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Shakespeare Club
By Dave Carley




Synopsis
An ice storm has locked-in Peterborough. The streets are nearly impassible. Hydro lines are being brought down by ice-heavy branches. Nevertheless, a determined group of women is gathering in one of their homes, to study Shakespeare. 
The storm raging outside Shakespeare Club’s meeting is soon matched by conflict inside. Intellectual discourse is disrupted by ancient rivalries – and a little magic. By the time hydro is restored to the storm-tossed city, the club’s power structure has split, and minds are cracking open.
Time and Place
January 1953. In and around Kerr House, in Peterborough, Ontario.
Characters
Dr. Jessie BIRNIE – 60-70. Described in club histories as “mannish”. American.
Mrs. FD KERR – 60s. Aristocratic. Kerr is pronounced ‘Car’.
Mrs. JOAN McRae – 28. A young mother. Her first meeting. 
What’s True and What Isn’t
The characters in this play are real, and all three were members of the actual Shakespeare Club. The evolution of the club is also pretty much as written. There was indeed a meeting during an ice storm. It was attended by a great number of members, all of whom were forced to crawl up the steep sidewalk to the Kerr house. Shakespeare Club still thrives, well over a century after its founding by Dr. Birnie. But the women in this play belonged to the club in different eras. Their words, attitudes and personal conflicts are imagined.

Ouija
There are two acceptable pronounciations for Ouija: wee-juh and wee-jee. I have gone with oui-juh, which might be more British/Canadian and might also be an older variant. Either is correct but Kerr would likely have been more apt to say wee-juh. Hence the rhyme in the script.
Thank you...
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Shakespeare Club
by Dave Carley

Exterior. The base of a hill, about 8 pm, on a Wednesday in early January, 1953. An ice storm has turned the streets to glass. Occasionally the snap and thump of tree branches can be heard, as the weight of ice causes them to break. But there is also a more magical sound – the tinkling and clicking of ice-laden branches. BIRNIE has fallen and is in pain.
BIRNIE:	‘Let the great gods,
that keep this dreadful pudder o’er my head!
Find out their enemies now...
I am a woman more sinned against than sinning.’
		Wrong play...
‘I would give a thousand furlongs of sea for an acre of dry ground... The wills above be done! But I would fain die a dry death.’
		Anything, anything to be dry.
		‘Put the wild waters in this roar, allay them,
		The sky, it seems, would pour down stinking pitch.’
		Stinking ice, more like it.
			(Loud cracking of a tree.) 
		‘Be not afeared! The isle is full of noises!’
			(JOAN appears. Slides over to BIRNIE)
JOAN:	Are you all right!?
BIRNIE:	Does it look like I’m all right?! 
JOAN:	Is it broken?
BIRNIE:	Don’t think so. Probably a twist.
JOAN:	Can you stand?
BIRNIE:	Let me try – help me up/ 
			(With great difficulty JOAN hoists BIRNIE.)
		If I can stand on it then it’s a sprain - 
JOAN:	I’ll get help.
BIRNIE:	I’ll be fine, (Can stand with difficulty; groans.)
JOAN:	Sit on the curb, I’ll get someone/
BIRNIE:	I can walk. I can put weight on it.
JOAN:	Really?
BIRNIE:	If I say I can, I can.
JOAN:	Lean on me, we’ll cross over to that house/
BIRNIE:	NO! I must climb that hill!
JOAN:	You can barely stand/
BIRNIE:	I have to get up that hill! The knives are out for me.
JOAN:	Knives? 
BIRNIE:	Judas knives! Judas knives, all of them aimed at my back!
JOAN:	(She knows who it is; plays along.) Then we better call the police!
BIRNIE:	Metaphoric knives! I’m going to a meeting. 
JOAN:	We really should get you help.
BIRNIE:	I can diagnose myself. I am a doctor.
JOAN:	I know.
BIRNIE:	(Pause.) How do you know?
JOAN:	You’re Dr. Birnie.
BIRNIE:	Did someone write it on my forehead?
JOAN:	It’s an ‘informed guess’.
BIRNIE:	And you are?
JOAN:	Joan - McRae. 
BIRNIE:	The new recruit! 
JOAN:	Yes, and we have to get you out of this storm. 
BIRNIE:	Then let’s start climbing.
JOAN:	Can you, really?
BIRNIE:	I can damn well try.
			(They start. At some point they will have to crawl up the hill.)
JOAN:	I would have driven over. But – the roads are – rinks – and Mrs. Kerr lives up this – couldn’t be less accessible place, could she?
BIRNIE:	She likes it that way. She calls her place ‘Avalon’. Island of apple trees. Hah. It’s got one half-dead crab. Her.
			(Sound of a crash)
		What’s that!
JOAN:	Another tree. I walked here from the north-end – they’re coming down all over the city. We should stay in the middle of the road. 
BIRNIE:	Onward!
JOAN:	I was afraid the meeting would be cancelled. Bob – my husband – said I was crazy to come. But I wouldn’t miss this for the world.
BIRNIE:	That’s the spirit! Onward Mrs. McRae!
JOAN:	Oh, call me Joan.
		(When BIRNIE doesn’t offer the same.)
	Dr. Birnie.
			(They are getting nowhere.)
JOAN:	We’re taking three steps forward and sliding back four!
BIRNIE:	Then we crawl! Dammit, we’re getting to Shakespeare Club if it kills us!
			(Even crawling, they are making little progress.)
JOAN:	The choice of play for tonight was very appropriate!
BIRNIE:	If only it was A Midsummer’s Night’s Dream.
JOAN:	All’s Well That Ends Well.
BIRNIE:	Anything but The Tempest.
			(More struggle.)
We’re going to make it Joan. To Avalon. Onward! Upward! 
(And they continue. Transition to interior, Kerr home. Great bustle as the door opens and BIRNIE and JOAN are ushered/hobble in.)
KERR:	Come in! come in!/
BIRNIE:	I’m wounded, Mrs. Kerr!/
JOAN:	Is there a chair/
KERR:	What happened?!/
BIRNIE:	Twisted ankle. Never mind. I’ve got two. That was a joke.
KERR:	Not a good one/
BIRNIE:	Help me with my boots. And fetch me ice. A little ice, I’ll be fine. I found a new member on the way.
KERR:	Mrs. McRae, I presume?
JOAN:	Yes – please – Joan. (Pause.) Mrs. Kerr.
KERR:	Welcome to Shakespeare Club. 
BIRNIE:	We had to crawl up your hill. Next ice storm you can slide down and we’ll convene at the bottom. Are you getting ice?
KERR:	I don’t think I have any.
BIRNIE:	Try your front verandah.
JOAN:	I can go out and chip some, let me do that/
KERR:	I’ll see if there’s any ice in the fridge. (Exiting.) Go through to the library. Make yourself comfortable.
BIRNIE:	‘No ice’. She could just open one of her veins. (Calls.) Are we not meeting in the dining room!?
KERR:	(Off.) The library! I’ve lit a fire! 
			(As JOAN helps BIRNIE to the library area...)
BIRNIE:	We usually sit around her dining room table. Seats 20. She likes putting on the dog. There can’t be many coming tonight. I’ll sit there. Can you (JOAN is removing her shoe.) Thank you. It’s definitely a sprain. The swelling – that’s good. Put my foot up, bit of ice on it, a drink with a bit of ice in it, I’ll be fine. Had worse. Had a lot worse.
			(KERR bustles in with ice.)
KERR:	I thought we’d meet in here – it’s cosier. It’s just us. People were phoning me all afternoon to cancel.
BIRNIE:	Phoning me too, the pikers.
KERR:	(Hands over ice and towel doubtfully; not a nurse-type.) Here?
JOAN:	Let me. 
(Wraps ice in towel, puts it around BIRNIE’s ankle etc. She’s good at it.)
BIRNIE:	So who called you?
KERR:	Anderson, Adams, Diplock, McCulloch, Robinson. And you?
BIRNIE:	Park, Langley, Fleming,  Hoyle, Rush, and Quarrie, a couple more. I was just going out the door when that McMaster woman called. