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Foreword
Kathryn Ash’s Bag O’ Marbles is in some ways emblematic of the success 
of the Cairns-based theatre company — JUTE — that developed and first 
produced it. Both were ‘launched’ in the eyes of the national arts industry 
by this work. Ash is a founding member of the company, along with actor 
Susan Prince and indefatigable Artistic Director, Suellen Maunder (you’ll 
note all three women performed in Bag O’ Marble’s first season in Cairns). 
The play was developed at the (then) Australian National Playwrights’ 
Conference, and it secured Ash a prestigious residency at New Dramatists 
in New York. When Queensland Theatre Company picked the play up and 
remounted it in 2002, both Ash and JUTE had officially arrived on the state’s 
mainstage.

It’s a wonderful, tough, humorous, forensically observant and above all, 
theatrical, play that takes its place alongside a tranche of works by other 
women playwrights working and living in Queensland and the Northern 
Territory. Its mise en scéne — the brutal and unyielding inland Queensland 
landscape — places Ash in conversation with writers like Elaine Acworth, 
Angela Betzien, Mary Anne Butler, Gail Evans, Anne Harris and Linda 
Hassall, many of whom Ash would go on to work with after this play more 
than any other alerted writers in disparate regions of the country to each 
others’ presence. As Linda Hassall has written in relation to these Northern 
and Central Australian playwrights’ theatre corpus:

These plays depict a landscape that is alive, which participates in and 
determines the action. The works delineate place as that which often brutally 
determines the fate of the characters that are in immediate conflict with 
their surroundings, and explore the crossover between worlds — historical, 
present and apocalyptic — by often surreal characters existing dually in 
temporal and spiritual realms. (123)

To this observation I have recently added:

The collective impression here is of a gendered landscape in which the 
nation’s psychological faultlines surrounding masculinity, femininity, 
sexuality and place are being played out in the nation’s Northern landscapes. 
It is as thought the harshness, isolation and lawlessness of the Northern 
frontier are being activated to articulate visions of sexual violence; the North 
is operating here as metonymic space in which some of the nation’s core 
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instances of ‘shame’ and ‘guilt’ about gender and violence are being played 
out. (62)

For Ash, of course, this setting is home. Bag O’ Marbles is above all else a 
play about memory and childhood, and in its protagonist, Samantha, we see 
the trope of the returned city girl. Samantha is the family black sheep who 
returns on the occasion of her pregnancy to confront and perhaps to make 
peace with the violence that resides at the core of the country family she has 
fled from for most of her adult life. Her father, Stanley, is a violent alcoholic. 
He punched her mother, Rose, in the stomach many years ago during a 
particularly awful rampage, while she was pregnant with what would have 
been their fourth child. This shameful incident is the pivot around which 
the action swings; it is the great silence that no one will break or name. 
Samantha arrives as a ghost/witness/memory/catalyst and relives key 
moments of the past. She re-plays them and plays out different hypothetical 
presents and futures as she speculates about her family’s response to her own 
pregnancy and the associations it will surely trigger. As she states early in the 
piece:

I am travelling along the axis of my universe. I am travelling to the epicentre 
of my cause and effect. Everyone has one. It is the place where the rules 
on which you base yourself, whether you like them or not, or whether you 
acknowledge them or not, were created. (11)

It is in these time-related flights of fancy that we see Ash as puppet-master, 
ever-mindful of her chosen medium’s opportunities for speculative play. 
What also makes her work idiosyncratic is her faithful and painstaking 
homage to rural Queensland idiom. These characters speak in a regionally 
distinctive way. I hear my grandparents and my own extended family in 
those wonderful, laconic turns of phrase — particularly in the instances 
of Queensland simile: the council “charged us like bulls for the piping”; 
Harry has “the patience of a saint”. You can almost feel the texture of the 
paper in the QCWA recipe book when Shirley tells us “I’ve made lemon 
meringue pie, lemon sorbet, lemon biscuits, lemon spread, lemonade and 
lemon delicious and I’m sick to death of lemons. You want them?” There’s 
an authenticity to this sort of level of character detail that invites us into the 
piece and personalises its message about the danger of family secrets being 
left undealt with.

Bag O’ Marbles is an important play for JUTE and of course for Ash, 
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personally. But in its eye for detail — not only as regards vernacular, but also 
in relation to domestic setting, childhood reminiscence, and family ritual — 
this play earns its status as a legacy piece for our region of the country.

Stephen Carleton

Works consulted:
Carleton, Stephen. ‘Australian Gothic: Theatre and the Northern Turn.’ ALS. 27.2 
2012: 51-67.

Hassall, Linda. ‘Evoking and Excavating Representations of Landscape: How are 
Experiences of Landscape Explored in the Creation and Development of a New Play: 
Dawn’s Faded Rose?’ PhD Diss., Griffith U, 2012. 
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Biography - Kathryn Ash
Kathryn Ash has worked for over twenty-five years in theatre, as a 
performer, writer and dramaturge and is a co-founder of JUTE Theatre 
Company in Cairns. As a successful published writer she has written some 
fifteen plays, including Cake, Flutter; and New Dramatist’s Award-winning 
Bag O’ Marbles. As a dramaturge she helped plan and run the award-
winning Enter Stage Write program for the development of new works 
for performance, a program that still flourishes some 14 years after its 
beginning.
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Characters
SAMANTHA

ROSE

STANLEY*

PHILLIP*

CYNTHIA

SHIRLEY

* PHILLIP and STANLEY are played by the same actor.
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First Performance Details
Bag 0’ Marbles was first staged on 31 May 1994, by Just Us Theatre Ensemble 
(JUTE) in Cairns with the following cast and crew:

SAMANTHA    Suellen Maunder 
ROSE     Susan Prince 
STANLEY/PHILLIP   Jim Gosden 
CYNTHIA    Kathryn Ash 
SHIRLEY    Lou Bennetto 
DANCERS    Ivan Medel 
    Mary Ann Russell
MUSICIAN    Nigel Perrera 
DIRECTOR    Velvet Eldred 

After further development, Bag O’ Marbles was presented as a co-production 
by the Queensland Theatre Company and Just Us Theatre Ensemble, 
opening on Thursday, 28 March 2002, with the following cast and crew:

SAMANTHA    Stephanie Briarwood 
ROSE     Carol Burns 
STANLEY/PHILLIP   Peter Marshall 
CYNTHIA    Susan Prince 
SHIRLEY    Karen Crone 

DIRECTOR    Michael Gow 
DESIGNER    Robert Kemp 
LIGHTING DESIGNER   Matt Scott 
COMPOSER    Pete Goodwin (smear) 
ASSISTANT DIRECTOR  Scott Witt 
STAGE MANAGER   Sam French 
ASSISTANT STAGE MANAGER  Tanya Malouf 
Emerging Artist Secondments:
LIGHTING DESIGNER   Jon Driver 
SET & COSTUME DESIGNER Simon Tait
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Bag O’Marbles

ACT ONE
  
 The sound of a bus travelling, hydraulic brakes releasing, 
 speeding up. SAMANTHA is sleeping in a bus seat. The 
 others are standing about the backyard of her family home. 
 A sense that they are not living, rather like they are 
 waiting to live. Both SAMANTHA and the others sway in 
 unison to the bus movements, as if they are all travelling 
 together. This is her landscape; these are the elements of 
 her journey. In the backyard: a weather-board house, with 
 steps leading to a verandah and a flyscreened door leading 
 into the house, two curtained windows visible, one on 
 the verandah front, one to the side of the house, a water 
 tankstand and a wheelbarrow filled with soil. In the 
 distance, there is a field of broken dead trees. 
 SAMANTHA wakes, strains to see the time on her 
 wristwatch. She opens a book and seems to be reading 
 from it at first. Halfway through speaking, she closes the 
 book and continues.

SAMANTHA  There are some games we participate in without full 
 knowledge. There are rules to these games, but we often 
 play without a conscious understanding of them. There 
 are the rules of action and reaction. Of power and 
 powerlessness. Of possession and the possessed. Of 
 cause and effect.

 The bus brakes sharply, lurching SAMANTHA forward, 
 propelling PHILLIP and CYNTHIA into action. They 
 are children of 6, 12 and 10 respectively.

PHILLIP  Righto! 

CYNTHIA  Righ-ti-o! 

 PHILLIP uses a stick to draw a four-foot diameter circle 
 on the ground. SAMANTHA excitedly joins them.
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PHILLIP  Ringer rules, starting with a Tom Bomber, knuckle down —

SAMANTHA  No cheating! 

PHILLIP  No hunching! 

SAMANTHA  Thirteen targets! 

PHILLIP  [to CYNTHIA] Thirteen targets, seven from you and six 
 from me —

SAMANTHA  And no junk! [to PHILLIP] Can I play, Flip Flop?

CYNTHIA  [to PHILLIP] How come I got to put in seven and you 
 only got to put in six?

PHILLIP  'Cos there’s got to be thirteen. Add it up, you stupid girl!

SAMANTHA  Yeah, stupid girl. 

 CYNTHIA swipes at SAMANTHA who jumps away for 
 protection behind PHILLIP, laughing.

PHILLIP  [to CYNTHIA] Playing for keeps, yeah? 

CYNTHIA  One point for every shot out the ring! 

 PHILLIP abruptly scrubs out the circle he has drawn.

PHILLIP  Only girls keep scores. Boys have keeps. 

CYNTHIA  Aw, come on …

PHILLIP  [moving away] Nuh, nuh, nuh, 

SAMANTHA  Nuh! Nuh! 

 CYNTHIA kicks at his shin but misses.

CYNTHIA  You’re a big fat pig! 
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PHILLIP  And you’re a big fat girl! That’s worse. 

 PHILLIP hacks a gob of phlegm and spits close to 
 CYNTHIA. She dives away.

CYNTHIA  Um-wah! I’m telling Dad! 

 PHILLIP turns to leave. CYNTHIA rushes from behind 
 and jumps onto his back.

CYNTHIA  I’m gonna box your ears in! 

 She punches at him. SAMANTHA squeals excitedly. 
 PHILLIP shrugs CYNTHIA off and she falls to the ground.

CYNTHIA  Mum! 

ROSE  Phillip! One game and then you better come inside.

 CYNTHIA and PHILLIP eyeball each other.

CYNTHIA  All right! Play for keeps! 

 PHILLIP returns to drawing the circle. CYNTHIA blows 
 a raspberry at SAMANTHA. SAMANTHA reciprocates.

PHILLIP  Now, get it straight, Cynthia. These are the rules.

SAMANTHA  First there is a big circle! 

PHILLIP  Every marble I shoot out of the ring is mine, right? If I 
 hit your shooter out of the ring, then all your marbles 
 are mine, right, and no belly-aching to Mum about it.

SAMANTHA  [walking through the ring] It’s a big, big circle and you’re 
 not allowed to walk through it.

CYNTHIA  Hop out of it, Sam. 

SAMANTHA  I’m playing too! 
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PHILLIP/CYNTHIA  No, you’re not.

SAMANTHA  Why not? 

PHILLIP  Cos I’m the eldest and I says so. 

CYNTHIA  You don’t even know the rules. 

SAMANTHA  I do too! Tell them Aunt Shirl! 

SHIRLEY  Samantha, pet, it’s just a game. 

SAMANTHA  I’m gonna draw the cross! 

 PHILLIP hands her the stick and with it she draws a 
 cross in the middle of the circle.

PHILLIP  What you got, Cyn? 

CYNTHIA  Um … I got me yellow and blue Catseye, me Onion Skin.

SAMANTHA  [now as an adult] This game doesn’t end. 

CYNTHIA  Purple Galaxy. Alley Agate. Me Popeye Corkscrew.

SAMANTHA  It could be played forever if I let it. 

CYNTHIA  Me Mulberry Pinch and … me Little Missy. 

PHILLIP  Ow bull, I’m not playing for that. Rack off out of the 
 ring, Samantha.

CYNTHIA  Yeah, ping ding. 

 SAMANTHA stands in the middle of the circle.

SAMANTHA  No. This time I will not leave. 

CYNTHIA  Hurry up, Dad’ll be home soon. 

PHILLIP  Yeah, we’ll tell him you’ve been mucking up, Sam.



Bag O’ Marbles by Kathryn Ash

15A Playlab Publication

SAMANTHA  Let him come. I won’t run! I won’t! 

ROSE  Samantha! 

PHILLIP  Pipe down, pip squeak. 

 PHILLIP grabs for the stick. SAMANTHA kicks him in 
 the shin and he yelps. SAMANTHA raises the stick over 
 her head as if she will strike him with it. A roll of thunder, 
 which turns into the sound of a truck approaching. 
 Dogs bark, chooks flurry. All turn towards the noise of a 
 truck in the distance. SHIRLEY exits hurriedly in the 
 direction of her own home across the creek, looking over 
 her shoulder with concern. ROSE walks up the steps 
 indicating the children should follow.

 CYNTHIA scrambles away into the house after her 
 mother. PHILLIP pockets all the marbles, watching 
 fearfully over his shoulder, then goes to exit. He has 
 second thoughts and returns to smudge the lines of the 
 game on the ground with his feet, with an eye always 
 toward the sound of the approaching vehicle. He then 
 bolts in a direction away from the house. SAMANTHA 
 is left standing alone in the middle of the faded circle. 
 Silence.

SAMANTHA  I am travelling along the axis of my universe. I am 
 travelling to the epicentre of my cause and effect. 
 Everyone has one. It is the place where the rules on 
 which you base yourself, whether you like them or not, 
 or whether you acknowledge them or not, were created.

 ROSE, as an elderly woman, enters, picks up the 
 handles of the wheelbarrow filled with soil and begins to 
 push it cross stage. SAMANTHA unconsciously rubs her 
 stomach, swaying with the rolling of the bus, an action 
 mirrored further on stage by ROSE as she brushes the 
 rim of the feint circle around SAMANTHA and then 
 veers off to the other side of the stage.
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SAMANTHA  In my mind’s eye she is there. As she is always there. 
 Walking the rim. The slow paces of perseverance as she 
 plots a never-ending orbit around him.

 ROSE rests for a moment on the edge of the wheelbarrow. 
 She wipes her neck and face with the edge of her dress in 
 an uninhibited fashion. We see STANLEY’s shadow 
 through the window of the house, seated and still.

STANLEY  [Off] Where are you off to with that wheelbarra there, Rosie?

ROSE  Hey? You awake there, Stanley? Thought you were still 
 in bed.

STANLEY  I am. Where are you taking that soil? 

ROSE  Aw … just re-arranging things here a bit. It’s going to be 
 a hot stinker of a day.

STANLEY  Is that top soil you got there? Where’d you get that?

ROSE  I should put the sprinklers on. Make it cool. Hey? Yes, 
 it’s top soil. What’s left of it.

STANLEY  Where would you be putting that? 

ROSE  Harry brought it over for me. Didn’t you hear the ruckus?

STANLEY  What’s that? 

ROSE  I don’t know how you could’ve slept through it. Harry 
 brought it over last night with Shirley, and Shirley made 
 the mistake of bringing that Tina with her. Harry has 
 just finished dumping out the soil when Tina ups and 
 outs the back of the Ute and tears away at our dogs. Well! 
 It was one big ball of top soil and dog’s tails. Tina’s flying 
 at them something savage, Shirley’s in there with a stick 
 trying to pull our dogs out of it. [laughing] It weren’t 
 funny at all at the time. Thought Shirley was going to get 
 her hand bit off.
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STANLEY  Our dogs probably mistook Tina for a piece of sausage. 
 Easy enough mistake.

ROSE  Turn around and there’s your brother leaning on the 
 bonnet of the Ute with this big grin from ear to ear.

STANLEY  'Bet Harry hates that bloody dog. Shirley’s always 
 petting it up like it was some five -year-old kid.

ROSE  When we finally scattered them, there’s Tina, ears 
 half-chewed off, blood all down her snout, shaking like a 
 leaf. And Shirley’s covered in soil from head to foot. 
 And Harry grabs Tina, wraps her in a rag, plonks her 
 back in the Ute and says “Tah for the show!”

STANLEY  Oh jeez. Shirl would of made a good mother.

SAMANTHA  Odd, isn’t it? 

STANLEY  [thinking it was ROSE who spoke] What? 

ROSE  Eh? No, I was just thinking. The way things turn out.

SAMANTHA  Funny old life. 

ROSE  Funny old life. We got Phillip and Cynthia and 
 Samantha … And just across the creek, Shirley and 
 Harry have no-one but each other and that fool dog. 
 Shirley and Harry. You and I. Funny, hey? You just do 
 what you do and you keep doing it and never really put 
 your head up to see what’s happened.

SAMANTHA  Or to suppose what could have happened if —

ROSE  Like someone had it all planned out for us, right from 
 the start. You just never know, do you Stanley? Stan?

 ROSE thinks STANLEY has fallen back to sleep. With a 
 renewed energy, she prepares to push the wheelbarrow again.
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STANLEY  Rose? 

ROSE  Yes? 

STANLEY  Can you fetch me a glass of water? 

ROSE  In a minute. 

 She goes to leave.

STANLEY  Where are you putting that top soil? 

 ROSE throws down the wheelbarrow.

ROSE  If you must know I’m putting it out the side! 

STANLEY  What for? 

ROSE  Never you mind what for! 

STANLEY  You building up for that rose garden again?

ROSE  What if I am? 

STANLEY  Not again! Bloody waste of effort! How many times is 
 this now? You tried 'round the front and they burnt up. 
 You tried down the bailyards and the cows et 'em. You 
 tried over near the creek and the floods got 'em.

ROSE  I haven’t tried 'round the side here. 

STANLEY  It’s not the right soil there! 

ROSE  [pointing to the contents of the wheelbarrow] This is the 
 right soil!

STANLEY  They won’t take on. And even if they do, they’re these 
 miserable little shrivelled up buds that get bit with the 
 first frost.
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ROSE  I’ll cover them. 

STANLEY  What’ll be the point? You won’t see them then. It’ll be 
 this bush full of plastic bags.

ROSE  I’ll see them. 

STANLEY  You’ll use up too much water. 

ROSE  Aw, get out! I want a rose garden. I’m sick of cucumbers 
 and caulies with grubs in them.

STANLEY  Well, good! All the grubs’ll come eat your roses and 
 leave the rest of it alone.

ROSE  Well, good on them! 

 Dogs bark.

ROSE  [to the dogs] Here! Bomber! Sit down! 

STANLEY  Can you bring us a cup of tea? 

ROSE  [softer] In a minnie. 

STANLEY  What time is it? 

ROSE  Quarter past seven. 

STANLEY  What time’s this barbecue tonight? 

ROSE  I wouldn’t have a clue, Stanley. Not until after Sam gets here.

STANLEY  I need me medicine. I don’t feel so crash hot.

ROSE  Let me get on with this. I’ll be in with you in a tick.

STANLEY  Are you driving into town today? 

ROSE  [exiting pushing the wheelbarrow] No. 
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STANLEY  Is anyone driving into town today? 

ROSE  No. 

 ROSE exits.

STANLEY  Who’s picking Samantha up from the bus stop?

 Pause.

STANLEY  Hoy, Rose? Rose? You there? 

 Dogs bark.

STANLEY  Rose? I wanted to wish you a happy birthday.

 A low howling wind that reminds us of an isolated 
 lonely place.

SAMANTHA  Stanley? Stanley, come out! Come see the cut of the 
 land. We’ll play a game while we wait, shall we?

 SAMANTHA levels her hand against the horizon and 
 pivots slowly.

SAMANTHA  We’ll level the house to the ground, knock down the 
 tank stand, the crumbling bailyards, the pump, the 
 forgotten orchard, the broken fences and the gates and 
 the chook yard. And we will peel back all the years of 
 dust. And we will see what truly was.

 STANLEY has shuffled onto stage as an old man, 
 sickly and hunched. Oblivious to SAMANTHA he stares 
 about the yard. SAMANTHA manipulates his body into 
 a young man.

SAMANTHA  You must stand straight, Stanley. Shoulders back. Arms. 
 Strong. Legs. Braced.

 She runs her hand over his face.
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SAMANTHA Smooth away the lines. Eyes wide. Chin determined. Jaw 
 set. Yes, something like that.

 Pause.

 There will always be the haves and the have-nots. You 
 were a have-not. Your father gave you this land, a humble 
 inheritance, a slice of scrub pie, a farm on which to create 
 your own set of rules. A new game, Stanley, based on the 
 old game, with different players. And the rules … as 
 only you saw fit.

 STANLEY, as a young man, surveys his piece of land. 
 SAMANTHA bumps him forward and he cartwheels, 
 landing centre stage. He is a man in his late twenties.

STANLEY  How about it, Rosie? 

SAMANTHA  Hot, parched, isolated, grey earth slab …

STANLEY  Doesn’t look like much at the moment but just you wait, 
 Rose.

SAMANTHA  … shimmering devil-devils on the horizon, far as the 
 eye could see.

STANLEY  We’ll build it up the way we want from scratch.

SAMANTHA  Stark white heat that stirred up the willy  willies of dust. 
 Dry, flat scrub plain, glared in the sun and made you squint.

 ROSE enters as a young woman, shading her eyes from 
 the glare. She carries a hat and gloves, having come 
 directly from church.

STANLEY  We can pump water up from the creek, that’s no 
 problem. [pointing across the creek] Shirl and Harry 
 have taken up that high ground across there. I dunno 
 what for. I told him he was a mug. Everyone knows 
 the ground’s not as fertile.
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ROSE  At least we’ll all be close. We’ll be able to hear Harry 
 playing his music at night.

STANLEY  [disinterested] Yeah. 

 He marks a cross with the heel of his boot.

STANLEY  The house’ll be just here. Look, Rosie! Just here, a big 
 wooden palace.

ROSE  With rose bushes all around? 

STANLEY  Hundreds of them! Can’t you see them? We’ll need a big 
 water stand. And I’ll fence off that section over there to 
 keep a few chooks and what have you. I got this idea 
 about fruit trees, Rose. We can buy them already grafted 
 so we’d only have to wait a couple of years for a crop. 
 Fruit fetches a fair old price these days. Harry’s up for it 
 as well, he says. Dad’s going crook at me about it, but 
 I don’t reckon he’s got a say in it. I’ll do what I want here. 
 Hey. How’s this? “The Lucas Fine Fruit Empire”. Hey?

 ROSE laughs shyly.

STANLEY  Rose, this is it. This is the place where I want to work 
 and go to sleep and dream big and get up in the morning 
 and smell bacon in the air. Can you cook bacon?

ROSE Some wife I’ll be if I can’t. 

STANLEY  How much bacon can you cook? 

ROSE  Depends how big the pig is. 

STANLEY  Enough to feed me and our seven kids? 

ROSE  Steady on. 

STANLEY  We’ll just have to buy a big pan, I suppose. 
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SAMANTHA  And a very big pig. 

STANLEY  This deserves a beer. I’ve got some in the truck.

ROSE  Stan … you’ve had a few already. And it’s Sunday.

STANLEY  Ow. Don’t start that again. I bet you “Lord Almighty” 
 don’t give two hoots. I want to make a toast. I won’t be 
 telling anyone you had some. Just have a sip with me. 
 Take a chance. Eh?

 He runs off.

ROSE  [singing] “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me … ” 

SAMANTHA  Chance. Let’s have a yarn about chance. Ever wondered 
 what minute turns of events could change a person’s life 
 forever?

 SHIRLEY, as a young woman, enters. She is pulling on 
 gloves, adjusting her hat. At the same time, ROSE is 
 pulling on her gloves and hat as well.

SAMANTHA  Being in the right place — 

SHIRLEY  Or the wrong place — 

SAMANTHA  Stepping to the right — 

ROSE  Stepping to the left — 

SHIRLEY  Hearing a word — 

SAMANTHA  Or hearing it incorrectly. [beat] Returning home from 
 church one summer morning —

 ROSE and SHIRLEY begin to walk together, arm-in-arm.

SHIRLEY  When the grey earth shimmered under our feet —
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ROSE  The branches of the jacarandas were heavy with purple 
 bells —

SHIRLEY  And the lazy buzz of cicadas consumed the air —

SAMANTHA  Chance, or the hand of the Lord himself, crept up 
 behind two friends, Shirley and Rose. A tanned and 
 grinning face leant out of an old Ford truck. Harold 
 Lucas on his way back to the vegetable farm with his 
 brother Stanley. [speaking as STAN] Morning ladies, 
 how’s it going?

SHIRLEY  [to ROSE] No, it was Harry who spoke first. He says —

SAMANTHA  [as HARRY] Where’re you two pretty ladies off to?

ROSE  [to SHIRLEY] Harry said no such thing! More likely it 
 was Stan. He was the cheeky one.

SHIRLEY  I says it was Harry done most the talking. 

ROSE  Harry never said a word. 

 The two ladies go to argue.

SAMANTHA  Hang on, who’s telling this yarn? 

 The two ladies resume their walk, casting glances aside 
 at the two brothers.

SHIRLEY  Their hair smelt like poppyseed oil. 

ROSE  And the sleeves of their shirts were rolled up and 
 drenched in sweat.

SHIRLEY  They looked alright, you know. 

ROSE  They looked like hoods! 
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SHIRLEY  And Harry leans out the truck window again and says 
 real suave like —

SAMANTHA  [as HARRY] I say, morning ladies, how are yous?

 SHIRLEY fiddles with her hair and smiles at the two 
 men. ROSE looks away smiling shyly. SAMANTHA 
 clears her throat.

SAMANTHA  [as HARRY] You ladies need a lift somewhere?

SHIRLEY  I don’t think I would be caught dead in your dirty old 
 truck, fellas, I says.

ROSE  Then Stanley says — 

SAMANTHA  [as STANLEY] Oh. now that’s a shame. It’s a hot day and 
 we’d hate for you ladies to get sunstruck.

SHIRLEY  Oh yeah, I says, and where would we sit if we took you 
 up on this lift? You don’t expect us to sit up the back with 
 all the rotten cabbage leaves, do you? And Stan says —

SAMANTHA  [as STANLEY] Plenty a room in the front here!

ROSE  [whispering] Shirley, I’m not going anywhere with them!

SHIRLEY  That’s how they first knew my name. They trailed us 
 back to the nurses quarters.

ROSE/SHIRLEY  Cheeky. 

ROSE  And then there was that ,phone call. 

SHIRLEY  That’s right, that’s how it started. 

ROSE  Being in the right place — 

SHIRLEY  Being in the wrong place —
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ROSE  Hearing a word —

SAMANTHA  Or hearing it incorrectly —

ROSE  That 'phone call! 

SHIRLEY  Stanley Lucas says — 

SAMANTHA  Can I speak to Shirley, please. 

SHIRLEY  Sister Gideon says — 

ROSE  Who? 

SHIRLEY  Stanley Lucas says — 

SAMANTHA  Is there a nurse there called Shirley? 

SHIRLEY  Sister Gideon says —

ROSE  Hold the line, please. 

SHIRLEY  Poor Old Giddsy. Deaf as a post, always was! It was a 
 simple mistake.

SAMANTHA  She didn’t bring Shirley to the phone at all. It was Nurse 
 Hurley that she called to the 'phone, Nurse Rose Hurley.

ROSE  And that was how I met Stanley Lucas. 

SHIRLEY  A simple mistake. 

ROSE  Ow, but I don’t really think it was. Some things you can’t 
 explain.

SAMANTHA  But what if old Giddsy had got it right? 

ROSE  [to SAMANTHA] I got no time for the what  ifs.
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SAMANTHA  How do you think it would have turned out, Mum, if 
 it were Shirley who’d answered the 'phone? You might 
 have chosen Harry, mightn’t you?

SHIRLEY  Then I might have chosen Stanley. 

ROSE  And all that is yours, might have been mine.

SHIRLEY  And all that is yours — 

 The two women exchange a look. They cover their mouths 
 with their hands in a simultaneous gasp. Each is stabbed 
 with the realisation of what could have been hers. 
 ROSE turns away. SHIRLEY exits. ROSE blocks her 
 ears with her fingers. SAMANTHA gently encircles her 
 mother; rocking her gently.

ROSE  [singing] Surely goodness and mercy … 

SAMANTHA  Pleasant it must be, to not be burdened with the 
 possibilities of chance —

ROSE  [singing] … Shall follow me … 

SAMANTHA  With the trust of a child, relinquish all choice to the 
 blessed hands of the Lord.

ROSE  [singing] All the days, all the days of my life …

SAMANTHA  To be given absolute absolution. 

ROSE  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me … all the 
 days … [unblocking her ears] … all the days of my life …

 STANLEY re-enters with a beer and tumblers.

STANLEY  What’s that, doll? 

ROSE  Just a hymn. 
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STANLEY  Ahh. 

ROSE  Ahh. 

STANLEY  How are you at pulling up tree stumps? 

ROSE  About as good as you at singing hymns. 

STANLEY  Ahh. 

ROSE  Ahh. 

SAMANTHA  A new game, the Ahh game. The game where the rule is 
 to agree to disagree.

 He pours her a tumbler of beer. She refuses it. He drinks 
 and smiles at her.

STANLEY  You’re pretty, Rose. [beat] Of course, we can’t do it all 
 on our own. Harry’ll pitch in with our building if we 
 pitch in with his and Shirley’s. It’ll be all up and running 
 in no time.

ROSE  I can come out and help you after work. [beat]

STANLEY  You’ll be finished with all that, won’t you? 

 SAMANTHA leans forward to ROSE.

ROSE  Yep. I’ll be a fully qualified nurse in twelve months’ time.

STANLEY  You won’t need to be a fully qualified nurse in twelve 
 months’ time.

ROSE  Why not? 

STANLEY  You’ll be Mrs Stanley Lucas with a rose garden all the 
 way around her big wooden palace.
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ROSE  But I’ve put in so much hard work. If I didn’t finish now, 
 I would’ve been wasting all my time.

STANLEY  What do you want to do it for? It’s just a piece of paper. 
 There’ll be other things to do besides chasing pieces of 
 paper.

SAMANTHA  Things like chasing children. How many children did 
 you say, Stan?

STANLEY  Seven kids. 

SAMANTHA  Seven, Rose. He’s not fooling. 

ROSE  But I say it’s ridiculous. Shirley’s going to finish. It’s only 
 twelve months.

STANLEY  And I say it’s a bloody waste of time! 

ROSE  What if I ever needed to work? 

STANLEY  You won’t need to work. 

SAMANTHA  I need to work. 

ROSE  I might, you just never know. I might — 

STANLEY  [suddenly and aggressively] You won’t need to work! 
 I’m not going to have it put about town that I can’t 
 support my own family. You either want to be a qualified 
 nurse or you want to be my wife. That’s about the size of 
 it. There now. Take your pick.

SAMANTHA  [whispering] Take your pick. 

STANLEY  We could probably put up a bailyard, keep some 
 milkers. Nice fresh milk every morning, that’d be nice, 
 wouldn’t it, Rosie?
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ROSE Mmm. 

STANLEY  And fresh eggs, too. 

SAMANTHA  [whispering] Take your pick. 

