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INTRODUCTION

Why do we need collections of plays by women?

With numerous plays by women transferring to the West End, notably Polly Stenham’s That Face, Lucy Prebble’s Enron, Laura Wade’s Posh and April de Angelis’ Jumpy, we might be led to believe that women dramatists today are at the forefront of contemporary theatre. But what all of these plays have in common is that they were produced by a single theatre – The Royal Court, in London’s Sloane Square. With the first female artistic director, Vicky Featherstone now in place, we hope that the Court’s long tradition of developing and commissioning plays by women will continue.

But the high-profile success achieved by these few women playwrights belies the difficulties facing the majority of those trying to get their plays produced in the ‘shrivelling’ cash-strapped theatres which struggle to survive around the country. There are few theatres in the UK today which can claim to be offering equality of opportunity to women playwrights, despite the fact that nearly all of them are in receipt of local municipal or Arts Council funding. In fact, over 80% of all plays produced in the UK are written by men.

Some theatres, like Richmond’s Orange Tree or Birmingham Rep are aware of the issue of under-representation and regularly programme seasons of plays by women to try and redress the balance. Others, like The Liverpool Playhouse, are operating a blind reading policy whereby the author’s name is removed from the manuscript, to try and ensure a fairer evaluation process.

While these kinds of strategies are to be welcomed, there has been a steady decline in the number of plays by women produced since 1987 when a study entitled ‘What Share of the Cake: the employment of women in the theatre’ was first published by the Women’s Playhouse Trust. A subsequent study in 1994, conducted by Jenny Long, showed that little had changed with women still controlling only 8% of Arts Council funding, and writing only 20% of all plays produced (this figure includes plays by men adapted from books by women). In 2009, with the percentage down to 17% (quoted at Sphinx Theatre Company’s ‘Vamps, Vixens and feminists’ conference), playwright Sam Hall set up 17% (http://17percent.wordpress.com), an organisation to support and promote UK-based female playwrights.

However, Sphinx Theatre Company has been arguing the case for over twenty years for more women to be employed in theatre as directors, actors and writers, with little success. With little buy-in from the theatre industry at large and no initiative for positive action from the government, male dominance and nepotism look unlikely to change. The slow increase in the number of female artistic directors employed at regional repertory theatres who tend to commission women playwrights provides a glimmer of hope. While around half the plays submitted to theatres are written by women and 65% of the audiences attending theatres are women, women are still not getting the same opportunities to develop their writing as their male counterparts in these publicly-funded organisations. It seems that women playwrights are more likely to be offered a workshop or reading of their play instead of a full production.

Many plays are developed due to an existing relationship between a writer and director, and often that means a collaboration between men on a piece of work they feel represents their world view.

There are many justifications given for not producing plays by women, along these lines:

‘We mainly stage classics and revivals.’

‘There just aren’t enough good plays by women submitted.’

‘We don’t want to put on plays about women’s issues… so 1970s.’

‘We commission new work from writers we know and like.’

‘We produce the best play; it doesn’t matter if it’s by a man or a woman.’

‘We did a women’s season once.’

‘Plays by women aren’t muscular enough.’

Although there were few women having their plays publicly produced before the 20th century, there are exceptional instances of women’s voices breaking through, as evidenced by the plays of Aphra Behn, Susanna Centlivre and Joanna Baillie. To help theatre programmers look beyond the usual suspects (Shakespeare, Ibsen, Pinter), we collected some of the funny, tragic and popular plays by women which have survived and been revived for subsequent generations and can now be regarded as ‘classics’. We published them in an anthology titled Classic Plays by Women, from 1600 to 2000, edited by Dr Susan Croft, to demonstrate that plays by women have been produced for hundreds of years.

Moreover, there are many modern classics by women which would benefit from further production. Plays by female writers such as Caryl Churchill, Timberlake Wertenbaker, Sarah Kane, Pam Gems, Bryony Lavery and Moira Buffini offer rewarding opportunities for actors and directors. They explore a wide variety of subjects such as cloning, colonialism, cannibalism and psychosis which can hardly be considered the sole domain of women.

The need to find the next ‘new voice’ prevents many theatre programmers from revisiting the recent past and reinterpreting significant dramatic pieces for a younger generation. If theatre programmers were really keen to offer plays that appealed to the ticket-buying public (most of whom are women), logic would dictate that more plays by women would be produced than those by men. The fact that only around 17% of plays produced in the UK each year are by women suggests that there needs to be a national strategy for challenging the bias within the theatre industry which sees plays by men given preference.

What has changed since the 70s and 80s, when the proponents of women’s theatre were breaking new ground, is that the subject matter being tackled by today’s female playwrights is broader, without the limitations of a pre-defined feminist agenda.

Laura Wade is quoted in The Telegraph as saying:

‘We are able to have the confidence to write about whatever we want, and there’s no reason why the work we produce shouldn’t be any less epic or political or brutal or beautiful than the stuff male writers produce. For most of us in our working lives, [being a woman] doesn’t even feel like an issue, and that’s probably because of a debt to feminist writers in decades past who had to fight a lot harder to have their voices heard. We are coming into a world where the door is absolutely open.’ [‘Angry young women: the new generation of young female dramatists’, The Telegraph.]

While there may now be a few doors opening, more needs to be done to level the playing field.

This anthology

Aurora Metro has published dozens of drama anthologies and single plays by both men and women, recognising that without publication, playwrights are rarely able to achieve further productions or international recognition for their work. Our numerous published collections and single plays by female playwrights offer a fine body of work with strong central roles for women and girls to perform. Female students make up over half of those studying drama in the UK and they need challenging contemporary parts which they can relate to. Although these plays are available for study, educationalists are slow to create courses exploring this alternative material, preferring to focus on plays with a male world view.

All of the plays included in this volume have been produced in the UK to varying acclaim. Some have been performed on tiny stages, others have toured nationally or been produced internationally. The plays differ in form and style. Whether comic or tragic, they confidently explore intimate family issues as well as wider political issues. A unifying aspect is that they all offer complex roles for women to perform.

Ambitiously exploring the difficult issues involved in the Arab-Israeli conflict, Welcome to Ramallah co-written by Sonja Linden and Adah Kay, has received several productions in the UK and the USA. We’ve previously published Linden’s work in two single volumes dealing with the plight of refugees – Crocodile Seeking Refuge and I have before me a Remarkable Document.

A debut play by Emteaz Hussain, Sweet Cider, was commissioned and produced by Tamasha Theatre Company. It explores the conflicted world of young Asians in Britain today and provides a large cast contemporary play for young people to perform.

Amanda Stuart Fisher’s disturbing verbatim play From the Mouths of Mothers was recently made available also as a single volume to coincide with a highly topical production at The Pleasance Theatre. In the light of the recent and on-going national child abuse scandal, this play is essential reading.

Gillian Plowman’s thought-provoking play Yours Abundantly, From Zimbabwe began as a piece for radio, and uses the narration of letters by different characters to challenge our ideas about Western charity in response to poverty in Africa. It was produced at The Oval House Theatre in Kennington.

Bafta-winning television writer Karin Young’s sharply funny play The Awkward Squad compares Thatcher’s Britain to Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ and asks: what has changed? It presents three generations of women from a northern working-class family whose lives are affected by the economic downturn. It premiered at The Customs House in South Shields before going on tour to London and York.

For a Button by Rachel Barnett was first produced at the Arcola Theatre in London as part of the Miniaturists’ season of work and has been revived both in the UK and USA. Its sharp, satirical portrayal of female friendship in one act play form guarantees that it will receive many more productions in the years to come.

In publishing these plays with their distinctive world views, we hope that you will find humour, pathos and new insights into the way we live now, and enjoy reading, studying or performing them time and time again.

About the selected plays:

Yours Abundantly, From Zimbabwe by Gillian Plowman – through the letters received by a middle-aged Englishwoman from children at a school in Zimbabwe, the writer paints a picture of the struggle the children have simply to survive, let alone go to school and learn. The main character’s materialistic daughter questions her mother’s need to give so much, and whether she is simply assuaging her own moral guilt through charity.

From the Mouths of Mothers by Amanda Stuart Fisher – a powerful and distressing drama created from the real life testimonies of seven mothers who have had to come to terms with the devastating reality of their children having been sexually abused. The women tell the often harrowing stories of how they struggled to access social services for their families as well as justice from the courts.

Welcome To Ramallah by Sonja Linden and Adah Kay – a tense four-hander in which two Jewish sisters are trapped in an apartment in Ramallah with their Palestinian neighbours. Mara and Daoud question whether their mutual attraction can overcome their differences, while the reality of life on the West Bank reopens old wounds and disrupts long-held memories of homeland.

Sweet Cider by Emteaz Hussain – in a rundown park, two teenage runaways Tazeem and Nosheen hang out, chatting to the boys and an old bag lady, trying to reconcile being British with their Pakistani cultural traditions. Wearing a hijab while smoking and swearing gives a sense of belonging, but freedom does not come easily for any of them.

The Awkward Squad by Karin Young – a funny, heart-warming comedy in which four northern women meet for a family reunion that lurches from one crisis to another. A left-wing grandmother asks whether Feminism still means anything to the younger generation. Faced with the recession, her daughters and grand-daughter have to reassess what matters most.

For A Button by Rachel Barnett – a short comic tour de force about two flatmates and the lengths one will go to to remain ‘best’ friends.

If you have a specific project and would like to find a play by a woman playwright, please contact us: info@aurorametro.com.

Or check out our website: www.aurorametro.com



Yours Abundantly, From Zimbabwe was born out of an original monologue inspired by letters I had received from children in Zimbabwe. Like the character Nell in the play, I went on a short visit to Zimbabwe in 2002 and met and was captivated by a young boy, Enock, desperate to go to school. We started corresponding and I paid his school fees. The correspondence grew to include many other children together with the headmaster of the school. The letters piled up. They had made such an impact on me that I knew I had to do something with them.

The monologue was part of an eclectic series, written for and directed by Annie Castledine and produced at the Nightingale Theatre in Brighton in 2007. The performer was Gillian Wright. Both Annie and Gillian felt the play had the potential to be turned into a full-length piece for the theatre, and encouraged me to re-write it, using Zimbabwean actors to bring the voices in those letters to life.

The Oval House Theatre in London had a reputation for producing plays with an African theme, and its artistic director, Ben Evans, agreed to schedule the play as part of their Black Africa Season in 2008. He also agreed to co-direct the play with Annie and provide rehearsal space.

Gillian Plowman

‘The mid-life crisis play and the ‘what shall we do about Africa?’ play – surely two of the most unprepossessingly middle class propositions in theatre?

Gillian Plowman’s brilliant strategy is to run the two in tandem so that each becomes a critique of the other. By the time her funny, full-hearted creation has drawn its conclusions about the link between individual action and global ramifications, any accusations of privileged idealism or third world romanticisation have been firmly blocked by the lump in your throat.’

Time Out

‘Yours Abundantly, From Zimbabwe is a powerful piece of contemporary theatre, giving voice to a little heard minority but at the same time challenging the sometimes misplaced generosity of Western charity.’

British Theatre Guide


YOURS ABUNDANTLY, FROM ZIMBABWE

Gillian Plowman

Yours Abundantly, From Zimbabwe was first produced at the Oval House Theatre in 2008 with the following cast:



	Nell Porter

	Gillian Wright




	Georgia Porter

	Hannah Boyde




	Boniface Masunda

	Nicholas Beveny




	Violet Masunda

	Aicha Kossoko




	Enock Tinago

	Tonderai Munyevu




	Wilson Mutambira

	Denton Chikura




	Portia Mutambira

	Diane Meyer




	Pertunia Mutambira

	Ayo-Dele Ajana




	Directed by

	Annie Castledine and Ben Evans




	Production Design

	Iona McLeish




	Lighting Design

	Ben Payne




	Sound Design

	Andrew Pontzen





CHARACTERS:

Nell Porter, 45

Georgia Porter, her daughter, 29

Boniface Masunda, 46

Violet Masunda, his wife, 43

The children of Ngwanda Secondary School:

Enock Tinago

Wilson Mutambira

Portia Mutambira

Pertunia Mutambira

Set:

The set represents both Nell’s home and the school in Zimbabwe.

MOVEMENT 1

The whole play takes place in Nell’s sitting room during the course of one day in 2006. Nell is preparing to go to Zimbabwe tomorrow. She remembers, throughout the course of the piece, her last visit to the country in 2002 and continuously remembers the people there who have written to her since that time and have invited her to go there. She is always in the two realities, one remembered and imagined and in the past and one real and in the present. Georgia sees and hears only the present. When the play opens Nell is discovered sorting out for storage an antique dinner service. A pile of letters from Zimbabwe is on the table behind her. She is interrupted by the memory of the sounds of Zimbabwe and we move powerfully into that first meeting with Enock, which begins her whole connection with Ngwanda Secondary School.

Sounds of water lapping lakeside and African birdsong – knob-billed ducks, spur-winged geese, white-faced ducks, secretary birds and the chip-chirrr of the woodlands kingfishers. Wind through maize.

ENOCKWhy do you not go with your friends?

NELLIt’s a water safari and it looks choppy.

ENOCKYou don’t want to be sick.

NELLNo.

ENOCKThen you can buy crafts from Zimbabwe. I made them myself Mam.

NELLWhat are they made of?

ENOCKBean pods. Seeds. Berries. All dried and polished by me – Enock Tinago.

NELLThey’re beautiful.

ENOCKHow many do you like?

NELLHow much are they?

ENOCKOne English pound if you don’t have Zimbabwe dollars.

NELLI have lots of Zimbabwe dollars.

ENOCKI have lots of necklaces. One for you. How many daughters do you have?

NELLJust one – Georgia.

ENOCKTwo necklaces for Georgia for she precious daughter.

NELLYes she is.

ENOCKAnd how many friends?

NELLThree.

ENOCKYou have more than three friends. You are very beautiful lady.

NELLFour then.

ENOCKOn that boat, there are five lady friends.

NELLAll right. Five friends.

ENOCKThat’s eight necklaces. You want to choose?

NELLI do. Thank you.

ENOCKThat is two thousand five hundred dollars.

NELLThat seems an awful lot.

ENOCKIs only eight English pounds. For ten pounds you can have ten necklaces – special deal.

NELLI have to walk back.

ENOCKI know a quicker way.

NELLLooks a bit jungly.

ENOCKSafe for you.

NELLI…

ENOCKYou can see my house this way. My parents’ house.

NELLWill I see your parents?

ENOCKThey are dead.

NELLI’m sorry.

ENOCKWe bring back the spirit of our parents.

NELLDo you?

ENOCKIn Shona language it is called Kurova Guva. The bringing of the spirit is one year after the death of a person. Beer is brewed in the village for seven days. When it is ready we take it and put it on the top of the grave. People will be singing, men whistling and women… (He ululates.) They are extremely happy as they take the late person as someone who has moved far away and will come now. While pouring beer the children’s names are called and each child moves forward with a stone to put on the grave and claps his hands and asks the late parent to look after him. If possible a goat or a cow is slaughtered and the meat is eaten without putting salt on. If you put salt on, it will forbid the movement of the spirit to come and see his children. The spirit of my mother told me someone would come to care for me. Where are you come from?

NELLLondon.

ENOCKVery good place to come from.

NELLYes it is.

ENOCKMy mother’s spirit is wise to choose you.

NELLTo choose me?

ENOCKYes indeed. You are here, Mam.

NELLOnly by accident.

ENOCKThat is no accident Mam.

NELLWho do you live with now?

ENOCKMyself.

NELLYou look after yourself?

ENOCKI have a sister Martha who is in her husband’s village and she has taken brother Jonasi and little sister Beauty to live with her. I stay here because I am twelve. Here is my parents’ house. The winds have broken it and I am building it up again. Maybe you can help.

NELLI don’t have time, Enock. We are leaving early in the morning.

ENOCKThese are presents for all the friends you are going to make in the future.

NELLYou think so?

ENOCKI believe it.

NELLSo that’s another…?

ENOCKDiscount price for ten necklaces. Ten pounds. This will buy sand to make bricks. You are good person. What are you called?

NELLNell Porter.

ENOCKNearly like my mother. Her name is Ellen.

NELLI’m sure she was very proud of you.

ENOCKShe wants me to go to school but it’s not possible.

NELLWhy not?

ENOCKI don’t have school fees, or shoes or school uniform. I can’t sell enough necklaces now there are not many tourists in Zimbabwe.

NELLI’ll give you the money for this term.

ENOCKYes?

NELLYes. Will you work hard?

ENOCKYes! Now?

NELLHere you are.

ENOCKI run to Mr Masunda and give him the fees!

NELLMr Masunda?

ENOCKMr Boniface Masunda, Headmaster of Ngwanda Secondary School. It’s hard to run without shoes.

NELLDo you know what size you take?

ENOCKSame as you.

NELLSeven?

ENOCKYes, of course seven. Those shoes will fit me, mam. I will send you crafts from great Zimbabwe. Statues from the stones carved. The small like baskets we call them Basens but in Shona we call them Zviseme. We make these things. More necklaces also. You can sell them for lot of money in England and send to me for fair and equal distribution and I will send more crafts and we have a business!

NELLGood idea, Enock.

Nell turns to go. They sing farewell.

An aeroplane roars.

Enter Georgia.

NELLYou’re nice and early.

GEORGIAYes.

NELLI thought Italian for lunch? Or…?

GEORGIAI’m already booked.

NELLOh. That’s a shame. You look lovely.

GEORGIAI haven’t slept. I’ve asked David to leave.

NELLOh Georgia.

GEORGIAHe’s been having an affair with a woman at work. Bastard. Wants me to forgive him. Wants to stay.

NELLWhat do you want?

GEORGIAI’m not putting up with that.

NELLHas he stopped seeing her?

GEORGIAShe’s his boss. He can’t stop seeing her.

NELLI mean…

GEORGIAHas he stopped shagging her?

NELLIt sounds so coarse.

GEORGIAIt is coarse.

NELLHe could change jobs.

GEORGIAI don’t care what he does.

NELLNo. Would you like a drink?

GEORGIAJust water. (She gets a bottle of water out of her bag.) Eleanor’s having another baby, did you know?

NELLNo.

GEORGIAHow do you feel now you do know?

NELLI can’t believe it’s what your father wants. Tied down since he was nineteen. Needing freedom. Travel. See what’s out there. His reasons for leaving. I’ve missed you.

GEORGIAYes, well.

NELLHas it been better for you? The space?

GEORGIAYes.

NELLYes. I keep a file of your articles. Loved the Live 8 one.

She gets out a file.

NELL‘The 200,000 people in Hyde Park today 2nd July 2005 never need to go to another gig again – they have seen it all. For ten hours the music legends came thick and fast.’

Georgia is impatient.

NELL‘U2’s passion was followed by Coldplay’s grandeur, which then gave way to the spectacular showmanship of Sir Elton John. REM oozed emotion before Madonna forced the crowd up on their feet.’

GEORGIAYou don’t have to prove you’ve read them.

NELLIt’s this last bit.

‘It was a once-in-a-lifetime experience – but when the dust has settled, will 200,000 people really have changed the world at the same time as watching their favourite bands?’ That’s the question you ask.

GEORGIAThe question I could have asked was that the starving children of Africa are once again being used to rescue the reputations of a load of clapped-out old rock stars.

NELLWhy didn’t you?

GEORGIAIt’s not that sort of paper and it’s not that sort of editor.

NELLThe concert was done with the best of intentions.

GEORGIASo was colonisation.

NELLGeorgia, the point you make…

GEORGIAWill be forgotten till the next concert.

NELLNo because people like you care.

GEORGIAI write to get paid.

NELLYou write… what’s meaningful. You could write about the real conditions these letters reveal? Make it personal.

She hands Georgia the letters.

GEORGIAPersonal to you, Mother, not to me.

She hands them back.

NELLI’m sorry about David.

GEORGIAWhy?

NELLI thought you were settled.

GEORGIAHow much did you get for the business?

NELLDifficult to say. It’s in stocks and shares. Property.

GEORGIAAre you going to get another job?

NELLIn a way.

GEORGIAWhat way?

NELLI’m going to be a teacher’s assistant in Zimbabwe.

GEORGIAWhere?

NELLZimbabwe.

GEORGIADon’t be ridiculous, Mother, you can’t go there.

NELLI can. I’ve been asked to go by Boniface Masunda, Headmaster of Ngwanda Secondary School.

GEORGIAWhere’s that?

NELLIt’s a little village.

GEORGIAMud huts?

NELLBricks. I think.

GEORGIAIt’s a country in chaos.

NELLI know.

GEORGIAThey don’t like white people there.

NELLThey won’t mind me. I don’t own any land.

GEORGIAWhen are you going?

NELLTomorrow.

GEORGIAWhy tomorrow?

NELLMy flight’s booked.

GEORGIAI don’t mean that.

NELLMy last chance to see you.

GEORGIAPeople leave Zimbabwe, they don’t go there. This is a bloody, bloody collapse of your faculties suddenly going to Zimbabwe.

NELLIt’s not sudden. You know I’ve been writing to the children.

GEORGIAYou’ve only been there once – for a week. And that was to escape from your divorce. You know nothing about the place.

NELLI read the papers. Watch the news. I have zimbabwesituation.com as my home page and I have these. Enock and Wilson, Portia and Pertunia… there’s a… people don’t write letters any more – all emails and mobile phones – and you build up a relationship in letters. I know them.

Nell picks up a letter and reads it to Georgia.

NELL ‘Dear Nell Porter,

I am very happy to write this letter to you my friend saying how are you my friend, I am fine and thirteen and back in school with uniform after a long time.

Mr Boniface Masunda is smiling at me every day to encourage me to do catch up. My mother’s spirit is very happy. Have you heard of the resurrection plant? It is a tree with leaves. Do you know what happens to the resurrection plant? When the rain goes it becomes dry. When the rain comes it becomes green again. I send you a dry branch for experiment. You put it in water for six hours and it will become green. I will send you a branch for experiment. Watch out for this branch.

Your boy,

Enock Tinago.’

(Pause.) It never came.

GEORGIAThey’re conning you, mother. They’ll all turn up on your doorstep as illegal immigrants and you won’t be able to send them back. Oh no – you’re going there, aren’t you. Turning up on their doorstep!

NELLThe thing is… the main thing is… yes food and clothes, shelter, but the main thing is they want so desperately to go to school, to be educated and to live fruitful lives. (She reads Wilson’s letter.)

‘Dear Mrs Nell Porter

I am writing to you whole-heartedly. I hope you are all well in your part of the world. I saw you at Mutirikwe dam. I myself did not have the money to buy a stamp that costs 2,100 dollars and envelope. I have stuck the letter with plant spit and tortoise dung to send to you.’

Georgia takes the letter from her and looks at it.

NELL (continues from memory) ‘My mother and father have both passed away so I don’t have a person to help me to go to school. I live with small brothers Pikerai and Clifford. I seek in all corners to find work to pay school fees and sisters Portia and Pertunia are finding seeds to grow.’

Georgia tears the letter into pieces.

NELL (continues from memory) ‘They like reading novels but we don’t have any. They all thank god who gave me time to write this letter. If you sent me money I could buy a uniform and go to school. And seeds.

Sincerely with hope,

Wilson Mutambira.’

(Pause.) He thinks I can help.

GEORGIAYou’ll never survive there. Will you be able to buy fine cut marmalade and wholemeal bread? Will there be delicatessens, boutiques and Vidal Sassoon hair salons?

NELLI can do without. I’ll have foreign currency. The government wants that.

GEORGIAWhen were you going to tell me?

NELLToday.

GEORGIAWhat sort of schedule’s that?

NELLBefore I go.

GEORGIAThere are things to discuss.

NELLWhat?

GEORGIAYour house.

NELLWe don’t need to discuss that.

GEORGIAI want to know what’s going on.

NELLGeorgia, we split. You chose that! You chose not to see me. You want to decide when and where we meet – if we meet. I can’t ring you up to discuss things. That was your decision.

GEORGIAYou’re just… shutting the house up? Nobody using it? Not Tom? Not Simon?

NELLYou all have your own homes. Where will David go?

GEORGIANot my problem. You’re not suggesting he lives here!

NELLNo. If he’s hurt you, he can go to hell!

GEORGIAI’ve met someone else. He’s an exciting, kind and gentle man. Faithful.

NELLHow long has he had to prove that? (Beat.) Tell me about him.

GEORGIAWe’re going on a round-the-world trip. That, I think, will prove to David that life goes on without him.

NELLExpensive…

GEORGIATwenty thousand pounds. I would be very grateful…

NELLWhat?

GEORGIAWhen you sold the business, you and Dad promised us a share in the profits. Twenty thousand pounds. I really think it’s what I need just now.

NELLWe bought you homes.

GEORGIAThat was before you sold. The profits after.

NELLWhat does he say?

GEORGIAHe’s got Eleanor and offspring now.

NELLHave you asked him?

GEORGIAI don’t see him.

NELLYou don’t see me either.

GEORGIADon’t tell me you really have taken leave of your senses and are taking all your money to Zimbabwe where you and it will disappear without trace!

NELLTwenty thousand pounds could bring electricity to

Ngwanda. There’s no paraffin either. They can’t read you know, once it gets dark.

GEORGIAMother, Mugabe drives around in a 28-limousine Mercedes Benz motorcade. It’s not up to you to buy paraffin.

NELLYou quoted Geldof, Georgia: ‘I want you to individually believe you can help change the condition of the most put-upon and beaten-down people on this planet.’

GEORGIAI also quoted Will Self, who said he was no more able to control rapacious multinationals and corrupt African demagogues than he could part the Red Sea, or get Geldof’s hair conditioned! You won’t change anything!

NELLGeorgia… these are more or less in chronological order, well not quite, four years worth, but so that it will make sense to you.

GEORGIAI doubt it.

NELLThey’ll be here. In case… they’re interesting… people would be interested…

GEORGIACan I take the dinner service?

Georgia begins to count every item of the dinner service and place them in piles of ten. Nell watches Georgia until…

BONIFACE‘Dear Mrs Nell Porter,

Regarding Enock Tinago and Wilson Mutambira.

I would like to acknowledge that the fees you sent the above students arrived safely. The fees are enough for this term and even for next term.

I would like to thank you assisting these students. They really come from poor backgrounds with no parents. I hope the donation will go a long way to change their lives for the better through education.

Inflation is around eight hundred per cent. Education system has also been hit hard by lack of essential textbooks in school. We have had our elections and our government is elected for a further six years. Our president has forbidden any opposition because he is the best one to make things better for our country. I am not sure if you read about our elections, but they are fair… our president says.

My wife, Violet says that Mugabe tears up our messages and fills the ballot boxes with love letters to himself.

If possible, if you can find some well wishers, our school is in need of textbooks – for forms one to six in all subjects like English Language, Science, Mathematics, Commerce, History, Geography, Accounts, Computers, Agriculture, Fashion and Fabrics and Shona Language. This last subject might not be possible for you.’

NELLI asked Simon if he could get school text books, old ones maybe, being thrown out.

GEORGIAHe teaches in Hackney. I doubt if they throw out text books.

She starts wrapping the dinner service.

BONIFACE‘I enclose the reports of Enock and Wilson Mutambira.

They have all missed much schooling due to previous lack of fees and the need to search for food because they are now head of their families.

However, as teachers, we will always try our best to assist them.

The concern for us – you and me – to dwell upon is that the siblings, like geese, are following the boys to school in the belief that the fees are for all the family. It has put me in a pleasurable dilemma.’

NELLPleasurable dilemma.

WILSON‘Portia hung herself in a tree because she can no longer go to school but is cut down now.

Yours sincerely,

Wilson Mutambira.’

PORTIA‘I climbed the tree so that my tears could fall a long way. I was stuck and could not reach the ground again until the end of the day when Mr Masunda said he heard a monkey in the tree and climbed up and found a girl. He said a girl can be much more useful on the ground…’

PERTUNIA‘I want to tell you about gathering mushrooms in our area. I wake up early morning, washes face only then take a sugar bag. If I’m late, all mushrooms they are eaten by tortoise, who are very fast there…!

I began to move in bush towards where are these mushrooms. We have so many types because it depends on rain. The types of mushroom are called Chihombiro, Dindindi, Whedzi, Dare and also Jorochoro and many other. The mushroom I most like is Dare because it is too delicious and take within an hour to cook. These mushroom like to shut up on top of land where there is dew. If there is little rainfall mushroom cannot grow because the land it is dry on top. When the sugar bag full I will go back home and take a hardyama, a small clay pot only used to cook vegetables. I poured water then put on fire and take a pinch of salt from the shelf. I started to remove all the dirt things then when water is boil I put the mushroom in it within 60 minutes it make good taste.’

PORTIA‘… but I am so sad because I do not want to be an uneducated girl. I want to go to school.’

BONIFACE‘Thank you for the administrative money. I have used it to send the reports. I am worried that the report of Enock Tinago is not very good and you will not be pleased with this work.’

NELL (out loud to Georgia, but also to Enock)

‘English Language – you can do better than this.

Mathematics – work harder. You have the potential.

Shona – Unogona kudanka apa ukashanda nesimba. Could be good.

Science – poor standard. Work harder.

History – get down to serious business before time runs out.

Position in class 54. Number in class 54.

Yours abundantly…’

Yours abundantly!

GEORGIAI didn’t realise there was ten of everything. She left it to me didn’t she?

NELLI think your grandmother meant after I was dead.

GEORGIABut still.

NELLStill what?

GEORGIAYou don’t use it… now.

Georgia continues packing the dinner service.

VIOLET‘Dear Mrs Nell Porter

Reference the position of Enock Tinago. My husband says that somebody has got to be at that end.

I ask him if he has to put a position and he says it is printed on the report – position in class. I say he could put middle row, third scholar back for a position and he replies to say that if the person in front is absent, he is the second scholar back. But, Mrs Nell Porter, think of this, when I say number 54 is such a bottom number to be, my husband says he has 53 chances to improve, which is more than anyone else! He is a man of faith and vision.

You will be able to work out that the position of Wilson Mutambira is better than 54. It is 53.

My husband doesn’t want you to be miserable and think he is not teaching these boys things… he is a good teacher with no resources… my husband says that they are ugly boys, but I say they are beautiful. Sometimes they are scruffy boys, sad boys because there is no mother to love them. Not ugly. Never that. My husband jokes. When he says someone is ugly like the back side of a wild pig, he means they are beautiful. To us, Mrs Nell Porter, you are beautiful.

Violet Masunda,

Wife of Boniface Masunda, Headmaster, Ngwanda Secondary School, Zimbabwe

ENOCK‘Dear Nell Porter

How are you my friend mother in England today? You may be worried about the report of last term but I had to go to the funeral of Martha’s husband. Now she has a baby and comes back to live in her home with myself and young brother Jonasi and little sister Beauty. We are on stranted time. We haven’t got food to eat and I am going to school with hunger and worry.

Another problem is we are staying in one room house and some is girls and some is boys…’

GEORGIADon’t frown at me.

NELLI’m not.

GEORGIAIt’s my dinner service.

NELLI was thinking about the situation in Zimbabwe.

GEORGIAI should think about your situation. Your mid-life crisis situation. That’s what this is all about. I wonder if you too are using the poor and deprived children of Africa to fill your empty life…

NELLYour grandmother’s grandmother wheeled that down to Governor’s Green in a wooden wheelbarrow when all the citizens of Portsmouth turned out to welcome the heroes of the Crimea back to an enormous meal.

GEORGIAGood talking point.

NELLIt’s very… antique.

GEORGIAThere’s an antique wash on my dishwasher.

NELLIs there? Goodness.

GEORGIAHaven’t you got one?

NELLI promised I’d look after it.

GEORGIAIn a mud hut?

NELLBricks! No… I… you have it. (She indicates crystal wine glasses.) These are a good talking point… I won’t be using these either.

GEORGIADon’t you think this Boniface would much rather come and live here rather than the other way round?

NELLI don’t think so.
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