL They pay well — those trips! Look at Bob Marsden, how he 
does! He’s always done well.

ADA With the boat you have you should do better.

CARL you bet! … Right out beyond Dent’s Reef I’ll be able to 
take them — no matter how she’s blowing. 

ADA That’s where the fish are, they say.

CARL And that’s where the money will be — for us.

ADA you won’t go taking risks, Carl, just because — [Pause.] 

CARL Risks? … Not on your life! only blokes that’ll pay — in 
advance. [They laugh.]
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ADA Fool!

CARL It’ll mean only a few months of that sort of foolishness — 
and then you and I name the day. Just you think it over.

ADA gets up and crosses to the fireplace. A long pause. 

CARL And it is going to be what you said a while ago to Mrs 
Carney — our marriage is! Wonderful — the most 
wonderful thing on earth … A house of our own … near 
the sea … and trees sheltering it. I like trees. They’re so like 
the sea with the tossing and trembling of them.

ADA [With a smile.] Wouldn’t they be a great nuisance round 
the house?

CARL Why?

ADA If we had children they’ll be climbing them and falling out 
and breaking their necks. 

CARL Well, after that had happened six or seven times we’d then 
decide whether we’d do away with the rest of the children 
or chop the trees down. [They smile.]

ADA Why are we talking about all these things now?

CARL I expect it’s seeing the room like this — the table there — 
the cake on it and — [Pause.]

ADA Is that all you want to marry for — just so you can be 
having these things?

CARL of course not! They kind of drove it all home.

ADA I see. [Long pause.]

CARL [Looking up at the clock.] Well, I think it’s about time I 
thought of going — soon as your mother comes back, 
anyhow.
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ADA I’ll be all right, Carl, If you’d rather not wait. I know you’ve 
had a busy time of it these last few days working on your 
boat.

CARL yes, pretty busy. And you have too, getting things ready for 
ellen.

ADA so much fine sewing has left me rather tired. And now that 
the excitement is all over — [Short pause.]

CARL Then I won’t keep you out of bed any longer … Where did 
you put my hat?

ADA In my room upstairs. I’ll get it! [She runs up the staircase 
at left.]

CARL brings out his pipe and commences to fill it. He stands 
before the photographs on the wall, looking up at them. 

ADA comes down the stairs, his hat in her hand. 

CARL [Taking the hat.] Thanks … I was just thinking how they’d 
have liked to have been here today. 

ADA [Looking up at the photos.] It — it would have been nice, 
wouldn’t it?

CARL It was tough all right — their being swallowed up like that 
… young Tom, he had the makings of a great sailor in him. 
I always liked having him out in the boat with me. Nothing 
he didn’t know about how to handle boats — and not a 
blessed thing he was frightened of. 

ADA He was never so at home as when he was out on the sea.

CARL I can’t understand why it should be that things like that are 
allowed to — [Pause.]

MRS BeRgMANN comes in. ADA and CARL turn away 
quickly from the pictures as soon as she comes in, but not 
quickly enough for her not to take notice of what they were 
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doing. She stops at the doorway. There is a short awkward 
silence. She glances first at CARL and ADA and then up at 
the pictures. 

ADA you — you weren’t long, Mother!

MRs BeRGMANN [Coming into the room.] I vent only as far as the first 
turnoff.

ADA oh! … Carl is just going.

MRs BeRGMANN so early?

CARL you see, I think it’s time we were in bed. We’re all so tired. 

MRs BeRGMANN yes, I expect ve all are.

CARL so I’ll say goodnight.

MRs BeRGMANN Goodnight!

He goes to the door. ADA goes with him.

CARL [To ADA.] I’ll be seeing you tomorrow afternoon when I 
try out the boat? you’ll be down, won’t you? [They pause at 
the door.]

ADA I’ve an awful lot of sewing to do. I’m terribly behind in my 
work. Mrs Harrap wants her dress finished and — [Short 
pause.]

CARL oh let her wait! … I’ll call for you — soon after lunch. 

ADA All right then. I’ll be ready … Goodnight, Carl!

He kisses her and goes out. ADA remains a little time at 
the door watching him go. MRS BeRgMANN stands near 
the fireplace watching them both. 

ADA closes the door and comes back into the room. 

ADA I suppose I’d better start clearing some of these things away.
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MRs BeRGMANN Let them be! Let them be till the morning!

ADA Perhaps it would be better. I’ll just put a covering over the 
cake. [She goes to the sideboard, opens a drawer, brings 
out a clean folded serviette and places it over the wedding 
cake.] How quiet it all is!

MRs BeRGMANN Now that they have all gone.

ADA The wind too. [She crosses to the window, holds the curtain 
aside and looks out.]

MRs BeRGMANN They vill be having a good trip across now that the vind 
lies down in the Bay. [She sits down in the rocking chair.]

ADA A lovely trip … The moon is just breaking through the 
clouds. [She comes away from the window.]

MRs BeRGMANN [Leaning wearily back in her chair.] It has taken it all out 
of me — today has!

ADA It’s been a big day for us, right enough. on the go from 
early morning — [Pause.] 

MRs BeRGMANN I vas not meaning that … I — [She turns and looks up 
at the pictures for a moment. Then she turns suddenly to 
ADA.] Vhat vere you and Carl doing looking at them vhen 
I came in?

ADA Why — nothing! We — [Short pause.]

MRs BeRGMANN oh I know vhat you vere saying and thinking. I have been 
saying the same things to myself all the time … All the time!

ADA you mustn’t let those thoughts spoil the day for you.

MRs BeRGMANN It is not this day only they have spoiled. It is every day — 
vidout ceasing! [She turns her head away.]

ADA oh you mustn’t give way like that!
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MRs BeRGMANN I cannot help it — and now that ellen has gone off.

ADA she hasn’t left you altogether. she’ll be down to see you 
sometimes and — [Pause.]

MRs BeRGMANN yes, I suppose I must content myself vith that … I suppose 
I vill have to content myself the same vay vhen — vhen 
you go off, too.

ADA I — I … [She bends down and rakes at the fire to avoid her 
mother’s gaze and to hide her own embarrassment.] We — 
we won’t talk about that now! … This fire’s nearly out — 
but it’s not worthwhile starting it again tonight!

MRs BeRGMANN Ada!

ADA [Not looking up.] yes?

MRs BeRGMANN Let the fire be! Let the fire be, Ada, and sit down in that 
chair. I vant to talk to you. 

ADA I — I was thinking it is about time we went off to bed. 
[She gets up from tending the fire.]

MRs BeRGMANN I vant to talk to you first. [ADA sits down in the armchair, 
reluctantly.] Have you thought, Ada, vhat it vill be like — 
you marrying Carl?

ADA I — he isn’t rich — if that’s what you mean? Not like Harry 
… But he’s better off than a good few other men round 
these parts — and he’s not afraid of hard work.

MRs BeRGMANN It is more than just hard vork — the fishing is. It is 
everlasting drudgery for man and vife. And no money 
coming in for it.

ADA you can’t say Carl hasn’t made a fair do of it. He bought 
this new boat out of the last two seasons’ takings. 

MRs BeRGMANN They vere good seasons, them. But it does not alvays come 
like that. you heard vhat he said himself tonight.



No Incense Rising by George Landen Dann

39A Playlab Publication

ADA oh there are off-times in all businesses. I understand that!

MRs BeRGMANN I do not think you do … It vould be better, Ada, if you kept 
to your dressmaking.

ADA I’m not so sure I want to stick to that all my life.

MRs BeRGMANN It is certain. It is more certain than depending on the 
nets for your living. The hard, coarse vork, veek-in and 
veek-out … And vhen there isn’t that — there are days 
and nights of nothingness … vaiting all the time for the 
contrariness of the sea to pass off so that you can get on 
vith your vork.

ADA [With a forced laugh.] That’s what Carl might have — not I!

MRs BeRGMANN you too! It is vhat the fishermen’s vives round here do too. 
They cannot help themselves. I have done it — times vidout 
number, It vorries you — it vears you down … and vhen 
the boats do come in full to the gunvales — it is hours you 
are lending the men a hand vith the sorting of the fish and 
the cleaning of them and the packing into the cases … 
And vhile the boats are out on the deep seas it is vaiting 
… vaiting you are … vatching the skies and the seas, vith a 
sickening from anxiety and vondering inside you.

ADA Just what are you trying to tell me?

MRs BeRGMANN That they are terrible things to face — poverty and the sea. 
I know — and you vill too if — [Pause.]

ADA [Half-defiantly.] Look here! I don’t see that you need be 
worrying about me like this. I know what I’m doing — 
marrying Carl. I’ll be prepared to face whatever comes 
along … and now — now I think we should go to bed — 
and not talk any more about it. 

She gets up. MRS BeRgMANN catches her by the arm 
and forces her back into the chair.
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MRs BeRGMANN Ve must talk about it now — or ve vill never be able to later 
on … Ada, have you thought vhat a strange house it vill be 
here vith you gone avay from it? Carl is planning to leave 
here, isn’t he? 

ADA  He — he has spoken of it. He thinks we — he’ll do better 
in some other place where the fishing is not played out. 
But of course — [Short pause.]

MRs BeRGMANN yes — he is planning to take you avay — too.

ADA Really — I don’t see any use your looking at it like that.

MRs BeRGMANN I cannot help doing so … It vill mean going about this 
house vith only the lonely company of them alvays vith me.

ADA  you’re not … wanting me to … to marry Carl?

MRs BeRGMANN Things have been hard on me as it is, you are not vanting 
to make them harder, are you, Ada?

ADA [getting up.] oh … Now I see! [A silence.] so that’s why 
you have been talking like this to me!

MRs BeRGMANN I had to, Ada! I simply had to!

ADA I know … and I’ve been knowing it for a long time that 
you would — one day. [She goes to the table and stands 
supporting herself by clutching the edge.] I’ve been sort of 
preparing myself for it — but it’s funny — now that the day 
has come I — [Pause.]

MRs BeRGMANN Listen to me, Ada! It’s — [Pause.]

ADA But surely you must have understood — [Pause. She turns 
and flashes it out.] you must understand now — you 
must have prepared yourself for the time when I — [Short 
pause.] When Carl and I — [Short pause.]
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MRs BeRGMANN I have been dreading the day vhen you and ellen vould 
marry. I have been seeing it coming — but I cannot calm 
myself to it … ellen has gone — I could not stop her.

ADA you’re wanting to stop me?

MRs BeRGMANN I have alvays thought of you as being different. you are too! 
you vere the first of my children to come to me — and I 
have alvays let myself believe that I vould be keeping you 
— that you vould be staying by me … Now all the others 
are gone and you are the only one left. Can’t you see vhat it 
is your duty to do, Ada?

ADA My duty? … you have no right to put it like that!

MRs BeRGMANN oh I can see it in your face. sooner or later you vill go avay 
from me, Ada — like the rest of them. you vill go avay 
from me! [She rises and crosses over to the window.]

ADA [Weakly.] I— I haven’t said! I — [Pause.]

MRs BeRGMANN If only you knew how scared I am! I am getting to be an 
old voman — and the thought of being left alone vidout 
anyone belonging to me — who is not soley mine any 
longer … It frightens me so.

ADA Frightens? …

MRs BeRGMANN sometimes … at dusk especially … as the svans go 
clanging up the Passage and the tide is coming in, I can 
hear the crooning and the vailings of it … In Norvay, my 
grandmother vas forever telling me that they are the sighs 
and groans that the sea takes up from drowning sailors. 

ADA But this isn’t Norway. People don’t believe in such things 
here. 

MRs BeRGMANN I did not either at first because I vould not let myself listen. 
But now — [Pause.]
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ADA Mother, you dwell too much on what has happened.

MRs BeRGMANN [Bitterly.] I am as God left me. And how can I ignore the 
Dead — vhen they are so strong — so strong vith me alvays!

ADA [Tenderly.] It’s not good for you to be always dwelling 
on the past … They were taken — it wasn’t in our power 
to prevent it. And now — now we’ve just got to keep our 
feelings under us — and get back to our own lives again. 

MRs BeRGMANN you are young. It is easy for you to talk like that. 

ADA It isn’t, really. I feel badly about it all, too. But I don’t see 
any use in — [Pause.] 

MRs BeRGMANN [Not heeding her: turning to the window.] Vhen the 
darkness comes — over on the Point there, round the rocks 
vhere their boat vas blown that night — [Pause.]

ADA Mother! Please! …

MRs BeRGMANN They tried to reach those rocks — but their strength gave 
out and the vaves dragged them back. At night there is 
alvays a light around that Point — soft greenish light. I see 
it from this vindow. I see it there now!

ADA oh stop it! stop it! 

With a cry she rushes toward the staircase to escape to her 
room. MRS BeRgMANN intercepts. She runs to the foot 
of the stairs and stands there, barring the way.

ADA Let me go! Why do you keep talking like that? I can’t 
bear it! … As for that light — it’s only weeds growing 
on the rocks — phosphorescent seaweed that gives off a 
glow in the dark — just like those jellyfish you see on the 
sandbanks when the tide is out. Carl was explaining it to 
me. That’s all it is!
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MRs BeRGMANN so you have seen it too?

ADA of course … Anyone can!

MRs BeRGMANN The sea drowns people — but it does not ever let them rest 
in peace. They change as the vinds change … they move 
vith the tides … And it does not let some of us who are 
left have peace either … Nights vhen you are out and I am 
here alone, I stand at this vindow. I have got to! I cannot 
keep myself from vatching that light — till it fades avay.

ADA [Feebly.] you shouldn’t do that! you — [Short pause.]

MRs BeRGMANN There is no blocking the pathvays your thoughts take at 
times. I get so afraid of that light. It tried to lure me to it — 
and now I feel it drawing me — [Pause.] Drawing me. 

ADA Mother! What are you saying?

MRS BeRgMANN moves listlessly away from the 
staircase. She goes to the bench below the window and sits 
down. She covers her face with her hands. 

ADA stands for a moment watching her. Then she goes to 
her, sits down beside her and puts an arm around her.

ADA Don’t you cry! … you’re tired. That’s what is the matter. 
you’ve had a long day — an exciting day. It’s taken it all out 
of you. I know it has me … Don’t you think it’d be better if 
we went to bed now?

MRs BeRGMANN Perhaps it vould be better.

ADA gets up and goes to the table for the lamp. 
MRS BeRgMANN rises slowly.

ADA [As she goes to the table.] yes, it would be better. [She picks 
up the lamp and goes back to her mother.] Come along! 
We’ll go to bed … we’ll go to bed now … and rest.
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She offers MRS BeRgMANN her arm. 

Together they begin to climb the stairs. 

The room grows darker as they climb until, by the time 
they have reached the top of the stairs, it is in darkness.

Outside the wind is awakening again. The sea thuds on the 
shore like the dull tolling of a bell. 

THe CURTAIN FALLS.
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ACT TWO
The same. An afternoon three years later. 

The decorations and some of the chairs of the last Scene have been removed and 
the sewing machine has been wheeled to near the staircase at left. It is placed 
now in front of, but adjacent to, the end of the table on which, among other 
sewing, is a beautiful evening dress almost completed. The other end of the table 
is set out with afternoon-tea things.

Over the door at the back there hangs now a large photograph of Mrs Bergmann, 
the frame of it corresponding in design to those of the other two.

The time is about four o’clock on a bright sunny afternoon.

Only a faint murmuring comes from the sea, for the tide is creeping in peacefully 
over the sandbanks. 

MRS BeRgMANN, in an ordinary house dress, comes in from the kitchen 
carrying a teapot. She places it on the table and pulls up two chairs. She surveys 
the table for a few moments and then goes to the foot of the staircase. 

MRs BeRGMANN [Calling.] ellen?

eLLeN [From upstairs.] yes?

MRs BeRGMANN The tea is made now.

eLLeN Righto! I’ll be down in a minute.

 MRS BeRgMANN goes back to the table and pours out 
the tea. 

eLLeN comes down the stairs. She is a pretty young 
women of 30, becomingly dressed in a simple house dress.

MRs BeRGMANN Have you all your things packed? 

eLLeN Just about. 

MRs BeRGMANN Then come and have some tea and a bite to eat now. 
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eLLeN [Sitting down at the table.] I must make it a bite only too!

MRs BeRGMANN you have plenty of time. Tony said the boat vould not be 
leaving till after half-past four … There is no knowing 
vhen you vill have the next meal. [After handing eLLeN 
her tea she sits down at the head of the table.]

eLLeN There’s no telling when I’ll want to either. The wind has 
changed round to a southerly — and you know what that 
means to a poor sailor. 

MRs BeRGMANN you must not think about that now.

eLLeN It’s just what I must give my attention to now because, if I 
don’t, I will halfway across the Bay. [She laughs and drinks 
her tea.]

MRs BeRGMANN I do not see vhy you could not have vaited for Friday 
morning’s boat.

eLLeN you forget, Mother, I’m a married woman with two 
offspring simply bellowing for me to come back to them. 

MRs BeRGMANN They are all right vith Harry’s mother aren’t they?

eLLeN oh yes. she adores having them. But I — I hate being away 
from them for even one short afternoon. 

MRs BeRGMANN you should have brought them vith you. I vould have liked 
to have seen them — how they have grown. 

eLLeN It’s too far down here. They’re only babies — and having to 
cross that expanse of water to get here to this — this out-
of-the-way place — [Pause.] 

MRs BeRGMANN It vould have been fun for them — the boats and the vater.

eLLeN oh, they’d revel in it all — no doubt. It’s just that I’m 
afraid of little boats … wait till there’s bitumen on the road 
here. Then I can drive down every other week and not be 
depending on the vagaries of tides and boat owners. 
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MRs BeRGMANN Ah vell, if you must go — you must! It has been nice to see 
you again — even if it has been for only a little vhile.

eLLeN I just wanted to be here for your birthday.

MRs BeRGMANN It is nice to know you do not forget me. 

eLLeN Why should I? … Ada not home yet?

MRs BeRGMANN Not yet. But she vill be in directly. she is usually home by 
four o’clock — or a little after. 

eLLeN I expect though because we’re wanting her to come early 
she won’t. It’s generally her way.

MRs BeRGMANN she does not know you are leaving this afternoon and you 
vill not go, vill you ellen, before she comes?

eLLeN I must go when the boat goes, mustn’t I?

MRs BeRGMANN she vill be so disappointed if she is not here to say goodbye 
to you. 

eLLeN oh it’s not as if she’ll never be seeing me again. I’ll be down 
again before long. 

MRs BeRGMANN yes, you must come soon — very soon — and stay longer.

eLLeN I’ll try to. 

MRs BeRGMANN It gets lonely here at times — just the two of us. 

eLLeN I — I daresay it does. still, after all, you’re lucky, you 
know, you still have Ada with you. It’s a wonder she hasn’t 
married Carl long ago. 

MRs BeRGMANN Vhy should she do that?

eLLeN Well, she’s getting on in years like all of us — [Short 
pause.] And he and she have been — [Pause.]
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MRs BeRGMANN Vhat does it matter if she has been keeping company vith 
him for a long time? He still has nothing much to offer her. 
she is better off as she is, vith her dressmaking and seving. 

eLLeN  I always did think it would be foolish of her to chuck 
everything just to become the wife of — of an ordinary 
fisherman. And it seems that’s all Carl will ever be. Goes 
on year after year in the same old way. 

MRs BeRGMANN He cannot see there is nothing left in the fishing — 
The fishings are dead. If he vants to earn a living he vill 
have to try his hand at something else. 

eLLeN I can see Carl doing that — I don’t think! He’d be like a 
bream stranded in the sahara — away from that beloved 
boat of his.

MRs BeRGMANN He just cannot help himself. There is no use much trying 
to be anything else vhen the sea is in the blood. 

eLLeN No, I suppose not … [She looks at her watch.] Well, time’s 
getting on. I’ve to finish my packing and change my dress. 
[She rises.]

MRs BeRGMANN Von’t you have some more tea?

eLLeN No, thank you.

MRs BeRGMANN Then I vill come and help you vith your things.

eLLeN Don’t you bother! There isn’t much left to do. I can 
manage. 

MRs BeRGMANN I vill go down to the boat vith you.

eLLeN All right.

MRs BeRGMANN I vill just go and put some more vater in the teapot for 
Ada. she likes a cup of tea vhen she comes in. Then I vill 
come up and change my dress.
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MRS BeRgMANN takes up the teapot and goes toward 
the kitchen door at right. eLLeN goes to the staircase.

eLLeN [Stopping suddenly and listening for a moment as she 
climbs the stairs.] I hear the gate now!

MRs BeRGMANN It vill be Ada, then. I am so glad she has come. 

She goes into the kitchen. eLLeN goes up the stairs.

ADA comes in at the back. She is older and more 
quiet-looking than she was in the previous Act. Outwardly 
she appears calm and resigned — inwardly her passion is 
as a living flame buried in the earth. The fervour of it all, 
having no rest and finding no outlet, tends to make her 
appear somewhat lifeless. The constant conflict is gradually 
wearing her spirit down. 

She has on a plainly made summer dress and hat and 
carries a small case. She takes off her hat, puts it alongside 
the case on the table and goes to the mirror beneath the 
staircase to finger her hair into place. 

MRS BeRgMANN returns with the tea. 

MRs BeRGMANN so, you have come at last!

ADA I thought I’d never get away from Mrs Griffith’s talk! All 
day long it’s been nothing but her ailments and operations. 
And I’ve tomorrow to put in before I’ve finished with her. 
[She sighs.]

 MRs BeRGMANN you vill be vanting a cup of tea now. I have got it all ready. 

ADA [going to the table.] Thanks! I’m dying for a cup. 

MRs BeRGMANN ellen and I have had ours … Ve vere vondering if you 
vould be back in time. 

ADA In time for what?
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MRs BeRGMANN To see ellen. she is going home this afternoon.

ADA Going home? This afternoon?

MRs BeRGMANN yes. such a shame it is — after ve vere thinking ve vould be 
having her vith us until the morning. 

ADA Is anything the matter with the children?

MRs BeRGMANN oh no — no! It is only that Bob Marsden vants Tony to 
take some fish down for the market.

ADA oh — I see!

MRs BeRGMANN He came upon a big shoal of mullet early this morning — 
fifty cases of them — so Tony called round to see if ellen 
vouldn’t mind leaving this afternoon instead of tomorrow 
morning. As it happened, she vas just putting her things 
together. 

ADA Where is she now?

MRs BeRGMANN she is changing her dress. [She rises.] I must go and change 
mine too. The boat leaves in about half-an-hour’s time. you 
vill not mind, Ada, if I leave you to have your tea alone?

ADA  of course not.

MRs BeRGMANN I think all you vill vant is on the table. [She goes up the 
stairs.]

ADA pours her tea. She sits down, takes one or two sips of 
the tea, puts down the cup and sits staring across the table. 

 eLLeN comes down. She has put on a stylish travelling 
dress and carries her hat and a travelling rug in one hand 
and a suitcase in the other. 

eLLeN Hullo, Ada. Mother’s taken possession of the room. 
Anyhow, you can never see to put your hat on right in that 
pokey little mirror upstairs … you got back in time! 
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eLLeN goes to the bench below the window and places the 
rug and case on it. 

ADA only just, it seems. Mother tells me you’re rushing off this 
afternoon.

eLLeN yes. Tony called round about three o’clock with a whole 
rigmarole of excuses. It beats me why these wretched little 
boat owners can’t stick to some set timetable. [She goes to 
the mirror to put on her hat.]

ADA It isn’t always possible to do that. 

eLLeN Nothing’s possible in this hole. I know I planned this only 
as a flying visit in the first place — but it’s turned out to be 
more aeroplanic than I thought it would. It’s maddening 
really! I at least bargained on spending tonight snug in a 
bed instead of sitting shivering on the deck of a dirty little 
chugging boat keeping a lot of dead mullet company. 

ADA All the same, I expect you’re only too glad of the 
opportunity to rush away like this.

eLLeN In a way … I find the pace here too killing! [She gives a 
little laugh.]

ADA you never did like the place.

eLLeN Well, I don’t think I’ve lost anything because of that!

A pause.

ADA I’m sorry you’re going off like this now.

eLLeN oh don’t waste any tears over it!

ADA I had a matter I wanted to talk over with you. But there 
isn’t time for it now. 

eLLeN Why didn’t you bring it up before? I’ve been here two days 
almost.
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ADA There wasn’t an opportunity. I thought I’d induce you to 
come for a walk this evening. 

eLLeN Why should we have to do that? Is it so very important 
that no one else should hear it?

ADA Well, I didn’t want Mother to hear us.

eLLeN Does it concern her?

ADA yes. And me, too.

eLLeN I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about. 

ADA No — it’s hardly likely you would. But I’m trying to tell you 
that I think it’s up to you now to have your turn of looking 
after her.

eLLeN My turn?

ADA I’m so tired of going on like this — year after year. 

eLLeN But I don’t understand. I’ve always thought that you didn’t 
mind — that you liked doing it. 

ADA It’s what everybody thinks. The whole town has got the 
idea that I am satisfied. They think me so dutiful and so 
suited! … Huh! … suited for what? … I have the same 
desires as any other woman. Do they think I am made so 
differently that I don’t desire to have a husband — a home 
of my own — children?

She gets up and crosses to the fireplace.

eLLeN But I’ve been under the impression — and Mother has told 
me — that you’ve given up the idea of marrying. 

ADA I’ve never said. she had no right to tell you that … We’re 
becoming a positive joke in the town, Carl and I with our 
long engagement. 

eLLeN Then why don’t you marry him?
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ADA It’s all very well for you to talk like that.

eLLeN If you’re wanting to I can’t see anything to stop you. Just 
because of Mother, I don’t see why you — [Pause.] 

ADA you don’t understand … she has asked me — made me 
promise almost that I’ll stay with her because she’s afraid of 
being left alone. she keeps telling me I’m the only one she 
has left now — and all the rest of it. she dissolves into tears 
whenever I bring up the subject of marriage. you don’t 
know how awkward everything becomes. It makes me feel 
my responsibility — that I would be acting in a perfectly 
rotten way if I didn’t stay by her. yet at the same time — 
deep in me — I’m not wanting to really … If things go on 
as they are, sooner or later I’ll say things I shouldn’t say. 
I’ll yell them at the top of my voice. I won’t be able to help 
it — because I can’t stand this much longer! 

eLLeN [After a pause.] What is it you want me to do?

ADA you’ve always been her favourite. she likes being with 
you and Harry can afford to have her. Besides there are 
the children now she could interest herself in and help 
you with. I’m sure that if you asked her she’d be only too 
pleased to — [Short pause.]

eLLeN you want me to have her come and live with Harry and me?

ADA yes. I don’t see why I should be the harness horse all my life.

eLLeN of course, if that’s how you feel about it … All the same, 
there are things to be taken into consideration.

ADA you mean you refuse to do it.

eLLeN I don’t exactly refuse — but I can’t see my way clear to — 
to ask her — not yet!

ADA Then what?
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eLLeN I don’t know.

ADA so you do refuse … I might have known you would.

eLLeN [Flashing.] Look here, if — [Pause.] 

ADA you’ve always been puffed up with selfishness. Loyalty 
to your own people has never worried you much. you’ve 
always ridden over everything in order to get what you’ve 
wanted. you’ve made a grand marriage and you’re wanting 
to keep it so. you don’t want to bother with the likes of us. 

eLLeN That’s not true!

ADA you wouldn’t come here at all only there is something 
compels you to once in a while. Then it’s to make a great 
show of your sham affection by dumping an expensive 
and impressive birthday present and going off again. you 
find it an easy matter to cut yourself off from us for the 
rest of the time. 

eLLeN I think I show that I am sufficiently fond of Mother. 

ADA sufficiently — that’s the right word for it, alright! oh, I 
wish I had some of your hardness, ellen. I wouldn’t be 
letting these sentiments of duty and of doing the right 
thing get a grip on me either. They wouldn’t be causing the 
conflict in me like they do now. I envy you — and there’s 
no denying it. But I couldn’t be like you, however much I 
try. I guess my make-up must be altogether different from 
yours otherwise I wouldn’t be letting myself go on year 
after year — like a virtuous old snail weighted down with 
its shell.

eLLeN I’m sorry, Ada, I would like to be able to help you but — 
[Pause.] 

ADA oh you needn’t go on raking up excuses. you’ve refused 
and that’s all there is to it!
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eLLeN you must understand my position. I didn’t want to tell you 
this — but you make me. 

ADA Tell me what?

eLLeN That I couldn’t go to Harry and ask him to let Mother live 
with us. I — I wouldn’t dare do that!

ADA you wouldn’t dare?

eLLeN It would be the last straw between us.

ADA The last straw? … ellen you’re not meaning that you and 
he — [Short pause.]

eLLeN yes … we haven’t been hitting it well together for a long 
time now. 

ADA oh! …

eLLeN There are many reasons — but I’m not going to tell you of 
them. I wouldn’t have told you this much only you dragged 
it from me. I couldn’t let you go on thinking I had no 
feeling at all … I mean things to go on as they are — until 
the children are old enough to look after themselves at any 
rate … and then — [Pause.] 

ADA But ellen — I’ve always thought that you and Harry — 
[Short pause.]

eLLeN I know. I’ve let you.

ADA But, ellen, why?

eLLeN To let Mother know is, of course, out of the question. As for 
you — I’ve always felt you expected me to make a great 
success of things.

ADA And you thought by telling me I’d have a chance to gloat 
over you? … I wouldn’t have done that, ellen.
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eLLeN I’m not so sure. There never has been much affection 
between you and me … you said a while ago that you 
envied me — well, here’s your opportunity to laugh 
yourself blue in the face.

MRS BeRgMANN comes down the stairs. She has 
changed her dress and it also wearing a cloth sunhat.

MRs BeRGMANN Are you ready, ellen?

eLLeN yes. [She goes to the window-bench and picks up her case 
and rug.]

MRs BeRGMANN Then ve had better be going down. you are coming too, 
Ada?

ADA I — I can’t very well — 

MRs BeRGMANN Vhat? Not coming down to the jetty to see your sister off?

ADA Mary sinclair is coming for a try-on. I didn’t know ellen’d 
be leaving this afternoon … she’ll be here any minute now.

MRs BeRGMANN But surely Mary vill vait till you get back!

eLLeN There’s no need for Ada to come, Mother. It isn’t as if I’m 
leaving on a world’s tour.

MRs BeRGMANN Very vell then … Ada, you vill see to these tea-things and 
clear them avay?

ADA I’ll see to them.

eLLeN [going to her.] Goodbye Ada!

ADA Goodbye, ellen!

They kiss and then stand looking at each other for a 
moment. There is an awkward silence. eLLeN turns 
quickly and goes to the door at the back.

eLLeN Come along, Mother!
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MRs BeRGMANN [Following her.] I vill not be gone long, Ada … ellen, let 
me carry something!

eLLeN oh, I can manage all right!

MRs BeRGMANN Give me the rug …

They go out.

ADA remains near the fireplace for a little while. Then 
she goes slowly to the table and commences to gather 
the tea-things. She stops and stands very still, looking 
tragically ahead. She gives a gesture of despair.

There is a knock on the door at the back.

ADA [Opening the door.] oh, it’s you, Mary!

MARy Hullo, Ada! I’m on time for once.

ADA Come right in!

MARy SINCLAIR comes in. She is an artificially pretty, 
attractive girl of 18, smart and vivacious. Her main 
pride and concern is her ability to copy — with successful 
results — the appearance, speech, dress and actions of her 
favourite film actress. She stands in the centre of the room. 
ADA goes to the evening dress on the table. 

MARy I bumped into ellen and your mother just down the road. 
ellen’s off home again, eh?

ADA yes.

MARy There’s no doubt about it that she’s struck things pretty 
lucky.

ADA In what way?

MARy Well, I can’t see what more a girl can wish for but to get 
out of this dump of a town and marry a man with plenty 
of dough. 
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ADA No, I suppose there isn’t much more … er — are you ready 
for your try-on now?

MARy Please yourself. I’m in no hurry. I’ll give you a hand with 
those tea-things if you like?

ADA Thanks all the same — but they can wait … [She picks up 
the dress and puts it across her arm.] We can use this room 
… If you’ll just slip off the dress you have on …

She goes to the sewing machine to get some pins etc. MARy 
commences to take off her dress. She gazes about the room 
and is suddenly arrested by the new picture hanging over 
the door. 

MARy Hullo! Where did the new picture come from?

ADA ellen brought it as a birthday present for Mother. she had 
it enlarged from an old print. 

MARy It’s a good likeness, isn’t it? Damn these catches!

ADA Let me help! 

She unfastens MARy’s dress and pulls it off. MARy is 
wearing fashionable, expensive underwear. ADA puts the 
dress on the table and holds up the evening dress.

ADA How do you like it now?

MARy oh, I say! Isn’t it a perfect dream now? Do I like it? … I’ll 
say I do! Quick, let’s put it on!

ADA slips the dress on and arranges it. MARy walks a 
little way round the room admiring it.

ADA There’s a mirror over there.

MARy goes to the mirror and poses herself before it. 

MARy oh, it’s lovely — lovely! And the style does suit me after all, 
doesn’t it?
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ADA yes. If all my customers could wear clothes as you do, Mary, 
I wouldn’t be shedding the buckets of tears I often do. 

MARy laughs.

ADA I think we could take it in a little at the waist. [She goes 
over to MARy and adjusts the dress by pulling it in with 
her hands.]

MARy oh, that’s better still! All the illustrations show them like 
that!

ADA [Pinning the dress.] How is the length of it?

MARy Just right. everything’s perfect now, Ada! … When can I 
have it?

ADA you’re wanting it for saturday night’s dance, aren’t you?

MARy yes — for saturday night, if you can have it ready by then.

ADA I’ll have it finished.

MARy Without fail?

ADA Without fail.

MARy Are you going?

ADA I don’t think so. [She commences to take off the dress.]

MARy you should get Carl to take you.

ADA Carl doesn’t care much for dancing.

MARy I shouldn’t let that stop my boyfriend from taking me.

ADA My dancing days are over too, I’m afraid. [She puts the 
dress on the table and takes up the other one.]

MARy Nonsense! To hear you talk one would think you were 
about due for the old age pension. [She laughs as she puts 
on the dress ADA is holding out to her.] 
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MARy Anyway, I don’t suppose you’ll be missing much. It’s not 
going to be anything out of the box by what I can gather.

ADA you seem to be so very anxious to go.

MARy oh there are other things to do at dances besides dance, 
you know. [She winks.] And when you have something 
swell in the line of partners …

ADA Who is he this time?

MARy Barry somebody. I’ve forgotten his other name! He arrived 
at Llewelyn’s guesthouse last night for his holidays. 

ADA you haven’t lost much time getting acquainted. 

MARy I saw him along the beach this afternoon. He looked lonely —

ADA And handsome?

MARy Rather! style about him too! … He asked me what 
attractions there were in the place — looking straight 
at me all the time, mind you! [She laughs.] I told him 
that as he wasn’t blind there was no need for him to be 
insulting … That broke the ice. We sat on the sand for the 
rest of the afternoon and talked until I hurried off to come 
here … He’s not going to be near so lonely from now on.

ADA [Laughing.] Doesn’t your acting the ministering angel to 
strangers cause a lot of heart rending among the local boys, 
Mary?

MARy I don’t worry over that. They’re always on hand when I 
want them.

ADA you must have a very interesting time.

MARy Not so interesting as the people here have discussing me. 
Not that I care one jot what they say. Two birds sitting on 
a telephone wire is enough to start tongues wagging in 
this place.



No Incense Rising by George Landen Dann

61A Playlab Publication

ADA All little places are the same, I expect.

MARy I’m sick of being buried alive in small dumps. I’ll be glad 
when I’m out of them. 

ADA I suppose it’s to the city you’re wanting to go?

MARy you bet! It’s life I want … I mean to go too before I’m 
much older — despite everything and everybody.

ADA What is there stopping you from going now?

MARy only Mother. she’s up against it. Thinks it my duty to stay 
and help her and the rest of the family. I’ve been letting her 
play on my G-string a bit but I’m not so sure I’m going to 
let her twang much longer.

ADA Aren’t you?

MARy No … I’ve come to the conclusion that mothers are 
damned unfair. I mean it’s unfair we should be weighed 
down with them and yet be expected to be our own true 
selves. It’s my life — and I have a right to use it as I want to. 
[She sits down, brings out a cigarette and lights it.]

ADA It isn’t by any means plain sailing — that isn’t. you get 
dragged into other people’s lives — however much you try 
to avoid them.

MARy yes — you do … Don’t you think it dreadful?

ADA It’s — well, not altogether pleasant. [She looks away.] 
I sometimes wonder do we live for ourselves or for others?

MARy For ourselves of course — but mothers especially are 
so cunning, always. you can’t come to grips with them. 
They’re always out to get a stranglehold on their children 
— like fond octopuses with their feelers.

ADA What queer things you say, Mary!
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MARy But they’re true, all the same … They’re up to all kinds of 
tricks to snare you. They ask things of you but they haven’t 
even to open their mouths. They’ve only to let them droop 
at the corners — and you find yourself simply oozing 
obedience and subjection.

ADA yes, you do do that.

MARy Unless you’ve enough courage to defy them. 

ADA Few of us have when it comes to the test. our feelings get 
the better of us. 

MARy Well, I for one am not going to let them. I’m clearing out as 
soon as I can.

ADA That’s right, Mary, you go if you’re wanting to. 

MARy I am. Can you blame me?

ADA No … you go while you’re young and have the courage. 
Don’t wait until it deserts you. Because it will if you wait, 
and you’ll find yourself trapped by your finer feelings.

MARy you know, you’re the first that’s ever spoken like that to me 
about my going. everyone else has sort of jumped down 
my neck for being thoughtless and ungrateful … In a way, 
it’s strange you didn’t too. 

ADA Why should I?

MARy Well, there’s no one in this town been a more dutiful 
daughter than you. everyone says that. 

ADA yes, I suppose they do. [She gives a little laugh.] I’ve said it 
myself about other old maids in this place. 

MARy But they’re different. They could never break away 
because they’ve never had the chance to — so it’s nothing 
marvellous what they’re doing. you have the chance.
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ADA I?

MARy Carl … you do intend marrying him, don’t you?

ADA I suppose I do — but I’m afraid he’ll get tired soon of 
waiting. 

MARy Why do you let him?

ADA Because — because of what we were just talking about. 

 She crosses to the window.

MARy oh! …

ADA [Not looking at her.] I’m afraid I’ve let my feelings trap me. 
you see, Mother’s life hasn’t been altogether easy. 

MARy I know that. The lives of fishermen’s wives aren’t — and what 
with having your Father and Tom drowned — [Short pause.]

ADA If that hadn’t happened things would have been different. 
It would have been easy for me to break away — because 
she’d have had someone with her. But as it is now I … I feel 
drawn to her. she makes silent demands of me. They — 
they have become a cord between us, and for me to break 
it now … I’d feel so wretched and mean. I’d be afraid of 
having her on my conscience all my life — if you know 
what I mean?

MARy I know.

ADA I suppose you think it silly of me — but I guess I’m wound 
round and round with a lot of silly sentiment and loyalty. 

MARy That will leave you with nothing in the end, Ada.

ADA Don’t you think it will?

MARy No.

ADA But it should.
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MARy oh yes, it should. But as far as I can see virtue never gets 
its reward … you should marry Carl now, if you’re wanting 
to, Ada.

ADA you don’t understand. I’m afraid I must have freedom 
— complete freedom of mind before I could do that … 
There’s only one thing now can give me it.

MARy What?

ADA Death — death coming to her and taking her … and giving 
me my life and the freedom I need.

MARy oh, that’s rather dreadful, isn’t it?

ADA It’s — it’s horrible of me to even think of it — but somehow, 
although I try hard to fight it down, I’m seized with the 
realisation of it more and more each day. I — I can’t help 
my thoughts … Why are you looking like that at me, Mary?

MARy I — [Pause.] 

ADA oh, we must have no more of this talk! I don’t know what 
on earth brought it up. I’m sure I have no right to be 
mentioning it to you. I shouldn’t mention it to anyone … 
you must be thinking I’m the most callous person going.

MARy I don’t, Ada.

ADA [With a smile.] you should … All the same we mustn’t —

CARL comes to the door at the back and knocks on the 
opened door. They turn quickly. 

MARy oh it’s you, Carl!

CARL It’s only me … Not butting in am I?

MARy of course not.

CARL I made sure you’d be gone long ago, Mary. ellen told me 
you were coming here. 
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MARy [Rising.] And I’m telling myself now it’s time I went and 
parked myself elsewhere. 

CARL oh don’t you rush away just because I appear on the scene. 

ADA No, Mary, there’s no need for you to go.

MARy It’s time I was home to give a hand with the tea … If I call 
on saturday morning for my dress? …

ADA I’ll have it ready.

MARy Thanks! … Well, so long, Carl!

CARL so long, Mary!

MARy goes out. 

ADA What brings you round this time of day, Carl?

CARL Just passing on my way home — so I thought I’d call 
in. I’ve been down giving Tony spence a hand with the 
stowing. That’s where I saw ellen and your mother …

He brings out his pipe, crosses to the fireplace and knocks 
his pipe-ashes into the grate. Then he stands leaning 
against the fireplace, filling his pipe. ADA has gone to the 
table and is smoothing and pinning Mary’s dress.

CARL Is that a dress for Mary you’re working on?

ADA yes. [Holding it up.] Pretty, isn’t it?

CARL Urm! … I’d like to know how she can afford dresses like that.

ADA It isn’t so very expensive — although it looks it. 

CARL It’s beyond what she’s able to pay for, anyhow. 

ADA I never have any trouble getting payment from Mary 
sinclair … I’ll miss her when she goes. 

CARL Where is she going?
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ADA she talks of going off to the city.

CARL Does she? … she’ll come to no good there — that’s a 
certainty.

ADA Mary’s capable of looking after herself. 

CARL By the way she flirts and carries-on with every Tom, Dick 
and Harry about the place here — [Pause.] 

ADA she’s only young, Carl. every girl likes to flirt at her age. 

CARL oh well — it’s her own affair, I suppose. [He puffs at his 
pipe.] A great haul of fish young Bob Marsden came upon!

ADA so I believe.

CARL A bit of luck like that my way wouldn’t come amiss. The 
season’s been a pretty off one, so far.

ADA It’s only the beginning of the season. The fish’ll be coming 
in in their hundreds soon. 

CARL By the sign of things I don’t think they will. Not much 
bloom on the wattle back on the hills and the parrots are 
not coming round in their numbers … It’s pretty certain 
from that that the fish’ll be keeping well out to seaward. 

ADA oh they’re only Aboriginal superstitions — those signs.

CARL All the old hands at the fishing game believe strongly in 
them, all the same … It’s a pity it should be so this year, 
because we — you and I expected to make quite a pile of 
money, didn’t we?

ADA y-yes, we did hope to. still, we were prepared to wait before. 
I — I suppose we can go on waiting now a bit longer.

CARL How long is it we’ve been saying those very words to each 
other, Ada? …  A long time, I’m thinking.

ADA But Carl — if — if we haven’t the money — [Pause.]
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CARL There are times when I don’t seem to be able to understand 
you, Ada. 

ADA I — sometimes I can’t understand myself, either. 

CARL you seem to be for always finding excuses — welcoming 
them. First it was your mother — [Short pause.] 

ADA We both agreed that she — that it wouldn’t be right of me 
to — [Pause.] 

CARL oh yes, we agreed on that, all right — for you to stay on 
with her for a time. I’m not counting that so much … But 
ever since you’ve allowed other things to crop up.

ADA We — we’ve had good reasons for not marrying before 
this, Carl.

CARL Looking back on them I can’t see that we have had, exactly 
… Pretty soon I’m tipping if we don’t make the plunge we’ll 
be getting so entangled in the net of things that we’ll be left 
like two fish floundering on a mud-bank … It’s not much 
good being engaged if nothing’s ever going to come of it.

ADA [Quickly.] Who says nothing’s ever going to come of it?

CARL Well — I’m beginning to think, Ada, that it’s time we did 
make a breakaway?

ADA A breakaway?

CARL From all this — these things that are burying us up. 
Despite everything — don’t you think it’s time? … Don’t 
you? We’re not even playing fair with each other the way 
we’re going on.

ADA No — we’re not. [She goes to the window.] It’s what I 
haven’t been doing, anyhow …

CARL oh don’t think I’m putting the blame all onto you — 
[Pause.]
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ADA Perhaps I should have told you long ago, Carl. It would 
have been easier then. 

CARL Told what?

ADA That it’s — it’s no use our going on like this. [She has her 
back turned to him.]

CARL That’s what I’m saying. We — [Pause.]

ADA you don’t understand, Carl … I mean … I can’t go on with 
our engagement. 

CARL  Can’t go on … ?

ADA I can’t — any longer.

CARL W-what’s that?

ADA you heard what I said.

CARL But — but … Ada, if this is any sort of joke — [Pause.]

ADA [Turning round and facing him: calmly.] Do I look as if 
I’m joking?

CARL But — have I done anything — said anything that — 
[Pause.]

ADA No.

CARL Then you … just don’t care anymore?

ADA I — I suppose it must be that otherwise I — [Pause.] 
I want to be fair with you now, Carl. 

CARL Do you think you’re being that — by simply saying — 
[Pause. He goes to her and takes her by the shoulders.] 
I’ve stuck to you, haven’t I? I’ve waited all these years and 
now — now you — [Pause.] Look at me, Ada!
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ADA Leave me alone, Carl! … I’m telling you — it isn’t possible 
for me to marry you — but if you’re wanting me — if 
you — [Pause.]

CARL [Letting her go.] Ada!

ADA I’m only offering you what you should have — after all this 
waiting … Don’t stare at me like that. I haven’t suggested 
anything so very wrong …

CARL I wasn’t wanting you to suggest — to say those things. I’m 
not like some of them that come in from a week or so at 
the deep-sea fishings and — [Short pause.]

ADA I know, Carl … All the same — [Pause.]

CARL What’s been putting these rotten thoughts into your 
head? I’ve not been wanting you merely for — [Pause.] 
I’ve wanted you to marry me — be my wife … Be — 
[Long pause.] 

ADA And I’m telling you now I won’t marry you.

CARL Is it because of — of her? … your mother?

ADA you keep dragging her into this.

CARL It’s what you do rather — what you’ve always done. I’ve 
told you before — I tell you now — It isn’t possible for you 
to go on thinking forever of her the way you try to. It isn’t 
possible for anyone when there’s other love more vital and 
important. I can’t take her as a reason for you wanting to 
break from me.

ADA [going to the fireplace.] There — there may be other 
reasons then.

CARL Ada — why don’t you stop this pretending? you can’t go on 
pretending not to care for me after — [Pause.] you don’t 
want to make out you’re wanting to — to go on like you 
have all your life.
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ADA supposing I didn’t want to go on any differently? … I know 
what I’m doing, Carl. If I choose to go on as I am — if I 
haven’t courage enough of my own to make a decision 
for fear that if I made it I would be left less contented and 
satisfied, you have no right to persuade me. 

CARL so you don’t want to marry me because — [Pause.]

ADA Let me explain, Carl!

CARL It doesn’t need explaining now. I know! It’s because I have 
nothing much to offer you — [Short pause.] because I’m 
only depending on the fishing for a living — because living 
with me wouldn’t be good enough — [Pause.]

ADA Carl — please — [Pause.]

CARL oh that’s the reason, right enough. I’m seeing it all now! 
A nice fool you’ve made of me while you kept me dangling 
on your line all this time so as you could make up your 
mind to let me go or not. That’s been your game! … Well, 
to hell with you! I’m taking myself off, do you see? And I’ll 
not be seeing you or biting at your bait anymore!

He goes quickly out — slamming the door.

ADA remains motionless for a few moments. Then she 
goes listlessly to the window and sinks slowly down onto 
the bench. Her hands fall into her lap. She sits very still, 
staring ahead. 

Outside, the tide, now at its flood, swishes evenly up and 
down the shore …

MRS BeRgMANN comes in. 

MRs BeRGMANN Vell, she is safe on her vay now, all right. [She removes her 
hat.] And it is a good trip she vill be having, for the vind is 
changed round and everything is calm. 
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ADA Calm? … everything calm? … [She says it in a very soft 
whisper.]

MRs BeRGMANN yes — the sea’s as calm as the pool at the back of the 
Three-mile Beach … oh Ada! you have not cleared the 
things avay yet!

ADA No — I … I’ll do them in a moment.

MRs BeRGMANN But it’s no use leaving them about. I thought you said you 
vould clear them avay. I thought you vould have them 
done by now.

ADA I’ll do them. [She doesn’t move.]

MRs BeRGMANN Vell, it vill be as vell for us to make a start now. It is getting 
on for tea time. [She commences to gather the things 
together.]

ADA [Rising.] oh there’s no need for you to bother! Didn’t I say 
I’d do them!

MRs BeRGMANN But you made no attempt. Just sat there — 

ADA Well, what does it matter if I did? There’ll be heaps and heaps 
of time for doing things like this. [She goes to the table.]

MRs BeRGMANN Vhat is the matter vith you, Ada? [She continues to gather 
the plates and cups, making a clatter with them.]

ADA oh nothing! … For God’s sake put those things down and 
get out of my sight!

MRs BeRGMANN But I am only lending a hand — [Pause.] 

ADA I don’t want you to! you keep talking and fidgeting … Why 
can’t you be quiet? Can’t you see I’m wanting you to go 
away and leave me alone? [She turns quickly and goes to 
the window.]

MRs BeRGMANN Vhat has come over you, Ada? Just because I asked you to 
clear avay a few things — [Short pause.] 



72 George Landen Dann

ADA oh it’s not just because of that! [She turns to her mother 
and with terrific anger lets her pent-up feelings burst 
out.] It’s all the other things you’re asking of me! you keep 
asking, asking all the time! you interfere with everything! 
you’re never done interfering! What right have you to do 
that? What right have you to plead anything of me? It’s 
my own life! Mine! And you have no cause to put yourself 
between me and what I want to do. you keep trying to 
rope me away from everything! I tell you, I can’t stand it 
any longer! I can’t! It’s getting that way that I can’t think of 
you — can’t bear to look at you without feeling I want to 
do some awful thing to you!

MRs BeRGMANN Ada!

ADA It’s true! It’s true, all right! you make me feel like that — you 
and your poisonous ways! you’re nothing but a hateful old 
woman rusted round with selfishness. you think of nobody 
but yourself — ever! I know it! I’ve always known it! you 
haven’t fooled me. Up till now, it’s just been that I could 
never escape from you! But you’ll see what I can do now! 
Things have changed with me! you’ll see what I can do now!

MRs BeRGMANN Vhat things are you saying, Ada? Vhat things are you 
saying?

She goes over to near the fireplace and stands there, 
holding onto the back of the armchair.

ADA Things I should have told you long ago, but I’ve kept my 
feelings crammed down in me. Now I can’t keep them 
hidden any longer! … I’m so fed up with going on like this! 
If you want to stay here and keep letting yourself be tied 
down to — to the Dead, you can. you’re not going to keep 
me too! It’s not good for living people to let the Dead rule 
them. It’s not good, I tell you!

MRs BeRGMANN The Dead are so strong … so strong alvays …
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She goes slowly to the rocking chair, sits down and 
commences to rock herself to and fro, with folded arms and 
staring down at the floor in front of her. 

The silence that follows is broken only by the rhythmical 
sounds the moving chair makes on the floor. 

ADA stands looking at her mother. A half-frightened look 
creeps across her face. Despite efforts to retain them, her 
passion and courage begin to desert her.

ADA [More calmly.] I — I suppose I shouldn’t be blaming you. 
It’s not your fault really. I guess it’s something else I should 
be blaming — some force we can’t understand — that 
tangles up our lives. I can’t understand why we are made 
to feel we must be free and then made to know we’d make 
others unhappy by being so. We should be able to do 
what is right for ourselves without causing other people 
to suffer. We shouldn’t be given desires and feelings if 
they cannot harmonise with the conditions of our lives. It 
should be made easier for us to find contentment. oh you 
don’t know how I’ve prayed for that!

MRs BeRGMANN Don’t you rely on praying for anything — not to God, 
anyvay. He steels his heart against your askings. I know that.

ADA Do you think I don’t know too what it’s like?

MRs BeRGMANN I don’t think you do — really.

ADA I do … I know! … [A long pause.] I’m sorry, Mother. 
I didn’t mean to say those things — [Pause.]

MRs BeRGMANN But you have said them.

ADA something made me.

MRs BeRGMANN All these years I have been vaiting for you to say them … 
and now — now they are said.
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ADA For a moment there was hatred inside of me that made me 
say them. But it’s passed now — and what I said must be 
allowed to pass too. It must … and then things will be all 
right.

MRs BeRGMANN No, Ada … It is no use saying that. It vill not come right 
again. I heard vords — you said them — that I can never 
forget. They have been said — and nothing can make it as 
if they had not been. They go down in you … deep down. 

ADA No — no … you mustn’t let them!

MRs BeRGMANN [Staring ahead and rocking in her chair.] Deep down … 
Deep down …

ADA goes to her mother and kneels beside her chair.

ADA Don’t you hate me! Don’t you steel your heart against me 
now! I’m not wanting to leave you. I’m not! … you and 
I are going to stay by each other. We’ll be able to live in 
peace from this out … settled and contentedly … without 
being eternally dragged two ways … because I don’t care 
for anybody else — Carl … nobody — nothing! I’ll stick 
to you — always. Won’t you believe me? I’m sorry for what 
I said! … speak to me, Mother! … Tell me you will let it 
all pass! [MRS BeRgMANN turns her head away.] Why 
don’t you say something to me? … Mother, won’t you 
believe me? …

THe CURTAIN FALLS.
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ACT THREE

SCENE ONE —
The same. early evening. Three weeks later.

Outside a storm is raging. Heavy leaden-coloured clouds are pulling across the 
sky. The winds tug at the trees and the waves and cry about the house. The sea is 
angry, pounding and roaring loudly on the shore. A fire is alight in the fireplace, 
although the time is only about five o’clock.

ADA is seated before the table, sewing. Materials, cottons etc. are piled and 
scattered about one end of the table and clippings on the floor. The sounds of 
windows and doors being shut comes from upstairs.

Presently, MRS BeRgMANN comes down the stairs into the room. She has a 
shawl about her shoulders.

MRs BeRGMANN The rain vas blowing into the bedrooms. The vind has 
changed round.

ADA Then the weather may clear.

MRs BeRGMANN  I hope it does. It is cold enough vidout the rain … Ada, 
you are straining your eyes there vith no light.

ADA I can see all right.

MRs BeRGMANN  It vill be better for you vith the lamp. [She goes to the 
sideboard and fetches the lamp from it, takes it to the table 
and lights it.] There! That is much better.

ADA Thank you. It’s rather early to be lighting it though.

MRs BeRGMANN  It is a little after five. It gets dark early this time of year. 

She goes to the armchair near the fire, removes some 
knitting from it, sits down and commences to knit. There is 
silence for a little while.
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MRs BeRGMANN It vas a good thing you came back from your valk vhen 
you did, Ada.

ADA I could see the rain wasn’t far off … the wind was blowing 
terribly too.

MRs BeRGMANN Had the boats come in?

ADA I don’t know … I don’t think so.

MRs BeRGMANN It vould be as vell for them if they had.

ADA They’ll run to shelter behind the Point, surely. They 
probably won’t get any weather out there to sea.

MRs BeRGMANN It is just vhere they vill, I am thinking. This blow has 
vorked down from up the coast … It isn’t too good on the 
seas vhen it comes from that direction.

ADA Well, there’s no need for us to worry. They’ll look after 
themselves.

MRs BeRGMANN yes, I supoose they vill. [A pause.] Vas Carl out?

ADA I — I don’t know.

MRS BeRgMANN resumes her knitting. There is a knock 
on the back door. 

MRs BeRGMANN Who can that be? [She gets up and answers the door. 
MRS CARNey is outside. She has an old macintosh on 
and a dark shawl over her head.] oh it is you, Mrs Carney! 
Come right in out of the vet!

MRs CARNey I will … if ye’ll not be mindin’ at all?

MRs BeRGMANN of course not.

MRS CARNey comes into the room. It is apparent she is 
worried and agitated over something. MRS BeRgMANN 
closes the door.
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MRs BeRGMANN Take off your vet things. [She helps her to remove her coat.]

MRs CARNey such weather it is … And so sudden with its comin’-up!

ADA Whatever brings you out in it, Mrs Carney? … And at this 
time of day? …

MRs CARNey ’Tis frightened I am to speak the God’s truth.

ADA Frightened?

MRs CARNey of the storm wid the blackness of the sky and the sea … 
Dennis and me boys is out wid the boat and it’s alone I was in 
the house, wid Kathleen away at her Aunt Teresa’s in Booralla.

MRs BeRGMANN your husband and the boys vill be all right, Mrs Carney.

MRs CARNey ’Tis by the help of the Mother o’ God I hope they will. But 
I’m eatin’ me heart wid worry for them all, I am.

MRs BeRGMANN Come sit over here near the fire, Mrs Carney … I vill make 
you some tea.

MRs CARNey [going and sitting in the rocking chair.] oh now — ’tis 
no tea I can be suppin’ now. But I’ll sit by the fire a bit. To 
stay alone in me own home was more than I could bear … 
and down on the jetty there is no place for me to be.

MRs BeRGMANN Not in this rain.

MRs CARNey I’m after goin’ round as far as the Creek where the boats 
come in. some of them is in right enough, safe and 
sound — but me Dennis was not among them. ’Twas 
nothing at all the others was after seein’ of him. 

ADA Don’t you go upsetting yourself so, Mrs Carney. They’ll 
shelter somewhere if there’s any need to. 

MRs CARNey ’Tis yourself that can be sayin’ such things not havin’ your 
Carl out on the seas.

ADA He’s not … out then … ?
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MRs CARNey sure and you must be knowin’ that widout me tellin’ it to 
you. ’Tis not for these three weeks past has he been out 
on account of repairin’ and fixin’ his boat — although ’tis 
queer the men all say he should be doin’ that this time o’ 
year when the fishin’ is at its full.

ADA He — [Pause.]

MRs CARNey Ah but I wish to God now Dennis was doin’ the same. 
Fools I was after tellin’ him and the boys they was for goin’ 
out wid the strangeness of the weather these past few days. 

MRs BeRGMANN It has been strange for this time of year.

MRs CARNey No heedin’ of me they’d be takin’ at all. Men can be mules 
wid the damned stubbornness of them, to be sure! They’re 
out there now in their little bit of a boat — and here am 
I sick in the pit of me stomach wid wonderin’ what will 
become of them.

ADA Boats have weathered much worse blows than this, 
Mrs Carney. This has turned out to be no more than the 
tail-end of a cyclone. 

MRs CARNey There’s more in the flip of a tail than we know, sometimes 
… ’Twas a dream I was havin’ the night before last … 
of a storm like this … wid the boats out. And above the 
crashin’ of the thunder and the roarin’ of the wind and seas 
I could hear the cries of the men — and me not able at all 
to help them from drownin’! 

MRs BeRGMANN oh don’t be mentioning such things, Mrs Carney!

MRs CARNey ’Tis what I shouldn’t be doin’, I know. ’Twas a wonderful 
relief when I awoke out of it all to stretch out me hand in 
the bed and feel me Dennis was really there — and him 
snorin’ away like any pig. A praise I said to the Blessed 
Mother in me heart. But now wid the storm in reality 
and them out in their boat … ’Tis what’s terrifyin’ and 
unsettlin’ me. 
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ADA you mustn’t fret.

MRs CARNey Ada! Will it ye’ll be readin’ something from the Book to 
me — to take me mind from things?

ADA of course, Mrs Carney — if you’d like me to.

MRs CARNey I would, to be sure!

MRs BeRGMANN There vill be little gained from doing that!

MRs CARNey ’Tis the way o’ people when they lose their religion to be 
sayin’ things like that, Mrs Bergmann. Read it to me, Ada 
— if your mother here will not be mindin’?

MRs BeRGMANN I vill not be minding, right enough … The Book is on the 
little table under the staircase, Ada, along vith the other 
old papers and things.

ADA goes to under the staircase and returns with a small 
Bible. She sits down at the table, near the lamp, opens it, 
and commences to read. At first her voice is a little nervous 
— as is usually the way when one is asked to do tasks of this 
nature — but as she loses herself in the beauty and power of 
the words she unconsciously becomes more at ease. 

While she is reading the storm effects offstage should be 
made more pronounced, gradually dying down as she 
comes to the end. But at no time should they be loud 
enough to completely drown her voice.

ADA [Reading.] “seek ye the Lord while he may be found, call 
ye upon him while he is near: Let the wicked forsake his 
ways, and the unrighteous man his thoughts: and let him 
return unto the Lord, and he will have mercy upon him: 
and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon. For my 
thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my 
ways, saith the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than 
the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my 
thoughts than your thoughts. For as the rain cometh down, 
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and the snow from heaven, and returneth not thither, but 
watereth the earth, and maketh it bring forth and bud, that 
it may give seed to the sower, and bread to the eater: so 
shall my word be that goeth forth out of my mouth: it shall 
not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that which 
I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it. 
For ye shall go out with joy, and be led forth with peace …”

She finishes reading and closes the Book. There is a short 
silence.

MRs CARNey  Wid peace … aye, wid peace …

ADA [Sitting very still: gazing ahead.] With … peace … !

MRs CARNey They’re beautiful — them words!

ADA gets up and goes to the window.

ADA Do you know, Mrs Carney, I believe the storm is passing 
over.

MRs CARNey ’Tis calm it has become, sure enough. 

ADA excepting now for a drizzle of rain there’s very little of it left.

MRs CARNey God be praised for it! [She crosses herself.] I’ll be takin’ 
meself off down to the jetty now to see if — [Short pause.] 

A knocking comes on the door at the back. They all turn to 
the door. ADA goes and answers it, and comes face to face 
with CARL who is in a waterproof coat and cap. 

ADA oh! … It’s — it’s you, Carl!

CARL Is — is Mrs Carney here?

ADA yes — she’s here.

CARL comes into the room. MRS CARNey and 
MRS BeRgMANN rise.

ADA 
[Reading,  
continued.]
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MRs CARNey  Is it — is it bad news ye have to be bringin’ to me, Carl?

CARL Not exactly, Mrs Carney. There’s no need — [Short pause.] 

MRs CARNey ye can be tellin’ me the worst for God knows I’ve been 
expectin’ it.

CARL oh there’s nothing like that, Mrs Carney. I’ve only called to 
tell you to go on over to your house. They’ve taken Dennis 
there — [Pause.]

MRs CARNey Holy God! What — [Pause.] 

MRs BeRGMANN Now … now, Mrs Carney!

MRs CARNey What was it was after happenin’ to him?

CARL Their sail carried away while they were trying to round the 
Point. The boom caught him on the head as he was trying 
to reef-in. It’s a wonder he wasn’t swept overboard. They 
were the last boat to come in, but we were on the shore 
looking out for them so we saw their plight and went out 
in Bob Marsden’s boat straight away and brought them in.

MRs CARNey The Lord be good to ye, Carl, for doin’ that!

CARL They’re not much the worse for their experience — 
excepting for Dennis’s head.

MRs CARNey Glory be for that! For ’tis his head that is the hardest and 
thickest part of him!

CARL That isn’t what Dennis is saying. [He laughs.]

MRs CARNey ’Tis himself that can show no gratitude at all. I’ll be on 
me way home to them this very minute. [She gets her 
shawl and coat.] Perishin’ wid the cold they’ll be and me 
not there to have some dry clothes and hot tea waitin’ for 
them. And Dennis wid his skull wantin’ attention. 

MRs BeRGMANN I have some soup here, Mrs Carney, that vill no doubt be 
velcome to them.
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MRs CARNey Have ye now?

MRs BeRGMANN It is cold — but you go on home now. I vill varm it up here 
and bring it over to you.

MRs CARNey Thank you, me dear.

She goes out quickly.

CARL Well, I’ll say goodnight!

MRs BeRGMANN you are not hurrying off, Carl? I vill put on the kettle and 
Ada can make some tea for you vhile I am going to Mrs 
Carney. I am sure you must need some. 

CARL No thanks, I — I — 

ADA [Quietly.] I will make it for you, Carl. 

CARL looks at her for a moment.

CARL All right then, Mrs Bergmann. I’ll stay long enough for a 
cup. Then I’ll go because — [Short pause.] Because I’ve got 
some things to see to down at the jetty.

MRS BeRgMANN goes into the kitchen. CARL takes off his 
coat and cap and hangs them on the back of the door. He is 
wearing dark trousers and a dark sweater underneath.

CARL I wasn’t coming round here ever again — but they all kind 
of expected me to come and tell Mrs Carney — seeing as 
she was here — at your place.

ADA I see.

CARL goes to the fire to warm his hands. ADA remains 
near the table. They are both very much out of their ease.

ADA you weren’t out yourself — for the fishing?

CARL No.
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ADA Why?

CARL I — I haven’t been out for — for three weeks. I’ve been 
busy … on other things. 

ADA oh.

CARL I saw you out along the cliffs this afternoon. 

ADA I was just out for a walk.

CARL It’s unusual for you to be walking at that time of day, 
isn’t it? I mean you are generally sewing something for 
somebody and — [Pause.]

ADA I — I felt like going. I wanted to watch the storm come up. 

CARL [Looking at her.] That’s not the real reason you’re stating. 

ADA I — [Pause.]

CARL I know the real reason for you being out there … There’s 
dissatisfaction going on inside you — like there is in me. 
And seeing you standing on the cliffs this afternoon sort of 
— sort of roused it up in me again. That’s why I’m staying 
on here now. It’s not for the need of a cup of tea. 

ADA It isn’t?

CARL No. It’s because I want to talk to you … I’ve been thinking 
that perhaps I was a bit hasty that time — when … Perhaps I 
didn’t get down to the real reason for you throwing me over.

ADA Please, Carl … What does it matter, anyhow? We at least 
made the matter clear that we — we weren’t going to 
continue — [Short pause.] 

CARL Clear? Nothing was made clear — nothing’s been clear 
ever since. With me — it’s been like looking through 
mist and rain at the surf pounding on a far-off shore and 
nothing distinct to be seen or heard.
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CARL  I try to do my work — but I keep thinking and thinking of 
what can be done so as we can get back to each other.

ADA But — [Pause.]

CARL I can’t believe now it’s true that you’re not wanting to 
marry me because of the life and what I have to offer you. 
I can’t! [Rather loudly and savagely.] I’m knowing full well 
it’s because of her in there [He indicates the kitchen.] and 
her rotten selfishness that you’re refusing.

ADA you can’t talk like that!

CARL It’s true — that’s what’s been the trouble all along, isn’t it?

ADA [After a pause.] Well — if it is — I can’t just — [Short 
pause.] Just drop her as though she didn’t matter.

CARL And what of me? Don’t I matter?

ADA We’ve — we’ve got to be practical. We’ve got to go our own 
way — each of us — that’s all there is to do. so please don’t 
let’s say any more.

CARL [going to her.] Listen Ada! Do you know why I didn’t go 
out with the boats for the fishing?

ADA Because of what you said about being busy on other things.

CARL yes, I have been too. I’ve been getting my boat ready — 
fitting her up properly — because I’m going away. 

ADA [Very much concerned.] you’re going … away?

CARL yes. Right away from here.

ADA oh! …

CARL you see — you still care for me, don’t you?

ADA I — [Short pause.] 
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CARL I’ve got a notion now that if we — you and I left everything 
here and went away together — [Short pause.]

ADA No … no!

CARL I’m going to make you come! I’m going to make you!

ADA oh let me alone — let me alone! [She crosses to the window.]

CARL you’re wanting to come — there’s no mistaking that — and 
yet you’re — [Pause.] 

ADA We can’t just put off our old coat of feathers like birds can. 
We’ve our tasks and obligations — you must understand 
that. What must be — must be!

MRS BeRgMANN comes in. She stands, unseen by either 
CARL or ADA, near the kitchen door. She has an enamel 
billy-can in her hand. 

CARL Have you no feelings at all in you that you can say that?

ADA oh yes, I have feelings. Too many of them! That’s the trouble 
with me — that’s always been the handicap. That’s what is 
preventing me from seeing the clear way to go with you. 

MRs BeRGMANN There is the vay for you, Ada.

ADA and CARL turn quickly to her.

CARL [Flashing at her.] It’s not you that’s tried to give it to her — 
ever. A great fight you’ve been forever setting up between 
her and me because you’ve been afraid I’d take her from you. 

MRs BeRGMANN It has been a great fight — because — because I vas so 
afraid. I tried to hold Ada — to keep her. But the fighting is 
over and done vith now. she has gone from me — and our 
life together could never be borne again.

ADA you mustn’t think that, Mother — you mustn’t!
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MRs BeRGMANN oh I have known vhat has been going on these last few 
veeks. I have noticed … and I could not help but hear 
some of the things you vhere saying just now.

ADA oh Mother — I’ve been content. I haven’t complained to 
you — only that once … and that wasn’t me — only some 
horrible thing within me that rose up in a moment and got 
the better of me. surely you’re not holding that up against 
me now?

MRs BeRGMANN I expect I have been a foolish old voman vith the vay I 
have tried to stand up against things — [Short pause.] 
Poverful things that I should have known vould best me 
in the end. But you see, there has been something I have 
not understood — something that is strong and cruel and 
vaiting alvays for us vomen who have brought children 
into the vorld. I suppose it is foolishness — [Short pause.] 
But it is a terrible thing for a mother to live so long and 
find in the end that there is something stronger than all 
her love … you go vith Carl, Ada.

ADA [going to her mother.] But what of you, Mother? What are 
you going to do?

MRs BeRGMANN I vill be all right. ellen vants me to go and live vith her. 
she — she wrote and told me that. 

ADA she — she told you — that?

MRs BeRGMANN In her letter that came this morning.

ADA No — that’s not true what you’re saying! you’re only 
making it up because — [Short pause.] 

MRs BeRGMANN see — I have written here to tell her I am coming. 
[She goes to the fireplace and takes down a letter from the 
mantlepiece.] I wrote it this afternoon — vhen you vere 
out. I vill drop it at the post office on my vay back from 
Mrs Carney’s. 
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ADA Why didn’t you tell me — why didn’t you talk it over with 
me before you — 

MRs BeRGMANN Vhat vould have been the use? It is not something I had 
to decide for myself? … you vould have only protested — 
and tried to pretend you vere not glad it vas a vay come at 
last to rid you of me.

ADA Are you really wanting to go? Tell me … Are you?

MRs BeRGMANN There is nothing here to keep me now. It is time I vas avay 
from here. I vant to be done vith brooding over memories. 
I am nothing but an old voman now. I vill be happy to go.

ADA I don’t know what to say to you, Mother … I don’t know 
what to say …

MRs BeRGMANN There is nothing for you to say, Ada … [A pause.] 
The kettle is boiling on the stove. I must be off to 
Mrs Carney — or she vill think I am never coming.

ADA Let the letter wait awhile, Mother! Don’t you post it tonight!

MRs BeRGMANN I — I must do it now or I vould be afraid …

ADA Afraid?

MRs BeRGMANN That I vould not do it at all — if I vaited. [She pulls her shawl 
over her head and goes quickly out the door at the back.]

ADA and CARL watch her go.

ADA [After a silence.] I — I can’t make it all out. 

CARL Well — its up to ellen anyhow — to make that offer. you 
should be glad of it. you’ve done more than your share. 

ADA It will be strange all the same without her. I — I feel I’ve 
driven her to it. I feel I want to call her back now and — 
and tell her I — [Pause.]
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CARL you’re not to start worrying over that … I’m sorry about 
the way I behaved. 

ADA It’s all right, Carl.

CARL It was the thought of losing you … [He goes to her.] 
But that’s all finished and done with now … It’s you and 
me together now … nobody else!

ADA Nobody else … [With a half-frightened look on her face 
she turns to CARL. He takes her eagerly in his arms and 
kisses her passionately.]

ADA [After a pause.] Carl, will you be going away from here now?

CARL Not if you don’t want to.

ADA I do … I want you to take me away from here.

CARL We’ll go then … There’s nothing doing in these parts 
anyway. The fishing’s about played out.

ADA yes — they’re all saying that … I expect when we marry 
they’ll all be saying too — “At last they’ve done it!” 
[She gives a little laugh.]

CARL Well, let them! I’m sure we’re not going to care. We’ll be 
too happy to mind what’s being said.

A tapping sound comes on the window outside.

ADA What’s that noise?

CARL It’s at the window. [They go to it.] It’s a bird trying to get in 
… a gull blown in by the storm I expect.

ADA Let the poor thing in!

CARL What would be the use? We couldn’t keep it. It’ll fly away 
soon. [But the gull continues to beat about the window.]
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ADA The storm has cleared away. I can see that light over on the 
rocks. 

CARL It’s the darkness coming on that makes it seem so bright. 
soon the rocks will be covered at the full tide — and the 
light will fade. 

ADA Mother believes it lures poor hopeless drowning people — 
that light.

CARL Women get queer notions of things … It’s only fungus — 
phosphorescent weed growing there.

ADA [After a pause.] The bird is still trying to get in.

CARL I’ll frighten it away.

ADA No — don’t! … What’s it like — that weed on the Point?

CARL Green by day — dirty green. I’ll take you over one day and 
you’ll see for yourself. 

ADA I — I don’t think I’d like to see it.

CARL I believe you’re as superstitious about it as — as your 
mother is.

ADA I expect I can’t help myself — hearing her speak so often 
of it … The gull has flown off at last! [The tapping on the 
window ceases.] … And the light has gone out too!

CARL The tide must be awash of the rocks.

ADA It leaves the Point — everything — so dark, doesn’t it? 
All of a sudden!

CARL you’d better come away from here. you’re trembling. 

ADA I — [She stares at him with wide, frightened eyes.]

CARL Why are you so frightened? 
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ADA [With a sudden outbust.] oh Carl! Hold me close! 
Nothing matters but … just you and me … you and me 
and our love! … That’s the only thing that must be allowed 
to mean anything to us … for peace to come, isn’t it? 
No one has the right to keep it from us … No one has the 
right, have they?

CARL [Putting his arm around her.] No … no one! …

THe CURTAIN FALLS.
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ACT THREE

SCENE TWO —
The same. An afternoon. Two weeks later.

It is a bright sunny day. The sunlight streams through the window and the open 
door at the back. There is such a calmness about the house and on the sea that 
one can almost feel the quietness of things. 

MRS CARNey comes in from the kitchen carrying a tray of tea-things. 
She places it on the table and quietly commences to set out the cups etc. 

eLLeN comes down the staircase. She is wearing a very sombre-coloured dress.

MRs CARNey Will she not be after comin’ down at all?

eLLeN [Shaking her head.] Not yet awhile.

MRs CARNey [Sympathetically.] Dear, dear, dear! ’Tis nothin’ she does 
at all but stay in her room. For the past two weeks the 
only times she left it was to attend the proceedin’s at the 
courthouse. And then ’twas only because they made her go. 

eLLeN she’s feeling it dreadfully.

MRs CARNey ’Tis only natural she would, her bein’ so long wid your 
poor mother … Poor child! I’ll fill her out a nice hot cup o’ 
tay and take it up to her.

eLLeN I think she’d rather not have it, Mrs Carney.

MRs CARNey But saints above, ’tis nothin’ much at all she’s taken this 
past fortnight. Not as much as would keep a sparrow alive. 
’Tis no way for a girl like Ada to be goin’ on. 

eLLeN she said she’d be down directly. I think we’d better wait for 
awhile and see.
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MRs CARNey Perhaps ’twould be better … Just you sit down here now 
yourself and be suppin’ the tea I’ve been after pourin’ out 
for you. A harrowin’ time ye’ve had of it this mornin’ and 
no mistake.

eLLeN yes … It’s been pretty awful all throughout. [She sits down 
at the table.]

MRs CARNey  [As she pours herself a cup of tea.] Let’s hope this afternoon 
will be seein’ the end of all the proceedin’s. [She sits down.]

eLLeN I hope it will.

MRs CARNey They say as these inquests has to be — [Short pause.] 
But ’tis meself can see no good at all comes out of them 
but the rakin’ over of sore places.

eLLeN still, they must be held in order to prove — [Pause.] 

MRs CARNey sure now and what is it this one over your poor mother 
has proved? … There’s been nothin’ but lies come of it — 
and an excuse for the likes of Mary sinclair to get up in the 
box and swear to a lot of scandalous rigmarole of things 
Ada was supposed to have been after sayin’ about wishin’ 
for death to come for your poor mother. The very idea!

eLLeN Ada couldn’t have said them, surely!

MRs CARNey I never did see such an attached two as Ada and her 
mother. ’Tis hard lines indade that a body can’t drown 
herself widout havin’ these Mary sinclairs wantin’ to pop 
up in the witness box to tell all sorts of evil-minded things. 

eLLeN I can’t understand why Mother should have done such a 
thing.

MRs CARNey ’Tis what none of us can understand — not even the 
magistrate himself.

eLLeN she — she had no cause.
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MRs CARNey sure and ’tis meself thinks ’twas nothin’ but an accident 
that was after happenin’ to her.

eLLeN you think she slipped from the cliffs into the sea, don’t 
you?

MRs CARNey Terribly wet and slippery they must have been after the 
storm. ’Twas not a safe place for anybody to be walkin’ … 
’Tis what I meself thinks was after happenin’. But all I 
know for the truth is that she said after leavin’ the soup for 
Dennis she was goin’ to post a letter to you.

eLLeN she did too. But it was just purely and simply a reply to my 
last letter to her — not a word about coming to live with 
me — or what she intended doing.

MRs CARNey ’Twas not a word any of us knew about that either un God 
rest her soul! — Tony spence came runnin’ to tell us he 
was after findin’ her washed up on the Point across the Bay.

eLLeN When they were searching for her, Ada kept saying she 
knew they could find her there.

MRs CARNey Poor Ada! ’Twas dreadful the way she carried on at first. 
I was all but at me wits’ end to know what I would do wid 
her. ’Twas glad I was to be seein’ yourself arrive. 

eLLeN I hurried down here as soon as I received your telegram. 

MRs CARNey The wordin’ of it worried me.

eLLeN you’ve been very good, Mrs Carney. I don’t know what 
Ada and I’d have done without your help. 

MRs CARNey ’Tis only what any decent body would do for ye. ’Tis bad 
enough for ye havin’ your mother taken and now ’tis 
them things ye have to face that people have said at the 
courthouse. 

eLLeN They as much as said that Ada had committed murder.
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MRs CARNey Don’t ye be worryin’ over what’s been said for ’tis nothin’ of 
the sort they’ll be after provin’ against her.

eLLeN No — they can’t possibly. We’ll have to wait until the 
inquest is over though before we’ll know what will come of 
it. If — [Pause.] 

MRs CARNey ssh! she’s comin’ down!

ADA comes slowly down the stairs — a tragic figure in a 
black dress. She stops at the foot and turns to eLLeN and 
MRS CARNey.

ADA Is it all finished with now?

eLLeN Not yet, Ada.

MRs CARNey We haven’t heard anything yet, me dear. But sergeant 
McCarthy has given me his word of honour he’ll come 
directly it’s all over to tell us … Will ye be comin’ now and 
havin’ a nice cup of tay?

ADA No — thank you, I don’t want anything.

She goes to the armchair which has been drawn over to 
near the window and sits down.

MRs CARNey But me dear — [Pause.] 

ADA I’ll just sit here … and wait.

MRs CARNey [going to her.] ye mustn’t be frettin’ yourself now!

ADA I’m not doing that.

MRs CARNey If ’twill be any comfort to ye at all I’ll be getting’ down on me 
knees wid ye and a rosary we’ll be sayin’ through together.

ADA No.

MRs CARNey ’Twill be helpin’ ye it’ll be doin’.
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ADA Helping? … Huh! That won’t do it … If I hear prayers now 
I’ll scream … I’ll scream, I tell you!

MARy SINCLAIR comes rushing in, through the door at 
the back. They all turn to her.

eLLeN you, Mary sinclair, dare to come here!

MARy It’s — it’s over now! I rushed here to tell you! [To ADA.] 
It’s all right with you, Ada! everything is all right with you!

MRs CARNey The saints be praised for that! … But we didn’t want you, 
Mary sinclair, comin’ here to tell us. 

MARy sergeant McCarthy’s on his way here now. But I —  
[Short pause.] I wanted to get here first to — tell you, Ada, 
that I — I — [Short pause.]

ADA It’s all right, Mary. 

MARy oh, you don’t know what I’ve been through since I told 
those things at the courthouse!

eLLeN you don’t know what you’ve caused us to go through 
because of your saying them …

MARy I — [Short pause.] I’m sorry, but — [Pause.]

eLLeN you’ve said those wicked things Mary sinclair! you’ve 
said them — and it’s too late now for you to come crying 
forgiveness. you rotten little liar, you!

ADA ellen — please! …

eLLeN Well she — [Pause.]

ADA supposing I told you I did say those things?

eLLeN I wouldn’t believe you. I simply wouldn’t believe you could 
have said them! As for you trying to shield Mary — [Pause.]

SeRgeANT McCARTHy comes to the door at the back.
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McCARTHy Good day to ye all! [He comes into the room.] I’ve kept me 
word as I promised ye, Mrs Carney!

MRs CARNey ye have, sergeant! But ’tis already knowin’ the verdict of it 
all now, we are.

McCARTHy And who in the name o’ God could it be was after tellin’ ye?

MRs CARNey ’Twas Mary here hurried before ye.

McCARTHy [Somewhat crushed.] oh, and did she now? … Well, it is of 
no consequence at all I suppose who did tell ye! The point 
is — ye know … ’Twas the usual verdict ye’ll be pleased 
to hear the magistrate decided on — suicide whilst of 
unsound — [Long pause.]

ADA gives a little, low laugh.

McCARTHy looks at her puzzled.

MRs CARNey Glory be, sergeant, will ye be holdin’ your tongue? To be 
sayin’ such things in front of … in front of us all! And don’t 
ye be takin’ any notice of the poor child here! [She puts her 
hand tenderly on ADA’s shoulders.] ’Tis not herself she is 
for to be listenin’ to — [Pause.]

McCARTHy I understand … I understand … [To ADA.] ’Tis pleasin’ 
news I have for ye, girl, when I tell ye ’tis nothin’ at all 
they’ll be doin’ to ye. Nothin’ at all — and no blame on ye 
either! 

ADA No blame? …

McCARTHy Not a particle! … But ’tis the magistrate himself is wantin’ 
to tell this very same thing to ye. ’Twas askin’ me he was 
to tell ye would ye mind comin’ down to him while he — 
[Pause.]

ADA I’ll not go.
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McCARTHy But ’tis nothin’ he’ll do to ye but to tell ye — [Pause.] 

eLLeN Perhaps I would do instead. My sister, you see, is not 
feeling quite herself.

McCARTHy sure and I expect you’ll be doin’ as well … ’Tis by this 
afternoon’s boat he’ll be leavin’ for the town.

eLLeN Then I’ll go with you now.

MRs CARNey And I’ll go wid ye, ellen.

eLLeN But — [Pause.] 

MRs CARNey There’s Mary here will stay wid Ada until we get back.

MARy Why, of course I will!

MRs CARNey ’Tis little enough to be askin’ of her by way of makin’ 
amends for what she’s done … We’ll not be long gone, Ada.

eLLeN you’ll be quite all right, won’t you, Ada?

ADA yes, I’ll be quite all right. There’s no need for you to worry 
about me. There’s no need for you to go down at all!

McCARTHy But the magistrate — [Pause.] 

MRs CARNey yes — the magistrate, me dear, — [Pause.]  

ADA All right then. I suppose it is only right some of us should 
go. I’d go myself only — [Pause.] 

MRs CARNey We understand, me dear! … Come along, ellen! … There’s 
no need for your hat — for ’tis not far to the courthouse.

She puts an arm around eLLeN and together they go out, 
followed by SeRgeANT McCARTHy.

MARy [After a pause.] I — I don’t know what to say to you, Ada.

ADA There’s no need for you to say anything, Mary.
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MARy I’m terribly sorry —  but they made me tell everything. 
They dragged it from me. I wouldn’t have breathed a word, 
only they — [Pause.]

ADA It’s all right, Mary. you told the truth. I did say those things, 
right enough. I remember saying them. I remember every 
word … “only one thing can give me complete freedom … 
Death … Death coming to her and … taking her …” And 
now — now it has come to her and I — I’m not free.

MARy But you are, Ada! you — you don’t know how relieved 
I am to know the police are not going to do anything to 
you, Ada.

ADA The police? … oh yes! I was never afraid they would. 
I meant … I am not free now — even after obeying her all 
my days … When are you leaving for the city, Mary?

MARy Next week. I’ll go as soon as ever I can — now!

ADA That’s right … you do! Don’t you wait … waiting is too 
treacherous. 

MARy you — you’ll be marrying Carl, won’t you, Ada?

ADA Marry … Carl? … Now?

MARy After a while.

ADA [getting up.] I shall never marry Carl. I mustn’t ever see 
him again. 

MARy But, Ada — [Pause.]

ADA He’ll go away from here. We couldn’t form our union on — 
on what has happened. It seems it has been planned that I 
shouldn’t marry him.

MARy oh don’t say those things, Ada! you’ll see things differently 
after a little while.
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ADA I’ll never see them differently from the way I do now … 
I’ve grown old in a world I myself don’t understand. I will 
continue to grow old in a world that won’t understand me. 
It seems I — I’m outside life altogether. It was there for me 
to take — and I — I hadn’t strength to take it … only the 
thinking and the looking-on of it.

MARy That’s not so now, Ada! you can have your life now! you 
must make yourself take it! you must! you owe it to yourself.

ADA Make myself take it? …

MARy yes, of course! It’s your chance now — however you feel — 
it’s your chance … and you must take it, Ada!

ADA [Turning to the window.] My chance! … My chance! 
My chance of freedom! … What wouldn’t I give to have 
that! … Freedom? … I’ll have it! I will have it — despite 
everything I’ll claim it before it’s too late! 

She turns quickly and goes to the centre of the room. She 
stands before the three pictures with her hands clenched.

ADA I’ll force you off from me! I’ll send you packing — the lot 
of you! you can wail and whine and use all the snares you 
like — [Short pause.] I’ll only laugh at you! Do you hear 
me? … I’m going to be free of you! After ages and ages — 
I’m going to be free of you! Free! … Free! … Free! 

 She laughs loudly and hysterically. Suddenly she stops. 
There is a long silence during which she stands as if daring 
and defying. Then gradually a listlessness creeps over her. 
Her hands unclench. She cradles her arms — her body, her 
face and eyes grow so utterly tired looking — pathetically, 
desperately tired. In a soft, moaning, self-pitying voice 
she says:

ADA No! … No! … No! … It can never be! Nothing can change 
for me — now!
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MARy goes to her.

MARy What is the matter, Ada?

ADA [Waving her aside.] Let me alone! you don’t know! you don’t 
realise! … It was my fault — it was my fault Mother did what 
she did — no matter what all the courts in the world say … 
It was my fault — and I’ll never have peace anymore. 

MARy you mustn’t think of it like that! you mustn’t!

ADA Not think of it? … I tell you it’ll be with me always — day 
and night. I’ll never have peace and simple sleep again. 
There’s a ghost here in this house now that will not let me 
rest. It’s looking at me always with revengeful eyes … and 
I’m afraid … I’ll never marry Carl. I’d never be out of the 
reach of new panics and thoughts that’d hunt and haunt 
me … I couldn’t marry Carl — now!

MARy What else will you do?

ADA I shall live the rest of my life here … alone.

MARy oh there’s something horrible in being alone.

ADA I’ll not be alone, really, I’ll have the Dead with me. They’ve 
always been with me … and now there’s another of 
them … [Moving towards the fireplace.] They’re powerful, 
the Dead are, Mary! so powerful! For all my days almost 
they’ve kept me tied down to them. I couldn’t resist …
They’re so strong … so strong. she used to say that about 
them — and now I know it too.

MARy [Frightened by the hollow tone of ADA’s voice.] Ada! …

ADA [Not heeding her: turning and addressing the pictures 
again, frenziedly.] oh you sneaking, haunting things! 
Where do you get your power from? you never tell — 
because your strength lies there in not telling … If only I 
were as strong as you! If only I were as strong! …
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MARy Ada! … stop! … oh Ada, stop! you’re frightening me!

ADA [Still not heeding her: addressing her mother’s picture.] 
Do you see what you’ve done? Do you see? … you 
haven’t given me freedom. you wanted me — and you’ve 
possessed me always, however hard I fought … It’ll go on 
being like that … you possessing me … and I not fighting 
anymore because you’re dead and I’m so tired and the 
struggle is over for both of us … you were strong always. 
In death you’re stronger … Drowning yourself hasn’t 
released me from you … Did you know it wouldn’t? Is that 
why you did it? … I’m not offering up any thanks to you — 
because nothing has changed. you’re here still … along 
with the other Dead who have always been … holding me 
… holding me!

MARy gives a loud scream. ADA turns to her with 
wide-open, dull, lifeless-like eyes. For a moment MARy 
is held by them. She stares back at ADA with wide, 
frightened eyes.

ADA Am I frightening you, Mary? … Why did you scream like 
that?

MARy standing there — saying those things! … I — [She backs 
away until she reaches the door at the back. Then she turns 
quickly and runs out of the room calling loudly.] ellen! … 
Mrs Carney! … Mrs Carney! …

ADA [Calling.] Mary! … Come back! [A pause.] she’s gone! 
I suppose I did frighten her talking like that … [She gives a 
little, low laugh.] I suppose she thinks I’m going out of my 
mind. 

She suddenly realises she is talking to herself and gives 
another little laugh — this time a frightened, nervous 
laugh and looks guiltily around to see if anyone is there 
listening.
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ADA The way I’m talking to myself one would think that!

Outside a wind is rising and the waves begin to swish 
slowly up and down the seashore.

ADA goes to the door at the back and closes it. She moves 
a few steps away from it towards the fireplace, stops, turns, 
goes back to the door and locks it. Then she goes slowly to 
the rocking chair near the fireplace and sits down.

ADA How quiet … how quiet everything is! … only the sound 
of the sea … that drowns and shackles … 

She stares straight ahead. Slowly she commences to rock 
herself to and fro. The rockers of the chair make rhythmical 
sounds on the floor. A knocking comes on the door at the 
back. She doesn’t heed it. It is repeated — louder and 
louder … and CARL’s voice is heard calling:

CARL Ada! … Are you there, Ada? … [He tries to open the door.] 
Ada! open the door! … It’s Carl here! Ada! Are you there? 
…  open the door!

ADA [Not heeding his knocking: to herself in a whisper.] I shall 
stay in this house alone … with the Dead only… alone with 
them … They’re so strong … too strong for me to resist … 
so strong … so strong … so strong … so strong …

She sits crouched in the chair — with folded arms, rocking 
to and fro slowly, repeating the words to the rhythm of the 
chair.

THe CURTAIN FALLS.

THe eND.
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