STANLEY  Hey? I say, fresh eggs, too. 

ROSE  Mmm. 

 STANLEY circles her, sniffing at the air with mock concern.

STANLEY  Hoy? Can you smell something? 

ROSE  What? 

STANLEY  I can smell something. It’s a funny, sort of sweet smell. 
 Can’t you? Like, ah … like …

SAMANTHA  The farm was unfamiliar to Rose, hostile and hungry —
 looking, like a savage stray dog. But this small plot of 
 land, flat and barren, was Stanley’s.

STANLEY  Smells like … [coming from behind and grabbing her] 
 … like roses!

 ROSE squeals with protest and innocent delight. Her 
 laughter continues throughout the following, as Stan 
 hugs her.

SAMANTHA  This farm is what her God had brought her to and she 
 lovingly surrendered to it with the innocence of a child. 
 The huge, thick blanket of God’s will …

ROSE  [laughing] Surrounds my life and keeps me warm.

 During the following, SAMANTHA draws a large circle 
 around ROSE and STANLEY with the stick. STANLEY 
 stands behind ROSE gripping her shoulders. Gradually 
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 STANLEY begins leaning on ROSE so hard her knees 
 begin to buckle. His movement is a deliberate grinding, 
 forceful one, pushing ROSE to the ground. By the time 
 the circle is drawn, ROSE is on her knees.

SAMANTHA  Stanley and Rose fell in love in 1949. There is an 
 innocence in love that is terrifying. It is terrifying 
 because of its unbearable fragility. It was a new age that 
 stretched before them. People were strong and full of 
 hope. There was this rush of confidence about things, 
 of making things and building things up. This is the 
 generation who had fought for something very real 
 and now was the time to claim it. Land was cleared, 
 houses went up where there had once only been scrub. 
 Tiny pockets of spirited enterprise appeared here and 
 there on the landscape. In each of the pockets, dreams 
 were being dreamt.

 STANLEY goes to exit.

SAMANTHA  Where are you off to Stanley Lucas? 

 He turns briefly, throws a look of contempt and exits.

 SAMANTHA takes an empty paper bag out of her 
 luggage. She opens it and holds it on her lap. SHIRLEY 
 enters with a hessian bag full of lemons. She dumps the 
 bag on the ground beside ROSE.

SHIRLEY  Praying won’t help, Rose! Radio says it’s not going to rain.

ROSE  Oh. Shirley, g’day. I was just planting some lawn.

SHIRLEY  Lawn? You’ll be lucky. The house is coming along though.

ROSE  I can’t wait for a proper roof over our heads. I’m fairly 
 sick of not having one.

SHIRLEY  Thank God it’s not raining then, hey? Where are the boys?
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ROSE  Last I heard they were gone into town to buy the 
 corrugated iron. That was a few hours ago now. It’s 
 getting dark and I’m getting suspicious.

SAMANTHA  Leave them be. They’ve worked hard. 

ROSE  Leave them be, they’ve worked hard! Hear that quite a 
 bit these days. Work, the excuse for all evils.

SHIRLEY  You’re a bit titchy, aren’t you? What’s up? 

SAMANTHA  Tell her. 

ROSE  [indicating the hessian bag] What’s in the bag?

SAMANTHA  Nothing. 

SHIRLEY  Lemons. I’ve made lemon meringue pie, lemon sorbet, 
 lemon biscuits, lemon spread, lemonade and lemon 
 delicious and I’m sick to death of lemons. You want them?

ROSE  I’ll swap you for a bag of apricots. I couldn’t face looking 
 at any more bottles of stewed apricot myself. This fruit 
 business is a bit of a joke.

SHIRLEY  Ah, it’ll get better. Just our timing’s a bit off at the moment.

ROSE  All 'round bad timing, I’d say. I don’t know, Shirl.

 SAMANTHA lurches forward toward the bag as if she 
 will vomit. False alarm. She leans back.

SAMANTHA  Tell her. 

ROSE  There’s a bit more at stake now than just Stan and me.

SHIRLEY  You mean what I think you mean? 

 ROSE nods.
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SHIRLEY  Well, I’ll be blowed, you beat me to it! [hugging ROSE] 
 Congratulations!

 SAMANTHA lurches again and this time retches on 
 the word “Congratulations!” She continues to throw 
 heartily as SHIRLEY excitedly hugs ROSE.

SHIRLEY  You rotten thing, I’m jealous as all heck! 

ROSE  Nah! You’ll be next, you wait and see! 

SHIRLEY  What’s it feel like? 

ROSE  I’m — 

SHIRLEY  Nervous? I bet you are. I’m nervous for you! Come on, 
 what’s it feel like?

SAMANTHA  Nothing else in the world like it, Aunt Shirl. [wiping 
 vomit from her mouth] Fabulous.

ROSE  It’s good, but … 

SHIRLEY  You’re unsure? 

SAMANTHA  You wish you didn’t have to — 

ROSE  I didn’t say that. Just the way Stan’s carrying on around 
 here —

SAMANTHA  You wish you could’ve had a choice — 

ROSE  [to SAMANTHA] Stop putting words in my mouth. I’m 
 not talking about picking and choosing. All right for you!

SAMANTHA  Ha! All right for me! 

SHIRLEY  Rose! I’d give anything. Anything! 
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ROSE  I just wish things were better. 

SHIRLEY  Maybe this will make it better. Stan’s just got to have his 
 little party. This’ll sober him up, you’ll see. It’ll be just 
 the ticket.

STANLEY [offstage] Rose! 

SAMANTHA  And here he comes, just the ticket. 

 STANLEY blunders in, drunk and angry.

STANLEY  Rose! Where’s the rope? 

ROSE  I didn’t hear you drive up. What rope? 

STANLEY Rope. The rope! A rope! Any rope! A piece of bloody 
 rope, for Chrissake!

ROSE Stanley! 

SHIRLEY  Not going to hang yourself, are you Stan? 

STANLEY  I want rope. 

SHIRLEY  You know what they say, give’ em enough and they’ll —

STANLEY  Keep out of this, Shirley. I want some bloody rope, can’t 
 you hear me?

SHIRLEY  I reckon they can hear you in town, Stan. 

ROSE What do you want rope for? 

STANLEY  For the truck! 

ROSE  Which truck? Our Ford? 

STANLEY  How many bloody trucks do we own, Rose? 'Course it’s 
 for the Ford. Jesus!
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SHIRLEY  Well, it could have been for the Rolls Royce truck 
 you own, Stanley. You have to make yourself plain when 
 you’re giving out Gestapo orders.

 STANLEY turns viciously toward SHIRLEY.

STANLEY  I’m warning you Shirley to shut your trap! 

 SHIRLEY stands her ground with a faint smile. She 
 is unafraid to meet his challenge, almost daring him. 
 ROSE steps between them.

ROSE  Now, listen! Listen! Shirley’s going into the house now to 
 look for the rope, aren’t you, Shirley? Yeah?

SHIRLEY  Only if you say so, Rose. 

ROSE  I think it might be a good idea. 

SHIRLEY  Are you all right, Rose? 

ROSE  Yeah, we’re right as rain, aren’t we, Stan? 

 SHIRLEY exits.

ROSE  What do you want the rope for? 

STANLEY  The truck. 

ROSE  And where is the truck? 

STANLEY  It’s in the bloody creek, isn’t it! 

ROSE  Oh. Stan … 

STANLEY  I’m sorry, Rose. I hit a tree. We careered straight off 
 down the bank and into the water.

ROSE  Harry! Is Harry all right? 
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STANLEY  He’s flamin’ marvellous! He’s gone home to get the 
 tractor. The truck’s up to its mud in axle. The corrugated 
 iron’s spread from here to timbuck, all mashed up. Jesus, 
 bugger it. I hate trees. They got it in for me. You know, it 
 is the only tree, the only bloody tree between here and 
 town and I swear the bastard stepped out onto the 
 bloody road and was waiting for me. I’m a fool, Rose. 
 I’m a fool and I’m sorry.

SAMANTHA  And it’ll never happen again. 

ROSE  [shaking her head] Stanley. 

STANLEY  I know. It’ll never never happen again. 

SAMANTHA  It’ll be different. 

ROSE  You ought to wake up to yourself. 

STANLEY  It’ll be different from now on, Rose. I promise. This 
 bloke down the pub reckons there’s a job on the railways 
 for me. It means I’ll be away for stretches at a time but 
 the money’s good. I promise. It’s a different game 
 altogether.

SAMANTHA  Mum, we have to talk about — 

ROSE Not now.

SAMANTHA  But — 

SHIRLEY  [waving a rope] Hoy! Will this do? 

ROSE  Yeah, come on. We’re all going for a walk.

SHIRLEY  An evening stroll with a piece of rope. Under the stars, 
 gentle breeze … with a piece of rope. Would somebody 
 please tell me what’s going on?
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ROSE  I’ll tell you on the way. 

SHIRLEY  You alright? 

ROSE  I’m flaming marvellous. 

 ROSE, STANLEY and SHIRLEY exit. Dogs barking.

SAMANTHA  So it began and so it continued, one round stacked upon 
 the next, as he stumbled out the shapes and jagged 
 edges of his kingdom. The iron, the wood, the nails, 
 the barbed wire, and the chicken mesh. The sliprails, 
 the posts, the paint that will turn to powder from staring 
 at the sun. And he fleshed out this landscape with his 
 blood and bone. New players …

CYNTHIA  [off] Yoohoo! 

SAMANTHA  … reflected in his image … came into his field of play.

 CYNTHIA enters the yard from the house, carrying 
 a plastic bag of tomatoes and a clipboard with pen. 
 She is oblivious to SAMANTHA throughout. She taps 
 on the side window, calling.

CYNTHIA  Phillip, you awake in there? Do you know where Mum is?

 CYNTHIA returns into the house. ROSE enters, fiercely 
 pushing an empty wheelbarrow, crossing from one side 
 of the stage to the other and exiting.

SAMANTHA  When we were kids we used to pull faces in the mirror 
 together. Remember? We wanted to see which one of us 
 would look the most like Mum.

 CYNTHIA returns to the backyard.

CYNTHIA  You around here, Mum? 
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SAMANTHA  And Aunt Shirl said if you spend your life getting angry 
 about things you start getting “cranky lines”? So we 
 painted lines on each other to see if we’d look like Dad. 
 'Member that?

 CYNTHIA sees a dog.

CYNTHIA  Alley! Come here. Alley Agate! Come here, girl, come 
 on. [the dog refuses to come] Don’t then, you silly mongrel.

 CYNTHIA refers to her clipboard and scans the yard. 
 She checks off items on a list.

SAMANTHA  What else do you remember, Cyn? Remember I was in 
 the yard here …

CYNTHIA [about her list] No. 

SAMANTHA I was hiding behind a 44 gallon drum. Remember … 

CYNTHIA No. 

SAMANTHA  And you were hiding in the house, peeping through the 
 curtains —  

CYNTHIA No. 

SAMANTHA  Yes! 

 CYNTHIA contemplates the set up of the party lights. 
 SAMANTHA trails behind her.

SAMANTHA  You do remember. I was hiding in the yard and you were 
 hiding in the house. Dad was in the yard and I was scared 
 shitless. When I looked at you, you were shooing at me 
 like this with your hand and pointing over to the creek.

 CYNTHIA looks up and runs an imaginary line from 
 the trees to the corner of the house. CYNTHIA quickly 
 marks out the distance with her brisk strides.
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SAMANTHA  I couldn’t work out what you meant. I was so scared.

CYNTHIA  [simultaneously] One, two three four five six seven. 
 Seven? Bugger it!

 She makes a note of it on her clipboard.

CYNTHIA  Extension lead. 

 She reads from her check list as she wanders the yard.

SAMANTHA  Finally I worked out what you meant and I bolted.

CYNTHIA  Now! Tie the dogs up … 

SAMANTHA  I ran and ran —  

CYNTHIA  Kitchen table, six chairs —  

SAMANTHA  I ran to the creek and I swam the creek like a fish all the 
 way to Uncle Harry’s and — 

CYNTHIA  Nuh, seven chairs, counting Uncle Harry. Oh! A couple 
 more just in case Rodney and the boys get their stupid 
 act together.

SAMANTHA  Cynthia! 

CYNTHIA  Tomatoes for the salad, jelly for the trifle, marinade for 
 the steaks.

 SAMANTHA turns away with a grunt. CYNTHIA stops 
 as she notices some car doors in the yard.

 Aw, Phillip! You still haven’t moved those old car doors 
 like I asked …

 She reads an item on her list.
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 Haul the old Ford truck out of the creek. 

 She pauses and gestures weakly at the Ford truck in 
 the creek.

 Yeah, like that’s really going to happen today, isn’t it?

 She shakes her head and draws an emphatic line 
 through that item of her list.

CYNTHIA I don’t know how poor Mum puts up with it. [calling] 
 Phillip!

SAMANTHA She plays by the rules. Just like you. 

STANLEY [off] Is that you, Samantha?

CYNTHIA No, Dad. Cynthia. Go back to sleep. 

STANLEY When’s Samantha getting in? 

CYNTHIA Six o’clock or something. 

STANLEY  What’s the time now? 

CYNTHIA  I don’t know. 

STANLEY  Hey? 

CYNTHIA  About nine. Where’s Mum? 

 Pause.

STANLEY  Has Mum gone to town, has she? 

CYNTHIA No, her car’s still there. 

STANLEY  Hey? Where is she? 

CYNTHIA  I don’t know! I’m asking you! 
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STANLEY  You making a cup of tea? 

CYNTHIA  No. 

 The sound of chooks flurrying. ROSE enters with 
 another load of soil and a hessian bag of oranges on top.

ROSE  Oh, Cynthia. Grab that bag off the top there, will you?

CYNTHIA [hugging ROSE] Happy birthday, Mum. 

ROSE [still holding the wheelbarrow] Tah. luv. Just grab that bag?

 CYNTHIA takes it.

ROSE  [exiting] Tah. 

STANLEY  Rose? 

CYNTHIA  She’s gone. [calling after her] What are you up to, Mum?

STANLEY  Go and talk some sense into her. She’s building up for 
 that rose garden again.

CYNTHIA  Oh. No, I’m not getting mixed up in that again. Last 
 time it ended in a barney.

 CYNTHIA begins eating a tomato from her own bag.

STANLEY  A disagreement. 

CYNTHIA  Oh, excuse me? A brawl. Let her have her way for once, 
 instead of always setting yourself up as the leader of the 
 opposition.

STANLEY  That’ll be enough of that. Not talking politics.

CYNTHIA  Aren’t we now? 

STANLEY  Ahh. 

CYNTHIA  Ahh. 
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STANLEY  What are you eating? 

CYNTHIA  Cake. 

STANLEY  What? 

CYNTHIA  Tomato. 

STANLEY  No thanks. 

CYNTHIA  A new strain. Grew them myself. Your Dad would have 
 been proud of me.

 ROSE enters dusting off her hands.

ROSE Righto, who’s for a cup of tea?

STANLEY Yes please, Rose. 

ROSE Sorry, Cynthia, I couldn’t stop before. 'Was on a roll.

 ROSE and SAMANTHA take a tomato each and eat.

ROSE  Tomatoes never taste like tomatoes these days. All this 
 whizz-bang genetical hydro  techno bizzo! Not like the 
 old days, eh, Stan, when you had to take pot luck? 
 Veg’ was veg’.

SAMANTHA  Fruit was fruit. 

ROSE All you had was your blood and bone. Farms were 
 simpler back then, hey, Stan?

SAMANTHA  Some things change, some things don’t, hey Stan?
 
 ROSE spits out her mouthful of tomato onto the ground 
 and discards the rest. She picks up the hessian bag.

ROSE  Oh, and Old Sister Gideon sent us some oranges from 
 her tree. They’re not exactly sweet.
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STANLEY  [off] How surprising. 

CYNTHIA I remember all the fruit trees we had out here. We should 
 grow stuff like that again like we used to.

STANLEY  [off] Oh, don’t start. Too much water. 

ROSE  Too much work. Alright when you’re young, I suppose.

STANLEY  Sort of like rose gardens … 

CYNTHIA  [quickly] Has Aunt Shirl been over here yet?

STANLEY  Rose? 

ROSE  Yes? [to CYNTHIA] No. But she has called. She’s in an 
 awful flap about this party, Cynthia.

CYNTHIA  I told her not to take on too much. But did she listen to me?

ROSE  You never go over there any more. 

CYNTHIA  I’ve been too busy trying to keep control of Rod and the boys.

SAMANTHA  Here we go … 

 SAMANTHA mouths CYNTHIA’s words Silently.

CYNTHIA  I’ve told Rodney: he’ll be needing a push bike. He’ll lose 
 his licence [jerking her thumb towards the house] like 
 you-know -who. I’m not going to run around after him. 
 You know what I mean.

STANLEY  Rose, can you bring me a towel? I’m going to have a wash.

SAMANTHA  She knows what you mean. 

ROSE  [to SAMANTHA] You don’t make things better by 
 complaining.
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CYNTHIA  Yes, but if Rodney gets copped one more point for drink 
 drive, it’s all over. Then who’s going to drive him to and 
 from work? I’ve told him. He can sit on a bike and swivel.

ROSE  You do boss him about a bit. 

CYNTHIA  So it’s all my fault? 

ROSE  All I was saying in the first place is that you should drop 
 by on Shirley and Harry more. They miss you I think. 
 You kids used to be always over there. 

CYNTHIA When we were kids. 

STANLEY Hey, where’s this cup of tea?

ROSE In a sec’. [to CYNTHIA] I always say that you should 
 start the way you intend to finish. Can’t change horses in 
 mid-stream or everyone’ll get confused.

STANLEY  Hey Rose? 

ROSE Yes, you want a cup of tea. It’s coming. 

CYNTHIA  I’ll make it. Christ, Dad, give it a rest. 

 CYNTHIA exits to the house.

ROSE  Cynthia, no need for that sort of talk. 

 The sound of an old water pump. It is the heart and life 
 blood of the farm. The sounds of chooks. ROSE takes up 
 a bucket of chook feed from beside the steps. She is now 
 a woman in her late thirties. She begins throwing chook 
 feed onto the ground and looking across the creek. A distant 
 sound of a piano accordion playing “Skip to my Lou”. 
 It is slow and dreary at first but builds to a manic speed.

ROSE  [shouting across the creek] Shirl! I say, Shirley! [dog’s 
 barking, chooks flurry] Shoo away, you dogs!
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 CYNTHIA and SHIRLEY are heard singing off, distantly: 
 “Flies in the buttermilk, shoo, fly, shoo, flies in the 
 buttermilk, shoo, fly, shoo, flies in the buttermilk, shoo, 
 fly, shoo, skip to my lou my darling…” ROSE waits for 
 an answer. Throws more feed. She directs her speech to 
 the dogs.

ROSE  Yes, go on, have a good look you dogs. If I catch any 
 of you here with chook feathers hanging out your gob, 
 I’ll have you. Stan reckons you’re smart dogs. If you’re so 
 smart, why don’t he teach you how to chop the wood, 
 spray the fruit trees, turn off the pump, fix the wringer 
 and cook tea?

 CYNTHIA (as a young girl) and SHIRLEY (as a woman 
 in late thirties) appear “across the creek”.

ROSE  Sure as eggs Stan’s not around to do it. Where are those 
 kids? [calling] Shirley!

SHIRLEY  Yes! 

ROSE  Oh, there you are! Have you seen the kids? Are they 
 over there with you?

SHIRLEY  The girls are here. 

ROSE  Tell the beggars to get home! 

SHIRLEY  Hey? 

CYNTHIA  I’m here, Mum. Uncle Harry and Aunty Shirley’s 
 teaching me and Sam the polka!

ROSE  Where’s Phillip? 

CYNTHIA  Gone looking for crawchies! 

ROSE  What! 
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CYNTHIA  Crawchies! Yabbies! Crayfishing!! 

ROSE I know what crawchies are! Go and find him. It’s nearly 
 dark. Tell him to get home and get some wood chopped 
 if he wants a cooked tea. And Sam, you get across the 
 creek here as well, little Missy! [to herself] I can’t do 
 everything on my own.

CYNTHIA  All right. 

ROSE And look out for snakes! [to herself] Polka! 

 SHIRLEY comes close to the creek and turns off the pump. 

SHIRLEY  How’s it going, Rose? 

ROSE  Ow, just as you see it. 

SHIRLEY  Have you heard from him? 

ROSE  A few days back. He’s all right I suppose. 

SAMANTHA  Nothing that a few days off the grog wouldn’t fix.

ROSE  [to SAMANTHA] Shht! [to SHIRLEY] Listen, Shirl, the 
 wringers gone bung on me again. I had a go at fixing it.

SHIRLEY  I’ll get Harry to have a look at it. You alright?

SAMANTHA  No, she isn’t. 

ROSE  [to SAMANTHA] Don’t you pretend to know how I feel!

SAMANTHA  Were you alright, Mum? 

ROSE  Of course I am! Three beautiful kids, a boy and two 
 girls. There’s the farm. What a thing to ask!

SAMANTHA  But why wasn’t he here to help, Mum? 
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ROSE  He has work to do. Elsewhere. 

SAMANTHA  And you had work to do. 

ROSE  I’m not complaining. 

SAMANTHA  Just take it as it comes. 

ROSE  That’s right, just as it comes. 

SAMANTHA  Start the way you intend to finish? Play by the rules or 
 everyone’ll get confused?

ROSE  What would you prefer I do? Drop the bundle, I suppose. 
 Too easy for you, isn’t it, Samantha? If things don’t suit 
 you just right, you can up and change them. Plain spoilt 
 for choice, you are.

SAMANTHA  You knew what he was like! You saw it coming! What if — ?

ROSE  No ifs. I told you I haven’t got time for that game.

 The music swells. SAMANTHA sings “Skip to my Lou” 
 directly at ROSE. CYNTHIA and SHIRLEY join in. 
 ROSE breaks into tears.

 Lost my partner, what’ll I do?
 Lost my partner, what’ll I do?
 Lost my partner, what’ll I do?
 Skip to the Lou, my darling.
 I’ll find another one better than you, 
 I’ll find another one better than you, 
 I’ll find another one better than you, 
 Skip to Lou, my darling.
 Lou, Lou, skip to my Lou.
 Lou, Lou, skip to my Lou.
 Lou, Lou, skip to my Lou.

SAMANTHA  [softly to her mother] Skip to my Lou, my darling.
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 CYNTHIA and SHIRLEY exit.

 ROSE wipes her tears, again an old woman in her 
 seventies. She sees CYNTHIA and PHILLIP (as adults) 
 entering, carrying a large table through the door of the 
 house and down the steps into the yard.

PHILLIP  Stop dancing around with it, Cyn. You right? Got a grip? 

CYNTHIA  Yeah, yeah, Phillip, just take care of your end, alright? 
 Look out! Stop, Stop. 

PHILLIP  Will it fit through the doorway? 

CYNTHIA  Nah. We gonna have to turn it up. 

ROSE You right? You want a hand? 

CYNTHIA  No, it’s right Mum. We’ll do it. 

 SAMANTHA delves into the bag ROSE is holding and 
 pulls out oranges one at a time, inspecting them for a 
 good one to eat.

CYNTHIA  Now, bring it through that way. 

PHILLIP  Which way? 

CYNTHIA  That bloody way, the way I’m bloody pointing for 
 Christ’s sake.

ROSE  Cynthia! 

PHILLIP  Come on, Cynthia, move it through. 

CYNTHIA  My hand’s stuck! 

 ROSE hands the whole bag of oranges to SAMANTHA.

ROSE  Here, let me — 
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CYNTHIA  No, Mum it’s too heavy for you. 

ROSE  Oh, get out with you. I’m only 71, not 91, you know.

CYNTHIA  No, I don’t want you having one of your turns. Come on, 
 Phillip, you big girl.

SAMANTHA  Yeah, what are you, Phillip, some pussy little girl? 
 Remember that?

ROSE  That’s enough, Sam. 

SAMANTHA  I want to talk, Mum 

ROSE  I said no! 

 The table has been successfully brought into the yard. 
 CYNTHIA and PHILLIP hold it at either end.

PHILLIP  Now, where do you want it? 

CYNTHIA  I won’t know until it gets there, will I? 

PHILLIP  I’m putting it down here. 

CYNTHIA  I want it over there, in the shade. 

PHILLIP  It doesn’t matter about the shade, does it? The barbecue 
 isn’t 'til tonight.

SAMANTHA  She wants in the shade, Phillip. 

PHILLIP  Seems like a lot of fussing around to me. 

CYNTHIA  I want to get it right. 

PHILLIP  It’s just a bloody barbecue. 

CYNTHIA  No, it’s just a bloody barbecue that Uncle Harry might 
 be coming to.
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PHILLIP Bull.

SAMANTHA Aunt Shirl seems to think he is. She told me as much on 
 the 'phone a couple of weeks ago. Won’t that be special, 
 Flip Flop? All of us can have a yarn, a really good yarn.

PHILLIP How far we going with this thing?

SAMANTHA As far as it takes us all to see.

ROSE You’ll just upset yourself. And everyone else. Now leave 
 Phillip alone! 

PHILLIP  Cynthia? How far are we going? 

CYNTHIA  Can’t be under this tree, it’ll be covered in bird poop!

PHILLIP Then don’t put it under any tree then. 

CYNTHIA  It’s got to be in the shade. 

PHILLIP  Why didn’t you leave it in the kitchen then?

CYNTHIA  Because I want it outside for the party. God, you’re thick.

PHILLIP  Cynthia. Where do you want the bloody table? 
 'Cos once I put it down, I’m not picking it up again 
 unless it’s to haul it back into the kitchen after the party.

CYNTHIA  Umm … here. 

PHILLIP  Right, under the tree. And God help any birds that 
 decide to do a dump on it. I’m off.

 He goes to exit.

CYNTHIA  Phillip, bring a few chairs out, will you? Phillip? Phillip! 
 Are you going into town?

ROSE Shht! You’ll wake Dad. 
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CYNTHIA  I want Phillip to pick up some stuff if he’s going in.

ROSE  Dad’ll want to go to town with him. 

 PHILLIP enters with two chairs.

PHILLIP  Any particular location for these? 

 ROSE exits.

CYNTHIA  [indicating the table] Over here, of course. Now. I’ve 
 made a list of all the things I need from town … I want 
 dinner candles, pate, some of them wafer-thin after 
 dinner mints and a new thingamy for the bug zapper.

 She proffers him the list.

PHILLIP  Turn it up. 

CYNTHIA  Are you or are you not driving into town? 

PHILLIP  Shht! 

SAMANTHA  God! Hey, Dad? You awake? Guess what! Phillip here is 
 driving into town this morning and guess what else? 
 He’s not taking you to the pub!

 ROSE enters with a chair.

ROSE  Shht! 

CYNTHIA  Mum! Will you stop carrying chairs around? 

ROSE  Aw, get out with you. It’s just a chair. 
CYNTHIA  Have a seat. That cup of tea’s coming. 

PHILLIP  I’m off. 

CYNTHIA  [waving the list at him] Hoy! 
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 PHILLIP takes the list. 

CYNTHIA  [whispering] And don’t be too long! 

 PHILLIP exits. Dogs barking. SAMANTHA begins eating 
 an orange savagely, tearing it and devouring it angrily.

ROSE Who’s that pulling up the front before?

SAMANTHA [without looking] Aunt Shirley.

ROSE Sit down you dogs!

CYNTHIA Don’t worry about a thing. It’s all under control.

 CYNTHIA goes to the side of the yard to see who has 
 arrived.

CYNTHIA  It’s Aunt Shirl. Bugger. I thought it might have been one 
 of my boys come to help set up.

ROSE Yes, where are the boys? 

CYNTHIA  Fishing. Pig shooting. Parking. God only knows. I can’t 
 keep tabs on them. They’re wild. Just like their father.

 Dogs barking madly. Enter SHIRLEY with a large box. 
 CYNTHIA looks like she is shouting at SHIRLEY, but is 
 actually addressing a dog.

CYNTHIA  [savagely] Get under the house, you bloody mongrel of 
 a dog!

 SHIRLEY doesn’t even blink and makes for the table. 
 She puts down the box with relief.

SHIRLEY  I didn’t think I was going to blooming make that. How 
 are yous?

CYNTHIA  Popeye, get out of it! 
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SHIRLEY  Don’t worry, I’ve left my Tina at home. 

STANLEY  [off] Is that you, Shirl? 

SHIRLEY  Yes, it’s me, and by crikey look out! I’ve come over to 
 spring you into action. What are you still doing in bed, 
 Stanley? Today of all days!

CYNTHIA  I’ll make us that cuppa. 

 A distant whoop of joy from STANLEY offstage.

SHIRLEY  Cyn! How’s that pate recipe I given you turn out?

CYNTHIA  I’m onto it. 

SHIRLEY  God, I’ll have to sit down a tick. I’ve been up since four 
 cooking the rice and bean salads. [calling after CYNTHIA]
 Ow, Cynthia, pet! I’ve left some stuff in the back of the 
 car there. Bring them in for me, will you, luv?

 CYNTHIA exits. SHIRLEY sits with ROSE.

SHIRLEY  So, how’s the birthday girl? [calling to CYNTHIA] And 
 don’t uncover the sponge just yet, Cynthia. It’ll dry out 
 too much.

ROSE  Fit as a fiddle. 

SHIRLEY I’ve decided what I’m giving you for your birthday. 
 A shi-art-sue! I’ve been studying it in the Women’s 
 Weekly. I’m all read up about them now.
 
 ROSE looks perturbed and then recalls the word “shiatsu”. 
 SHIRLEY and ROSE both mime the action of a neck rub.

ROSE Oh …

SHIRLEY Shi — 

ROSE Art — 
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SHIRLEY Sue. You know.

ROSE For a second there I thought you meant one of them 
 miniature Japanese dogs.

SHIRLEY  I’ve been practising on Tina all week. Giving her wee back 
 a rub. She loves it. Just sits there with those big doe eyes.

ROSE  Are you sure that’s good for her? 

SHIRLEY Well, she never says otherwise. 

ROSE  What you got in the box here? 

SHIRLEY  This is the barbecue. Gas. Harry’s looking in the shed for 
 the instruction book. And he says he’ll have a hunt 'round 
 for his squeeze box while he’s at it. That’ll be something, 
 won’t it? [singing] “Lou, lou, skip to me Lou … ”

ROSE  So he really is coming over? 

SHIRLEY  Sounds like it. Won’t that be strange? It’ll be like the 
 good old days.

 A faint rumble of thunder. ROSE hears it and searches 
 the sky.

SAMANTHA  Like nothing ever happened? 

SHIRLEY  Bygones be bygones, after all these years. [calling to the 
 house] You hear that Stanley? Harry’s coming tonight. 
 [to ROSE] That’ll rattle him.

ROSE  It will be strange. Harry closing the book. 

SHIRLEY  He always was a slow reader. 

ROSE  You got to hand it to Harry for principles. One round in 
 the ring with Stanley over thirty years ago and — 

SHIRLEY  Yes, but Phillip was such a good kid and Harry — 
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 CYNTHIA stands at the top of the stairs.

CYNTHIA  You take sugar, don’t you, Aunt Shirl? 

 Pause.

SHIRLEY  Yes, luv. 

 CYNTHIA exits. Pause.

SHIRLEY  And when does little Whipper-Snipper get here? 

ROSE  Flew to Brisbane this arvo from Sydney. Then she’s on 
 the bus from there.

SHIRLEY  It seems like years since she’s been home, doesn’t it? 
 I suppose it bloomin’ well has been years. Mind you, not 
 surprising. She always was a city type of kid.

 SHIRLEY takes an orange from the bag, sniffs it but puts 
 it back.

ROSE She’s got herself a promotion, you know? Some sort of 
 manager now. It’s her lucky break. Says she’s the first 
 woman to ever get that far up in all that computer stuff.

SHIRLEY  Done well for a girl, hasn’t she? 

ROSE  Was that thunder? 

SHIRLEY When? Just now?

 They listen for a second. 

SHIRLEY  Nah!

SAMANTHA Time to talk about it, Mum. 

ROSE No, we can’t!
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SHIRLEY  Who can’t what? 

ROSE  Mmm? Nothing. 

SHIRLEY  Good on her, I say. 

ROSE Who? 

SHIRLEY  Samantha. 

ROSE Sorry, I was thinking about it going to rain. We haven’t 
 had a good rain in ages.

SHIRLEY  She’s a real go-getter. 

ROSE  Who? 

SHIRLEY  Samantha! You’re not going daffy on me are you?

ROSE  No! I wonder about this bloke she talks about from time 
 to time. She never says anything to me. To you?

 SHIRLEY shakes her head.

ROSE  She’s all very hush-hush about it. What is she now? 38?

SHIRLEY  39. 

ROSE  [tutting] 39! Well, she’d want to get a wriggle on.

SHIRLEY  Ow … Plenty of time yet, Rose. These days a woman 
 can get pregnant at the drop of a test tube. Makes me 
 laugh. Laugh until I cry. Kids if they want kids, no kids 
 if they don’t want kids, work if they want, don’t work 
 if they don’t want. I mean, women these days got their 
 cake and they’re scoffing it down as well, aren’t they?

 SAMANTHA gags on her orange.

SAMANTHA  We’ve got our cake and we’re choking on it.
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ROSE  I still worry about her. All that ambition … 

SHIRLEY  What are you worried about? She’s a smart girl. Are you 
 worried she’ll end up old and alone? [laughing] Jesus, 
 Rose! Look at my shining example for that!

ROSE  But you’ve got Harry. 

SHIRLEY  Yes, there’s Harry, and we spend half our time having a 
 go at each other and the other half not talking.

ROSE  Ow, Shirley, you got to admit he’s value. 

SHIRLEY  He’s a grumpy old fool and I can’t bear him most times. 
 Can’t imagine why I married him. It seemed like a good 
 idea at the time. And he was good looking.

 ROSE nods but is looking toward the sky as if she has 
 again heard thunder.

SHIRLEY  Yes. I got the better looking out of the two. But there’s 
 no guarantees, is there?

SAMANTHA None.

SHIRLEY But Harry was always good with the kids. He has the 
 patience of a saint, I think, them always over at our 
 house asking him to fix this toy, watch this cartwheel, 
 play that song on the piano accordion. Probably best 
 you did have to stop with just the three of them. Else 
 Harry and I would have been run flat as tacks.

 Thunder.

SHIRLEY  By God, you’re right. That’s thunder.

ROSE  The clouds must have spotted you carrying around that  
 barbecue. Murphy’s rules.
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 SAMANTHA drags ROSE centre stage to stand in the circle.

SAMANTHA  Yes, come on let’s talk about rules! Let’s have a look at 
 the good old simple days.

ROSE  No! 

SAMANTHA  So Uncle Harry wants to come to the party like 
 everyone else? Turn a blind eye and join the game? 
 Well, if that’s not the last straw! Come on, I want to see. 
 I want us all to see!

ROSE  It’s none of your business. It was a long time ago.

SHIRLEY  Hey, Rose, pet, take a seat here. 

 Thunder. STANLEY enters as a man in his mid-forties 
 and stands at the top of the steps.

SAMANTHA  [viciously echoing STANLEY’s words] You keep out of 
 this, Shirley!

 SAMANTHA pushes ROSE forward into action.

ROSE  [frantic whisper] Phillip? Phillip? 

SAMANTHA  Where is he, Stanley? 

 STANLEY walks down the steps. He is drunk and angry.

STANLEY  [to ROSE] I said, where is he? 

ROSE  I sent him to Shirley’s to pick up some chook feed, Stan.

 ROSE goes to exit the circle. SAMANTHA grabs her and 
 pulls her back in.

STANLEY  Liar! Where is he? 
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ROSE  He’ll be around some place. I’ll fix you some tea.

STANLEY  [blocking her] I don’t want tea! 

ROSE  You’re drunk. Settle down. 

STANLEY  Phillip! You hiding out here you little brat? Get out here!

ROSE  Don’t be so hard on him. He’s just a kid. He’s only twelve.

STANLEY  I know how old my own son is. Old enough to know 
 better. He’s got to learn the value of things.

ROSE  Kids play games. You can’t go hitting him around for 
 just playing a game.

 STANLEY grabs ROSE’s arm roughly.

STANLEY Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do! You hiding him? 
 I’ll kill him.

ROSE No! 

STANLEY You better not be hiding him or I’ll kill you, too.

 STANLEY lets go her arm. ROSE turns toward the house.

STANLEY [pointing back to the circle] Stand there!

 Pause. SAMANTHA stands nearby to keep ROSE in check.

STANLEY  This is my house. Whose house? 

ROSE  [mumbling] Your house. 

STANLEY  Yeah, and I do what I flamin’ well want in my house. 
 If I say he should be or shouldn’t be doing something 
 then that’s the law. Am I right?
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 A blinding flicker of lightening that makes ROSE jolt.

STANLEY  Am I right? 

ROSE  I told him he could play a little before tea —  

STANLEY  You had no right to tell him, did you? 

ROSE — it’s Saturday, there’s no school — 

STANLEY  I gave specific instructions — 

ROSE — I said he could play — 

STANLEY  No bloody right, did you? Did you? 

ROSE  [lifting her head and screaming at him] He was only 
 playing marbles for God’s sake!

STANLEY  Don’t you yell at me! 

 STANLEY slaps her face. She stumbles and cries out.

ROSE  Harry! 

STANLEY  Don’t you dare call for Harry, ain’t none of his business!

ROSE  I told Phillip just one game and then inside. There’s no 
 harm in it.

 STANLEY lunges at ROSE, shakes her violently.

STANLEY  Shut up. What would you know? Just shut up!

 SAMANTHA suddenly panicked, tries to intervene.

SAMANTHA  Alright enough! 

 STANLEY turns on SAMANTHA pushing her in the chest.
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STANLEY  Oh? But I thought you said we all needed to see. So sit 
 over there and see!

 STANLEY pushes SAMANTHA into SHIRLEY’s arms. 
 ROSE has tried to move out of the circle in the direction 
 of the house.

STANLEY [to ROSE] Stand still!

 Silence. STANLEY paces slowly. He addresses the 
 surrounding bushland where the audience is seated.

 Hey Phillip? I bet you can hear me. I bet you’re sitting 
 there behind some tree around here with piss in your 
 pants, aren’t you? Come out here and show me you’re a 
 man not some pussy little girl hiding in the bush. You hear 
 me, Phillip? I bet you do. I bet you’re looking at me, too. 
 I bet you just seen me hit your mother here. You think I 
 should hit her again, Phillip?

 ROSE steps back.

 Stand still! Hey, Phillip? Should I hit her again? You better 
 get out here or I will. Phillip? Come here. [gentler] 
 Come here, son. [beat] Come on, Phillip. I’m not going 
 to hurt you.

 Pause. ROSE lifts her head slowly.

ROSE  [strongly and deliberately] Don’t you move an inch, Phillip.

 STANLEY flies at ROSE and strikes her several times. 
 One of the blows is to her stomach. ROSE falls to the ground. 
 STANLEY exits. ROSE is screaming, clutching her stomach. 
 SHIRLEY runs to her. The storm ceases. SAMANTHA 
 stands shaken and unable to speak. ROSE and SHIRLEY 
 are again elderly women.

SHIRLEY  Rose, dear God! It’s alright. 
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ROSE  He’s gone now. 

SHIRLEY  Yes, he’s gone now. 

ROSE  No, I mean in here. The child. He’s dead. I swear to God. 
 He’s dead, Shirley.

SHIRLEY  Come on, I’ll help you up. 

 SHIRLEY helps ROSE to a chair. CYNTHIA enters with 
 a tray of tea and cakes.

CYNTHIA  Mum, Dad’s whingeing for a piece of fruit cake. He can’t 
 have any, right?

SHIRLEY  [savagely] He can have whatever he bloody well wants!

CYNTHIA  Hey, what’s going on? Aunt Shirl? 

SHIRLEY  Nothing, Cynthia. Nothing at all. 

CYNTHIA  Dad says he doesn’t feel well. He’s moaning around in 
 bed. He’s looking sweaty and demanding cake.

SHIRLEY  Then give him some for Godsake and shut him up.

CYNTHIA  What are you snapping at me for? 

ROSE  He’s probably just got hot and cranky. I’ll go and look in 
 on him.

 ROSE exits. SHIRLEY trails behind her.

CYNTHIA  I just made your tea! 

 SHIRLEY shakes her head at her.

CYNTHIA  I don’t know why I bloody even bother. 
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 CYNTHIA looks out over the sky.

CYNTHIA  I thought I heard thunder before. Looks like the storm’s 
 gone around past Anderson’s, though. Pft! Nothing in it.

 CYNTHIA exits with the tray. SAMANTHA remains 
 transfixed by the circle and shaking in her fear and anger.

SAMANTHA  You see, it was nothing at all.

 Lights dim. SAMANTHA picks up her luggage and 
 stands expectantly with it, as the sounds of a bus 
 breaking and hydraulic bus doors opening are heard.

 Silence.

 Then the night sounds of the farm. Crows, crickets, foxes, 
 brolgas. Dogs snarling and growling, as if they are stalking 
 around her in the darkness. The sound and light fade.

 END OF ACT ONE.
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ACT TWO

 There have been some changes to the scene. The set of 
 steps leading out from the verandah of the house is in a 
 different position. An air-conditioning unit is jutting out 
 from the side wall. There is newer garden furniture 
 set up where the kitchen table had been, but it still has 
 the box of barbecue items set by Shirley in Act One.
 A large portable barbecue, on wheels, different from 
 the small one evident in Act One, is standing by the table. 
 The tankstand is no longer there and in its place is a 
 garden with a single rose bush.

 SAMANTHA enters, puffing, carrying her luggage with 
 difficulty. Dogs barking.

SAMANTHA  Anybody here? Hello? 

 She walks toward the house. She stops in her tracks. 
 She is puzzled at the position of the steps themselves, 
 recalling that they were, in her memory of them, at the 
 other end of the landing. She goes up the steps and goes 
 to open the door. It is locked.

 What? You’re joking! Mum!

 She descends the steps into the yard. Dogs growling.

 [to the dogs] Sit down!

 She goes to the side window, peering in.

SAMANTHA  Hey Phillip! You in there? What’s the go? You left me 
 stranded at the bus stop, you dickhead! I’ve had to catch 
 a cab. Phillip!

 The growling of the dogs becomes louder and SAMANTHA 
 realises that one of the dogs in front of her is serious.
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 Sit down!

 She picks up a stone and throws it at the dog.

 Back off! Go on!

 She feigns a jump at the dog as she passes through the 
 yard in the direction of the creek. She walks past the 
 area where the tankstand was, but then doubles back, 
 noticing there is a garden there, complete with rose 
 bush. There is marked pause as she takes in the rest of 
 the yard. She calls across the creek.

 Aunt Shirl? Uncle Harry?

 She turns back furious. She goes back to her baggage, 
 again feigning a jump at a growling dog.

 [muttering] Hostile and hungry-looking like a savage 
 stray dog …

 She takes out her mobile 'phone. She dials. She realises 
 the 'phone is out of mobile range. She shakes it in 
 frustration, then slams it down.

SAMANTHA  [to an approaching dog] And you can piss off, too, you 
 mongrel!

 Beat.

 Un-believable!

 Beat.

 Right. I’ll just sit here, hey, with the bugs and the creepy 
 crawlies and you mad rabid dogs until they all come 
 home from the flicks, or The Royal, or wherever the 
 hell they’ve all gone. Right. Farm-tastic.
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 The sound of brolgas, an eerie call which sounds much 
 like a wailing woman.

 SAMANTHA settles herself. She talks into a space in 
 front of her as though rehearsing a conversation.

 The thing is … Here’s the thing, Mum … No. 

 ROSE enters, precisely in the same fashion as in Act One, 
 Scene Two, wheeling a wheelbarrow of soil. She does not 
 register SAMANTHA’s presence and goes about her 
 gardening. Slowly during the following, STANLEY’s 
 shadow appears at the window of the house, as in Act One, 
 Scene Two. SAMANTHA addresses only herself and an 
 empty space in front of her.

SAMANTHA  Sit her down first. That’s important. Make her a cup of 
 tea. Tea is good. Mum, I have something to discuss with 
 you …

 She shakes her head and begins again. 

 Mum, we need to talk … uhm … Okay. Ply her with a bit 
 more tea. I’m sorry to disappoint you, Mum, but … um.

ROSE Why don’t you just say to me, “Mum, I’m pregnant”?

SAMANTHA [now addressing her directly] Are you kidding? Do you 
 want to have a coronary?

ROSE I won’t have a coronary! I’m fit as a fiddle.

SAMANTHA You will.

ROSE Try me.

SAMANTHA I’m pregnant.

ROSE Congratulations.
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SAMANTHA  You would never say that! 

ROSE  How do you know? People change. Things change.

SAMANTHA  Speaking of which, where’s the tankstand? 

ROSE  Didn’t I write to you about that? I’m sure I did. The 
 flaming council! They made us go on to town water 'cos 
 they changed the shire boundaries. The farm’s almost in 
 the blessed town nowadays. Charged us like bulls for the 
 piping.

STANLEY  [off] Not to mention the blooming rates! 

ROSE  The rates are skyhigh! All this money for water, Stan 
 says, when we’re not fifty feet from a creek. And that 
 plumber who came out to fit the toilet, why he looked at 
 us like “welcome to the 21st century”! Still, it’s nice to 
 have water whenever you want and not have to go 
 fussing around with the pump every five minutes.

STANLEY  [calling unseen through the window] What’s that? 
 Pump gone bung?

ROSE  No, Stan. [to SAMANTHA] He gets a bit confused.

SAMANTHA  Has he had a few beers? 

ROSE  No. He just gets confused. Took him forever to 
 remember to flush. Memory is a beggar of a thing. 
 Human nature to want to remember things simply. 
 And there’s one thing I can tell you, Samantha, nothing’s 
 ever simple, not when it comes to people and the way 
 they go about things.

SAMANTHA  No, no, I know all that. 

ROSE  I don’t reckon you do. 
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SAMANTHA  But, here’s the thing, Mum. I’ve been seeing this man 
 and — 

ROSE  What’s the matter with him? Is he a hooligan?

SAMANTHA  No, he’s fine. It’s just that he’s —  

ROSE  You’re unsure about him. 

SAMANTHA  Yes. He’s too —  

ROSE  He’s too much of a dreamer. 

SAMANTHA  He’s a dreamer. And he likes to —  

ROSE  He likes to think of himself as the boss. 

SAMANTHA Well, yes. And he — 

ROSE And he drinks too much.

SAMANTHA  And he drinks a bit but it’s just that he’s a little — 

ROSE You think he’s a little bit too much like your father?

SAMANTHA See, I knew it! I knew you were going to say that!

ROSE I didn’t.

 The sound of a twelve-bore rifle being fired. The sound 
 should be deafening. It is then heard ricocheting down 
 the creek.

SAMANTHA  Oh my God. Who’s shooting?

ROSE Coming from the direction of Anderson’s. Probably Old 
 Anderson shooting at some dog trying to get into his 
 chook pen. Hey! All our dogs here?
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 ROSE panics, and looks about the yard.

STANLEY  [off] Five dogs, Rose? 

ROSE  [quickly] Bomber, Alley, Onion, Corkscrew … and … 
 [checking] Popeye’s under the house. Yeah, five dogs.

STANLEY  [off] Righto! I’m making a cup of tea. Who wants one?

SAMANTHA  [laughing] Toh! Now I know that’s rubbish. Dad offering 
 tea! People change, but they don’t change that much!

 ROSE laughs.

ROSE  We nearly had you fooled. What’s that you say, Stan?

STANLEY  I said ‘Are you making a cup of tea?’ 

ROSE  In a minnie. [pulling on her garden gloves] I have to get 
 on, Samantha.

SAMANTHA  [indicating the garden] This is just amazing, Mum. 
 Well done. You looked everywhere for the right place to 
 put them, and there it is. The right soil was waiting 
 under the tank stand all these years!

ROSE  It’s all in the timing, you know. And a bit of faith.

SAMANTHA  Don’t underestimate yourself. You had an idea. 
 You pursued it. You wanted it. You got it.

STANLEY [off] Just plain lucky, if you ask me. 

ROSE  I don’t think I was asking you, Stanley. Lucky or 
 unlucky, there they are, blooming marvellous!

 STANLEY grumbles dissent. SAMANTHA paces around 
 in the marbles circle.
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SAMANTHA  Luck and faith. I can’t stand it. Luck is like letting things 
 drift. And things that drift have a tendency to drift in a 
 certain pattern. Faith is like forgetting to think. Faith 
 is having something to blame for bad choices. Pretty 
 patterns, 'round and 'round. Just tell me if I’m 
 remembering this one too simply, Mum! You’re here, 
 like this …

 SAMANTHA feigns several punches at ROSE’s 
 stomach, each one causing ROSE to crumble slightly.

SAMANTHA  There now … And I’m over there! The morning after! 
 The Aftermath! And I’m like …

 SAMANTHA runs with sudden childlike exuberance to 
 the table and jumps onto it. As she does so, PHILLIP 
 enters with a six pack of beer in the semi-darkness, 
 unnoticed, and sits on the steps. He begins to slowly roll 
 a cigarette.

 SAMANTHA is a child of six. She begins to “draw” 
 circles on the table top.

 Pretty patterns. 'Round and 'round. First, I make a big 
 circle. Then inside the big circle is a little circle. Inside 
 the little circle is a little little circle. Inside that one is a 
 little little little circle and then the little little little …

 She forgets where she’s up to and counts it out on her fingers.

 … little little circle is me. You can’t even see me I’m so 
 little. And the big circle says “Stand there!” and the next 
 circle says “Okay” and the next circle says “Okay” 
 and the next circle says “Okay” and the next circle —  
 that’s my one — it goes vooom! And it runs and runs 
 like the billy-o and— 

 ROSE moves over to her, gingerly as if in pain.
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ROSE Samantha? 

 SAMANTHA leans forward on to the table to cover the 
 drawings.

SAMANTHA  Yes, Mum. 

ROSE  Have you done all your jobs? 

SAMANTHA  Yes, Mum. 

ROSE  Collected some wood chips? 

SAMANTHA  Yes. 

ROSE  Got the eggs? 

SAMANTHA  Yes. 

ROSE  Drawn all over the kitchen table? 

 Silence.

ROSE  What have you got to doodle over everything for?

SAMANTHA  I’m working something out. 

ROSE  Always the little thinker. But there’s plenty of paper for 
 that. You’re just lucky your father hasn’t seen it.

 SAMANTHA recoils.

ROSE  Don’t worry, I didn’t say I was going to tell him.

 SAMANTHA reaches up to touch her mother’s face.

ROSE  Don’t, Luv, it’s sore. Ought to — 

PHILLIP  [loudly over ROSE, as if reciting rote] Ought to watch 
 where I’m going, shouldn’t I?
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ROSE [to PHILLIP] Shht! [to SAMANTHA] What have you 
 drawn? Circles! Very artistic. Look, get a rag and wipe it 
 off. Not on your pyjamas! Look, here, I’ll do it. You go 
 and get your clothes on, licketysplit, or you’ll be late for 
 Sunday School.

 ROSE wipes the table with her dress.

SAMANTHA Not going.

ROSE You are. Quick!

SAMANTHA  Not. I hate Sunday school. It’s all lies and pumpkin.

ROSE Pumpkin?

PHILLIP She means “bunkum”.

SAMANTHA How come Phillip doesn’t have to go?

PHILLIP  [rote] Because I’m not well. 

ROSE [overlapping] … not well.

SAMANTHA How come he slept at Aunty Shirley’s? 

ROSE Because he’s — Never you mind, little missy. Our’s is not 
 to reason why. Your Aunt Shirley’s going to be here in a 
 tick to pick you and Cynthia up. Stop asking questions, 
 and go get your best dress on or else.

SAMANTHA  You’re not the boss! 

ROSE  Come on! 

 ROSE steps forward to give SAMANTHA a gentle nudge 
 but she is gripped with a stomach pain.

SAMANTHA  Have you got a sore tummy? 

ROSE A little bit. It’s nothing. 
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SAMANTHA  Where’s Dad? 

PHILLIP  [rote] He’s gone to work. 

ROSE  That’s right, he’s gone to work. Now, Samantha!

SAMANTHA  He’s in the hospital, isn’t he, 'cos Uncle Harry hit him, 
 didn’t he?

ROSE  Down you get — ! 

SAMANTHA  I saw them! I did! It was just like two dogs fighting over 
 a sausage and Phillip was the sausage and Aunty Shirl 
 got in there with the stick.

ROSE  They were just having a game. 

SAMANTHA  And you was on the ground —  

ROSE  Sammy, hop down. 

SAMANTHA  [defiantly] No! Why won’t anyone say what’s going on? 
 Everyone’s just talking lies and pumpkin — 

PHILLIP  Cynthia was signalling to you — 

SAMANTHA  Cynthia told me to run — 

PHILLIP  She was shooing at us like this — 

SAMANTHA  Like this with her hand. 

PHILLIP  So you thought she meant go get some help so you ran 
 and you swam — 

SAMANTHA  I ran and I swam over the creek — 

PHILLIP  As fast as you could? 

 A marked pause as SAMANTHA hesitates looking at 
 PHILLIP.
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SAMANTHA  As fast as I could and I fetched Uncle Harry and Aunt Shirl, 
 but I saw! I saw! I know why Uncle Harry’s cranky with Dad!

ROSE  I’ll get cranky with you, Samantha, if you’re not careful.

PHILLIP  Hey, what do you want us to do, Samantha?

 SAMANTHA drops out of child-state and swings 
 viciously toward her brother.

SAMANTHA  For a start, admit it! This happened! 

 A beat. ROSE looks to PHILLIP pleadingly. He shakes 
 his head at SAMANTHA and continues to roll his durry.

ROSE  [to SAMANTHA] Now, Sammy, I don’t want to hear 
 anything more about pumpkins. You’ll go to Sunday 
 school and you’ll believe in it or else. [to herself, 
 sarcastically] Suffer the little children …

 ROSE retreats back to her gardening. SAMANTHA 
 sees PHILLIP licking up his rolled cigarette. She reaches 
 into her pocket and takes out her own cigarettes and a 
 Zippo lighter.

SAMANTHA  [looking at Phillip] Suffer the little children … You do 
 that all the time, Phillip. Cover for Dad. Cover for Mum 
 who’s covering for Dad. But, what about you?

 Another gunshot off in the distance. SAMANTHA stops 
 still for a moment with the Zippo poised alight in front 
 of her cigarette. She is disturbed by the gunfire and the 
 absence of her family. She looks at her watch. She peers 
 down to the creek. She looks down at the ground and 
 finds she has walked to a point precisely at the circular 
 edge of the light given out by the house. Beyond it is 
 darkness. She runs her toe along the curve of the line. 
 CYNTHIA enters unnoticed midway through the 
 following and sits.
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SAMANTHA  This is the true edge of the farm, isn’t it? The honest end 
 of Dad’s dominion, the deadly horizon of his life. This is 
 the line we were warned as kids not to step over. If we 
 stepped over, we could not be accounted for, we could 
 be lost forever. The dark world beyond was full of brutal 
 forces that would bring us down with a hissing snap of 
 vengeance.

 Using the lighter she tries to see beyond the light of the 
 house. She caps the Zippo and steps back, with a sense 
 of fear.

CYNTHIA  [gently] Stay home. Stay home. Home is where you are 
 best understood, least accountable, most forgiven.

PHILLIP  [softly] Talking to yourself, Samantha? 

 SAMANTHA replies without acknowledging him directly.

SAMANTHA  I suppose I am. I think there’s a piece of all your family 
 inside your own head. They rattle around inside there 
 like marbles.

PHILLIP  Then we’re just you. 

SAMANTHA  No. Yes. Sort of. 

 SAMANTHA casts the unlit cigarette aside.

SAMANTHA  [loudly] Hello Phillip!! 

 PHILLIP is startled and goes into a smoker’s hack that 
 causes his beer to spill. He jumps up, still coughing, 
 going into a full hack and then holds his head and moans.

SAMANTHA  Jesus, people have been writing to me that you’re a bit 
 messy these days but — 

PHILLIP  Please don’t bother. A man can’t even drink a quiet brew 
 on his own flaming back steps without the — 
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PHILLIP/CYNTHIA “Nyah. nyah, nyah”.

SAMANTHA  I’m only worried about you. 

PHILLIP  [pointing to CYNTHIA] I already cop an earful of that 
 from her every time she claps eyes on me. She’s a bitter 
 and twisted thing, is Cynthia. She can’t stand her own 
 life, so she tries to jab everyone else up the bum with her 
 opinion on their lives.

 CYNTHIA begins counting off on her fingers as 
 PHILLIP lists the following, grinning the whole time.

PHILLIP  She cheerfully recounts to me Dad’s complete medical 
 history from A to Z as if I hadn’t noticed, the causes of 
 heart disease, the state of the public health system, 
 statistics on smoking along with a colourful description 
 of my own state of health, all in a high-pitched screech 
 like a cockatoo with its arse on fire.

SAMANTHA  [laughs] What do you tell her? 

PHILLIP  I tell her she’s mind-bogglin’. Which she is. 

 They both laugh, look toward CYNTHIA and the grin 
 drops abruptly from CYNTHIA’s face.

SAMANTHA  [to PHILLIP] How’s the car wrecking business?

PHILLIP  Just as you see it. 

 PHILLIP sweeps his hand majestically over the yard. 
 SAMANTHA takes in the yard.

 Beat.

SAMANTHA  Shit, Phillip … 

CYNTHIA  See, I told you! 
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PHILLIP  Shut up! It doesn’t look like much to you, Sam. Still, 
 you’re so effing grand, Miss Success-come-up-from-the-
 city, I don’t suppose you could think much of it.

SAMANTHA  I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I’m sure it’s a very 
 sound scheme … in principle.

PHILLIP  Yes, well. It looked all very nice on paper. 

SAMANTHA  You ought to watch where you’re going, then. You’re 
 smart enough. You’ve studied business. You could have 
 anything you want. What the hell is stopping you?

PHILLIP  Nothing. Absolutely nothing. 

SAMANTHA  I’ll tell you what’s stopping you. You can’t do it, can you? 
 You can’t get away from Dad.

 PHILLIP stares at her. Beat.

PHILLIP  You’ve got me all mapped out, haven’t you? Always the 
 little thinker. How about you think about this. How fast 
 can you swim, Sam?

SAMANTHA  What? 

PHILLIP  How fast can you swim? 

SAMANTHA  Dunno what you mean … 

PHILLIP  Yes, you do. Think about it. 

 SAMANTHA stares, then paces away quickly, muttering 
 under her breath, as if she is again rehearsing. She turns 
 back to him abruptly.

SAMANTHA  Can I ask you a question, Phillip? 

PHILLIP  This sounds ominous. No, you can’t. 
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SAMANTHA  How can you live here with Dad after everything that’s 
 gone on?

PHILLIP  Don’t know what you’re talking about. 

SAMANTHA  Why are you always defending him? 

PHILLIP  Because he’s my father. 

SAMANTHA  That’s not an answer, it’s a biological fact. 

PHILLIP  Because I feel it’s my duty to. 

SAMANTHA  [laughing] What? Honour thy father so that thy days 
 may be long and merry? I don’t believe in it and neither 
 do you! Come on, one good reason. One good reason!

PHILLIP  Because I’ve worked with him. 

SAMANTHA  Doing the right thing by your old cobber work mates? 
 Is that it?

PHILLIP  You wouldn’t understand. When you work with 
 someone like that, like when we were driving posts and 
 stringing fences for days at a time … you just get to 
 respect their strengths. He used to get this look on his 
 face, you see, when he was thinking about how to do 
 something … it’s like, like … oh. you wouldn’t get it 
 anyway.

SAMANTHA  Ah, yes. The Lucas Empire Strikes Back. Dad ran you 
 into debt! If he wasn’t such a pathetic dreamer you 
 would have sued!

PHILLIP  What’s wrong with you, Samantha? Haven’t you ever 
 had a dream in your life?

SAMANTHA  Of course, I have. But I have the determination to follow 
 things through with — 
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PHILLIP  Dreams have a nasty habit of blowing up in your face, 
 Sam. Life can interfere with the grandest of schemes. If 
 something were suddenly to fly up and hit you so your 
 dreams collapsed, I wouldn’t think any less of you.

 There is a marked pause in SAMANTHA’s line of 
 argument. She goes to speak but cannot. 

PHILLIP  There now, chew on that. 

 Pause.

CYNTHIA  [to PHILLIP] Hoi? What’s going on? 

ROSE  She’s pregnant. 

 CYNTHIA smirks then huffs a laugh, then breaks into a 
 long derisive, almost macabre laugh.

SAMANTHA  Cynthia, now that I come to think of it, you’re really 
 going to enjoy this. Hearing about me falling flat on my 
 face. It’ll spice up your otherwise tit-boring life.

 CYNTHIA stops laughing abruptly.

CYNTHIA  How would you know the first thing about my tit-boring 
 life?

SAMANTHA  Because you keep telling me about your tit-boring life! 
 You tell everyone within earshot. Rodney’s a drag — 

PHILLIP  Your two sons are full time hicks — 

SAMANTHA  You’re stuck in a deadshit town — 

PHILLIP  And you’re warming up for the race to be family victim 
 of the century.

CYNTHIA  I don’t have to listen to this. 

 CYNTHIA turns to leave.
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SAMANTHA  Why not? Everyone else has to. ‘Oh. poor Cyn’.

CYNTHIA  You’re a right one, Sam, arriving home to be the agent 
 provocateur of the piece when you’re — 

SAMANTHA  You wouldn’t use that phrase, agent provocateur.

CYNTHIA  I might. If I was pissed off enough. 

SAMANTHA  You wouldn’t even know what it means. 

CYNTHIA  You think I’m a stupid old hausfrau. 

PHILLIP  You wouldn’t say hausfrau either. 

CYNTHIA  Well, I’m not one. I’ve got a —  

 Gunfire. Pause. SAMANTHA looks out into the darkness.

SAMANTHA  Where is everyone? What’s all that gunfire up and down 
 the creek?

PHILLIP  Dad’s gone ballistic and he’s shooting the lot of us.

SAMANTHA  What? Why would you say such a thing? 

PHILLIP  I didn’t. I said, Old Man Anderson’s shooting at foxes.

SAMANTHA  I bet you the fact no-one’s here is something to do with Dad, 
 though, isn’t it? Dad has a long history of that. Like your 
 twenty-first birthday. Uncle Harry planned this big party 
 and Dad had a stroke. Ha! What a stroke of luck that was!

PHILLIP  That’s a bit rough. I’m sure he didn’t plan it. 

SAMANTHA  Dad’s sponged a lift into town with someone. He’s causing 
 a fuss somewhere, isn’t he? Down at the cop shop or 
 something. Of all the miserable, selfish stunts … [softly] 
 Why do you defend him?
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PHILLIP  Because I choose to. 

SAMANTHA  Because you’re afraid of him! But take a look at it! He’s a 
 weak, sick old man with not a great deal to live for.

PHILLIP  All the more reason to defend him. 

SAMANTHA  But … 

 Pause.

SAMANTHA  I can’t do this. I might as well talk into thin air.

CYNTHIA  Oh, weak as! I thought you followed things through. 
 Why don’t you get us all together in the one place and 
 let it rip?

SAMANTHA  Rehearse the party, you mean? 

CYNTHIA  Sure! It’ll put you in the mood to see all us losers in one 
 place, line us up and shoot us down.

SAMANTHA  I’m not here to — 

 CYNTHIA leads SAMANTHA to the table.

CYNTHIA  Come on, let’s have a party. 

 CYNTHIA sees the box that SHIRLEY brought over in 
 Act One.

 Now, what could be in here? Party hats! Perfect! 
 [to ROSE] Come over here, Birthday Girl, and have a seat.

ROSE  Aw, Sam, I don’t want you to go to too much trouble.

CYNTHIA  Don’t worry about a thing, Mum. Sam’s got it all under 
 control.
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 CYNTHIA puts a party hat on ROSE’s head and she laughs.

CYNTHIA  I’ll get the snags and the chops, set the scene a little.

 CYNTHIA puts a party hat on SAMANTHA’s head.

SAMANTHA  Cynthia, I — 

 CYNTHIA jams a party whistle in her sister’s mouth. 
 SHIRLEY enters, unnoticed, quietly singing “Skip to My 
 Lou” (Lost my partner … )

CYNTHIA  And little Sam’ll do what she does best. Think she’s better 
 than all the rest of us put together. It’ll be like old times.

 CYNTHIA exits, booting PHILLIP to one side of the 
 steps as she goes. ROSE and SHIRLEY begin to set up 
 the table.

ROSE  [to SHIRLEY] You know, that’s a sad song. Maybe that’s 
 just me. The way it used to echo up and down the creek 
 like a cry for help. Nobody lost their partner. No-one 
 that I knew. But still, it comes into my ears like a lament. 
 Six chairs. Shouldn’t there be more? Cynthia, how many 
 people are coming?

 CYNTHIA enters very suddenly and with much energy 
 from the house. She carries a bag of raw meat.
 SAMANTHA spits out the party whistle in shock.

CYNTHIA  Six! My boys aren’t coming, I’ve decided. [booting 
 PHILLIP to the other side of the steps before descending] 
 Out of this, Phillip! And if the boys do turn up, they can 
 stand. Hey, don’t put anything on this table yet, I’ve got 
 to clean off the bird shit!

 CYNTHIA briskly picks up the items that the women 
 have stacked on the table so far and shoves them into 
 SAMANTHA’s hands. CYNTHIA begins vigorously 
 cleaning the table with a cloth.
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SAMANTHA  I just thought maybe Uncle Harry … 

CYNTHIA  Don’t be a pee brain, Sam, I don’t have time.

SHIRLEY  Harry and Stanley are just oil and water. Never mixed, 
 never will.

CYNTHIA  This is typical, isn’t it? Everyone’s left me to do all the 
 work, as usual.

SAMANTHA  I’m helping. 

CYNTHIA  No, you aren’t. You’re sitting around thinking about 
 yourself like you always do. Tablecloth first, please.

 SAMANTHA and SHIRLEY unfurl the plastic 
 tablecloth and lay it.

SAMANTHA  That’s not true. I don’t always think of myself.

CYNTHIA  'Course you do! 'Cos you’re a spoilt brat. You left me 
 here to look after things, you pissed off chasing your 
 brilliant career. Against Dad’s wishes might I add. Am I 
 or am I not right, Mum?

ROSE  Your father only wanted the best for you, Sam — 

CYNTHIA  I’m right! You hated the farm, you hated the town, you 
 never fitted in. Hoi! Put the big plates aside for the men, 
 please! You come home once in a blue moon and when 
 you do you look down your nose at us.

SAMANTHA  Why is it impossible for me to even imagine having a 
 pleasant conversation with you?

CYNTHIA  Because family means nothing to you. 

SAMANTHA  I’m starting to think it means a great deal, more than I 
 suspected, more than I want it to be.
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SHIRLEY  Now what does that mean? 

ROSE  [to SHIRLEY] She’s pregnant. 

SHIRLEY  Is she now? 

CYNTHIA  Out of wedlock. 

SAMANTHA  [to CYNTHIA, snorting] As if you care! 

CYNTHIA  There you go again. Thinking you know what I think.

ROSE  [to SHIRLEY] The fella’s a hooligan. 

SHIRLEY  Oh. 

SAMANTHA  Mum! He’s not a hooligan. He’s a very respectable 
 businessman.

CYNTHIA  He can’t be too respectable, can he? Is he a married man?

ROSE  Where is he? It would have been nice for you to bring 
 him out with you.

SAMANTHA  He isn’t married! And I didn’t bring him out with me 
 because I didn’t feel it was appropriate.

CYNTHIA  You didn’t feel we were up to scratch. 

SAMANTHA  I feel as if I need to work a few things through first. I feel 
 as if I need to deal with a few … issues.

CYNTHIA  Like what? 

 SAMANTHA goes to speak but cannot. She shakes her 
 head. She takes off her party hat.

SAMANTHA  No good. This is never going to work. I can rehearse this 
 'til the cows come home, but I know, I just know, I’m not 
 going to have the guts for this.
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PHILLIP Why not?

SAMANTHA  Because, Phillip, rehearsing to speak your mind with 
 figments of your imagination is very different from 
 actually doing it.

PHILLIP  We’re only here to help. 

ROSE  What’s there to be frightened of? We’re not going to bite. 
 We’re not even here. We’re just figs.

SHIRLEY  Absolutie, sweet petutie! Anything for the Little 
 Whipper Snipper. Come on, Rosie, you and me, we 
 going to sit up at the table like Queen Mucks. Phillip, 
 you organise the drinks — 

CYNTHIA  Toh! Mice in charge of the cheese! 

 PHILLIP rises to exit.

SHIRLEY  [calling after PHILLIP] I’ll have a gin and squash, your  
 Mother’ll have a shandy.

SAMANTHA  It’s very nice of you, Aunt Shirl, but —  

SHIRLEY  Nonsense! Cynthia, you go and get the Sure-Fire coals 
 and what not, get the ball rolling on the fire.

SAMANTHA  No, I don’t want to think about this. Forget it. 

SHIRLEY  Too late! See it through to the bitter end. What’s your 
 poison, pet?

SAMANTHA  A Cosmopolitan. 

SHIRLEY  A what? 

SAMANTHA  Vodka, Cointreau, cranberry and lime. 
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SHIRLEY  [at ROSE] Oh. 

ROSE  [calling] Phillip, have we got any coin -trave?

PHILLIP  Ow, knock it off. 

 He exits.

SHIRLEY  Bring her lemon squash, then, she’ll have to pretend. 
 [to SAMANTHA] See, doesn’t have to be perfect. 
 Consider this a dry run.

SAMANTHA  But I just told you, there’s no use. 

SHIRLEY  It’ll help you prepare! It’ll psyche you up. We’ll all just be 
 ourselves and pretend you don’t have issues, won’t we Rose?

ROSE  Yes. You can take us all by surprise. 

 PHILLIP exits after CYNTHIA who bustles into the 
 house before him. SHIRLEY puts a party hat back on 
 SAMANTHA’s head.

SHIRLEY  Now! Sam. Pet. Chitty chat. How’s work? Your mother 
 told me you fell through a glass ceiling at work or 
 something. Are you alright?

SAMANTHA  It’s an expression, Aunt Shirl. It means I’ve broken 
 through into an area of management normally 
 dominated by men.

SHIRLEY  Oh. [beat] Good on ya! I always said you’d go far. 
 What is it you do exactly?

 CYNTHIA bursts through the doorway of the house 
 again, carrying a bag of coals. She stacks the coals into 
 the barbecue.

SAMANTHA  I’m a systems analyst. 
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CYNTHIA  Very appropriate wouldn’t you say, Aunt Shirl? She just 
 loves pulling the guts out of things and poking about in 
 them with a sharp stick.

SAMANTHA  That’s not what I do! To put it simply —  

CYNTHIA  You don’t have to dumb it down for us country folk.

SAMANTHA  I help people decide what their needs are, I report on 
 their strengths and weaknesses and I advise them on 
 what new systems to put in place to achieve their goals.

 PHILLIP returns to the yard with an esky full of beer. 
 He already has a beer open and drinks quickly.

CYNTHIA  See what I mean? She’s perfect for a job like that. 
 She always was a flaming bossy boot.

SAMANTHA  Phillip, tell her what a systems analyst is. 

PHILLIP  It’s all about flow charts, interpreting patterns, lots of 
 interpersonal skills, very complicated, Cynthia, I doubt 
 if you’d get it.

CYNTHIA  Hey Phillip? 

 With her back to her mother and aunt, she holds up her 
 middle finger to PHILLIP.

 Can you analyse this?

 PHILLIP and CYNTHIA throw each other a pained grin.

SHIRLEY  It sounds like a very important job, Samantha. I’m 
 proud of you.

SAMANTHA  [directed at CYNTHIA] Thank you, Aunt Shirl.

SHIRLEY  Spent a long time getting there I take it. 

SAMANTHA  Yes, I —  
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SHIRLEY  And it’s all a bit of a jim-jam fly in the buttermilk getting 
 pregnant, isn’t it?

SAMANTHA  It’s just that the timing’s a bit — 

SHIRLEY  Take you out of circulation for a while, won’t it? 
 Still, these things happen, as luck would have it.

CYNTHIA  You are planning on having the baby, aren’t you, 
 Samantha?

SHIRLEY  Of course she is! 

CYNTHIA  You are planning to marry this conspicuously absent 
 but none-the-less highly respectable unmarried 
 businessman, aren’t you, Samantha?

ROSE  There’s no doubt about that. 

PHILLIP  We will have an inspection of the troops before you get 
 hitched, I take it?

ROSE  Be lovely to see him! 

SHIRLEY  Have you given any thought to the dress yet?

ROSE  Can’t be white. 

SHIRLEY  Good lord, no! I was thinking blue, a nice powder blue suit.

ROSE  I saw a lovely Butterick pattern with a sort of ruched 
 bodice — 

SHIRLEY  No, I was thinking a bit more fitted, but with a nice wide 
 peplin, you know, cover her tummy thing a little — 

SAMANTHA  Alrightie, that does it! I. Will not. Be telling. Any of you. 
 About the pregnancy. [to PHILLIP and CYNTHIA] 
 Okay? [to ROSE and SHIRLEY] Okay? Thank you.



Bag O’ Marbles by Kathryn Ash

89A Playlab Publication

 SAMANTHA takes a book from her handbag.

CYNTHIA  Ah. 
 
 Everyone turns to SAMANTHA expecting she will play 
 the ah game. SAMANTHA pointedly ignores the game. 
 Beat.

PHILLIP /SHIRLEY 
/ROSE   [filling in for SAMANTHA] Ah. 

 Everyone looks to SAMANTHA again. Beat. 
 She notices them.

SAMANTHA  I’m reading my book now. So you can all leave.

 SAMANTHA feigns reading her book. PHILLIP drinks. 
 CYNTHIA tries to light the coals. ROSE begins chopping 
 with a knife on a board to form a rhythm. SHIRLEY 
 begins singing the “Flies in the Buttermilk” verse of Skip 
 to My Lou under her breath and SAMANTHA 
 unconsciously taps her foot.

CYNTHIA  Why won’t these flaming things light! Did the dogs piss 
 on them or something?

 PHILLIP rises.

PHILLIP  Stand back. Everyone knows this is a bloke’s job! Give us 
 it, Cyn.

 PHILLIP snatches the matches from CYNTHIA and 
 begins to try to light the coals.

CYNTHIA  Yeah, yeah, Phillip, pity you can’t light a fire under your 
 own bum while you’re at it.

PHILLIP  Cynthia, there are some things in life that you don’t 
 understand, and one of them is women keep scores and 
 men — oww!
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 He burns his fingers on the match.

CYNTHIA  Men know how to make instant twits out of themselves?

PHILLIP  Cynthia, if you don’t shut your trap — 

CYNTHIA  If I don’t shut my trap what? 

ROSE  Phillip! 

SAMANTHA  [looking up from her book] Stop it you two! 

 SHIRLEY stops singing. ROSE stops cutting.

SHIRLEY  Now, now, kids. No high tackles or eye gouges. 
 Samantha didn’t come all this way to see you two flay 
 pieces off each other.

CYNTHIA  No, she came home to sort us out. 

 SAMANTHA returns to her book. SHIRLEY sings 
 “Flys in the Buttermilk” again.

PHILLIP  Now we’re all sitting around like a pack of spare figs at a 
 party. What do you want us to do Samantha?

ROSE  Hey, Sam, you remember this song? 

 ROSE rises, suddenly very animated as if years younger. 
 SHIRLEY sings the lyrics, clapping along. PHILLIP and 
 CYNTHIA are children again.

SAMANTHA  What song? 

ROSE  Uncle Harry used to play it. 

 ROSE grabs SAMANTHA and spins her into a polka.

ROSE  Aunty Shirl and Phillip — 
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CYNTHIA  And you and me — 

ROSE  We’d go in partners. 

CYNTHIA  And the green grass swirled. 

ROSE  And the sprinklers hummed. 

PHILLIP  Splosh, splosh! Through the sprinklers! 

CYNTHIA  And the horizon blurred. 

ROSE  Change partners! 

PHILLIP  And faster! Faster! 

ROSE  'Round and 'round. 

CYNTHIA  Phillip, you’re stompin’ me toes! 

PHILLIP  Then don’t put your toes under me feet! 

ROSE  'Round and 'round! 

CYNTHIA  I’ll find another one better than you! 

PHILLIP  I’ll find another one better than you! 

SAMANTHA  I’ll find another place better than this! 

 SAMANTHA stops dead and ROSE, SHIRLEY and 
 CYNTHIA stare at her.

CYNTHIA  That’s not the words! 

 SHIRLEY and ROSE crumble to their 70s. The others 
 are no longer children.
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SAMANTHA  Don’t you see? I had to go! I had to go down to the 
 creek to get away from all the shouting over money 
 and grog and things we couldn’t have, and I’d see the 
 water, the way it’s constantly flowing past us, running 
 away. Where was it running to? Some place better, I just 
 knew it! I’d want to dive in and run with it.

SHIRLEY  She always was a city kind of kid. Always wanting to get 
 in and be someone.

SAMANTHA  Be someone else other than a stupid Little Missy with 
 her raggedy faded dresses and her stupid drunk father 
 and his loser farm.

ROSE  Now wait a minute! Stanley did a great deal for you. 
 He worked hard!

 SAMANTHA returns pointedly to her book.

SHIRLEY  She’s right pet, he never shirked. And he taught you to 
 work hard.

PHILLIP  And he taught you other things. 

CYNTHIA  He taught you how to ride a bike. 

SAMANTHA  That was Uncle Harry. 

SHIRLEY  And he taught you how to catch yabbies. 

SAMANTHA  Harry again. 

ROSE  He taught you — 

SAMANTHA  [rising angrily] Shut up! All of you. Dad did this and 
 Dad did that! Christ, are you so blind? It’s like I was 
 brought up in a different family or something. What’s 
 wrong with you? We all know what Stanley Lucas is.
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 ROSE rises to meet her.

ROSE  Samantha, I don’t know why you’ve got your knickers 
 in such a twist but I do know one thing: you’ve got no 
 right to make judgements about Stanley Lucas.

SAMANTHA  Why? Because he’s sick? 

ROSE  Because you don’t know him! 

SAMANTHA  I know enough. 

ROSE  Do you? He taught you how to swim, didn’t he? Taught 
 you to swim hard. His big strong hand under your belly 
 holding you up in the water. “Carn Sammy, how fast can 
 my Little Missy go?” He wanted you to be the best you 
 could be, and look at you: you are. He was a good father —

SAMANTHA  He was a bastard! 

 SAMANTHA strikes her mother hard across the face. 
 There is a shocked silence. SAMANTHA realises the 
 horror of what she has done.

CYNTHIA  Now there’s a strange thing, hey. All us figments sitting 
 around arguing over the one figment who isn’t here. You 
 said you carry a piece of every member of your family 
 about with you. That means he’s with you as well. But 
 hang on [counting to five] Five dogs. How come Dad 
 isn’t here chewing the fat? How come, Sam?

PHILLIP  Good point. Where’s Stan? Hiding in the bushes, is he? 
 Hey, Dad! You hiding in the bushes somewhere?

SAMANTHA  Stop that! You’re scaring me. 

CYNTHIA  How can you be scared of a figment? It’s all up here, 
 remember. Unless, of course … you’re scared of yourself? 
 Or to put it plain, scared you might be exactly like him.
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SAMANTHA  I am not! 

 There is gunfire, frighteningly close. SAMANTHA jumps 
 up. Pause. SAMANTHA looks inquiringly at them. They 
 feebly offer their explanations before exiting.

PHILLIP  [rising and exiting] It’s just a truck backfiring up on the 
 highway.

SHIRLEY  It’ll be Old Anderson after snakes. 

ROSE  Pig hunters. 

CYNTHIA  My boys, shooting beer cans. 

SAMANTHA  Go and see. 

SHIRLEY  You go and see. 

CYNTHIA  It’s about time you did. 

SHIRLEY  Take a breath, luv, then get in amongst it. 

ROSE  You should, Samantha. You should go and see him.

 They exit taking with them the paraphernalia they have 
 carted on stage, leaving SAMANTHA on stage alone in 
 much the same way as with Act Two, Scene Two. 
 She jumps in fright with the noises of the farm around 
 her. We hear a brolga wail seven times. STANLEY enters 
 as a man in his forties, carrying a gun. She does not see 
 him at first, and he slowly circles behind her. 
 SAMANTHA turns her head to see him.

SAMANTHA  Phillip! You scared me. 

 STANLEY circles her slowly.

 I’ve been waiting. Listen, where the hell is everyone?
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 STANLEY silently begins a wide circle around her. 
 SAMANTHA looks closely at him and backs away,  
 frightened.

 You’re not Phillip. What is this? Who are you?

 ROSE appears at the top of the steps.

ROSE  Who do you think it is? [beat]

SAMANTHA  Oh. 

STANLEY  Oh. Didn’t recognise me, eh? 

SAMANTHA  You look totally different. I always imagined —

STANLEY  You imagined what? 

SAMANTHA  I wasn’t expecting —

STANLEY  A man like me? 

ROSE  Everyone is young once. 

STANLEY  Shht! 

 SAMANTHA jumps.

STANLEY  [to SAMANTHA] You scared of me? 

SAMANTHA  No.  

STANLEY  You are. Look you jumped like a rabbit just now.

 He continues to circle her.

STANLEY  What you scared of me for? Eh? 

 SAMANTHA circles him in defiance.
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SAMANTHA  So where have you been tonight, Stanley Lucas? The pub?

STANLEY  And what if I have? 

SAMANTHA  You’ll be coming home later then, will you, as full as a fool?

STANLEY  And what if I do? 

SAMANTHA  And when things at home aren’t just as it pleases you, 
 what then?

STANLEY  Then I fix them. 

SAMANTHA  How do you fix them?

STANLEY  Any way I see fit. 

SAMANTHA  With your shouting and stomping? 

STANLEY  If I choose to. 

SAMANTHA  With your threats and promises? 

STANLEY  If I choose to. 

SAMANTHA  With your fists, Stanley Lucas? 

STANLEY  This is my house. Whose house is it? 

ROSE  Answer him. 

SAMANTHA  Your house. 

STANLEY  My house 

SAMANTHA  And your wife’s house 

STANLEY  My house. 
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SAMANTHA  And your children’s house. 

STANLEY  This is my house. 

 SAMANTHA bursts into laughter, inappropriate and 
 defiant. STANLEY returns the laugh then stops suddenly. 
 With the heel of his boot he marks out a circle around her. 
 SAMANTHA quits laughing. She goes to move out of the 
 circle.

STANLEY  Stand there! 

 SAMANTHA turns back, holding her stomach.

STANLEY  Look at you. So smug. 

ROSE  Don’t be so hard on her, Stanley. 

STANLEY  She thinks she’s had a rough deal. She’s got to see the 
 value of things. I’m going to make her see.

SAMANTHA  I can bloody well SEE for myself! 

STANLEY  Don’t you yell at me! [pointing to himself] You look at 
 this face!

ROSE  Look at his face, Samantha. 

 SAMANTHA looks at him.

STANLEY  Can you see me? Can you see inside here? Can you see 
 right inside to the middle? Can you see your father?

ROSE  Can you see his father? Can you see his father’s father? 
 Tell us a yarn, Stan.

STANLEY  No yarns. 

ROSE  Come on, Stan, spin one.  
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STANLEY  I’ll tell you when my son was born. Phillip. I was doing 
 some work out on the railways. Someone sent the word 
 down that Rosie had had a son. Well, I hopped in the 
 nearest truck and took off. Nearly fifty -eight miles of dirt 
 dust road. It took hours and hours, gripping that wheel 
 so hard I seen me knuckles went white. You know what 
 I was thinking? I was thinking about my son. My son. 
 By the time I got up to the hospital, I think I had his 
 whole life mapped out for him. He’d be a strong boy, 
 brave. He’d be one straight out of the box for clever. 
 He’d take after me.

ROSE  Oh, Stan, I hope not! 

STANLEY  I could have been better at learning than I turned out! 
 You can laugh, eh, but didn’t it make the snobby kids’ 
 eyes bug out of their sockets when the teacher said I 
 come top of my class? Scruffy, weedy looking kid with 
 too much poppy seed oil in his hair, legs covered in 
 sores and no shoes on his feet. Small blue ribbon she 
 gave me. A small blue ribbon. When I showed my Dad, 
 he grunted. He had a fierce set of eyebrows, like bunches 
 of grey straw hanging over his eyes. “I left school at 
 fourteen,” he says, “Worked here, worked there, learnt 
 a whole lot more than any stuck up school teacher ever 
 learnt me. All horse shit anyway, what they gonna tell 
 you. You listen to me, I’ll learn you.” He was a good 
 man, old Pops.

ROSE  He was a bully. 

STANLEY  He needed to pull me into line. He was a hard man but 
 fair enough. He had to be hard.

ROSE  He was a drunk. 

STANLEY  He never did anything without a reason. 

ROSE  He was selfish. 

STANLEY  You did what you was told with him. We respected him.
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ROSE  You were afraid of him. 

STANLEY  He told a good yarn. 

ROSE  He was a good liar. 

SAMANTHA  Mum? 

ROSE  These are the rules, Samantha. Hear them. 

STANLEY  He could make you laugh, really laugh. 

ROSE  And cry. Did he make you cry, Stan, when he threw 
 your little blue ribbon away and told you to get to bed?

STANLEY  Shut up, Rosie, you’re ruining the yarn. 

ROSE  Did you cry when he gave you the strap? 

STANLEY  He was a saint, old Pops. You had to work hard. 
 That was his yardstick.

ROSE  A person’s not a saint, just because they work hard. 
 Why do you play the game of defending him?

STANLEY  Because I choose to. This is my game, mine. Nobody’s 
 got the right to interfere with it.

 SAMANTHA goes to step out of the ring he has drawn.

STANLEY  Stand still! 

SAMANTHA  Or what? Or you’ll hit me like you hit her? 

STANLEY  Don’t you dare — 

 She takes another step towards the rim of his 
 circle. STANLEY goes to strike her. She raises her hand 
 to strike him simultaneously. He stops himself.
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STANLEY  What would you know about your old man? I worked 
 hard, harder than you probably ever will. Look at this 
 land under your feet!

 He kicks at it.

STANLEY  Look at it! It’s blue, it’s grey, it’s red, it’s yellow, it’s pink, 
 it’s purple. It’s every bloody colour other than the one it 
 should be. Green! You beat that. You try and beat that, 
 Miss Success-come-up-from-the-city. You hope and pray 
 for rain to fall on the ground to wet the seeds you just 
 spent your last dollar on. You hope and pray that the 
 flood doesn’t come up an inch more or your trees are 
 going to rot in the ground. You wish to Christ you were 
 a better person so you knew what to do when locusts 
 come in. You can dream all you want but if the earth 
 won’t budge for you, you’re damned. You think you’re 
 strong, well good. Be strong. You get what you want if 
 you think you can. I fought long and hard. And I failed. 
 Failed so bad.

ROSE  [by his side] No! 

STANLEY  Failed so bad. 

SAMANTHA  No. 

STANLEY  Like I hope you never will. 

 Lights fade with the night sounds of the farm. Crickets, 
 foxes. A brolga wailing. Lights slowly up. SAMANTHA 
 is asleep on the steps, her bags for pillows. Dogs barking. 
 SAMANTHA wakes.

SAMANTHA  Hello? 

 She looks about the empty backyard.

SAMANTHA  Hello? 
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 ROSE enters, supported by SHIRLEY, closely followed 
 by CYNTHIA who is sobbing silently. PHILLIP beside 
 CYNTHIA, rubbing her back.

SAMANTHA  Hello! 

 Beat.

 What is it? What? 

SHIRLEY  We tried to call, pet. But we couldn’t get through. There 
 was no time. Your father. He just couldn’t hold on for you.

 SAMANTHA takes in a sharp breath, sits down abruptly 
 on the steps. CYNTHIA rushes to SAMANTHA and sits 
 with her on the steps, holding her. PHILLIP moves over 
 slowly and stands at the steps with his back turned away. 
 He clears his throat. He looks at his sisters, and 
 hesitantly puts out his hand. He gently ruffles 
 SAMANTHA’s hair and tips his head back to look at the 
 house. CYNTHIA takes his hand.

 Lights fade. The sound of a bus engine humming.

SAMANTHA  [in darkness] First there’s the big circle, then there’s the 
 little circle, then the little, little, circle, then the little, 
 little, little circle, and then there is me. And the big circle 
 says I am the boss and okay, okay, okay … Whoever 
 causes the effect is also affected by the cause. There is 
 power in every action. There is power in every reaction.

 Lights up. SAMANTHA is again in her bus seat. Late 
 morning on the farm. SHIRLEY and ROSE are in the 
 backyard.

SHIRLEY  “KUUUUUSHI KUUUSHT”, there he was, scaring the 
 living daylights out of Tina with one of them pump-
 action thinga-mees full of weed killer. Seems Tina was 
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 sitting in Harry’s favourite sun chair and Harry got the 
 idea to fumigate the sun chair for fleas. As if my baby has 
 fleas! Well, all the plastic on the chair has shrivelled up as 
 a result. His favourite chair is now a bed of plastic prickles. 
 “Serves you right”, I say, and he storms off in a huffy. 
 Just as well I’ve hidden his twelve bore, is all I can say.

 ROSE laughs weakly.

ROSE  Is Harry all right, Shirley? 

SHIRLEY  Ow, of course he is, pet. He took losing Stanley all pretty 
 hard, wandering around the paddocks that night, 
 shooting at anything that moved. Flaming idiot. I thought 
 he’d jumped off the deep end for a tick. Turns out he was 
 just letting off steam in the true Lucas way. I’ve hid his 
 cartridges as well, just in case … Seems a shame, all 
 those years two brothers spent not talking to each other, 
 then they never had a chance to say goodbye.

ROSE  I always have had a special place for Harry. You know 
 that, hey? Not that —

SHIRLEY  I know it, love. 

 SHIRLEY grabs ROSE’s hand and squeezes it. PHILLIP 
 enters with a tray of tea and cups. He takes it to ROSE 
 and SHIRLEY and serves it to them.

SHIRLEY  You just worry about yourself, Rose. I see you got your 
 kids trained up here.

 CYNTHIA enters with a large overstuffed suitcase.

CYNTHIA  Is this the case you meant Mum? 

ROSE  Yes, they should be in that one. He kept everything.



Bag O’ Marbles by Kathryn Ash

103A Playlab Publication

SHIRLEY  And the little whipper snipper got off okay?

ROSE  Yes, she was off on the bus early this morning.

SHIRLEY  It’s a pity she couldn’t have stayed on. 

ROSE  No, well, she has to get back to her own life sometime. 
 She’s got all this new responsibility coming in.

CYNTHIA  Listen, I can’t find anything in here. It must be in the 
 other boxes.

ROSE  Have a good scratch around. I want to send them to 
 Samantha. I said I would.

 PHILLIP sits on the steps with a mug of tea. CYNTHIA 
 at last finds what she is looking for in the suitcase.

CYNTHIA  Ah-hah! Here you go, Mum. This it? 

ROSE  That’s it. 

CYNTHIA  Hoi! Phillip! Remember these? 

 CYNTHIA holds up the original bag of marbles seen in 
 Act One, Scene One.

SAMANTHA  The power to create. The power to destroy. The power to 
 make your own rules. It’s inside all of us.

PHILLIP  I remember them. 

CYNTHIA  Well, you should. Dad didn’t half give you a wallop over 
 these. You were playing marbles when Dad came rolling 
 home here one night. He copped you a shiner! He 
 reckoned you should have been studying instead of 
 playing games in the dirt. If it weren’t for Uncle Harry 
 stepping between you and him, I think Dad might have 
 done you in there and then.
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ROSE  He had a reason, you know. There was always a reason. 
 You just had to know how to look for it. Stanley used 
 to play marbles, used to play them all day long when 
 he was a kid. Nobody cared enough to say hey, put away 
 those marbles, Stan, and get off to school with you. 
 Nobody thought an education might be worthy of him. 
 Stanley was just doing his best with what he thought was 
 the right thing to do. It’s the way he learnt it.

SAMANTHA  What we choose to keep. What we choose to leave 
 behind. We have power in these things. But there are 
 other things, greater things that travel with us always.

CYNTHIA  [throwing the bag to SAMANTHA] Here! Catch!

 SAMANTHA catches them. Blackout.
  
 THE END.
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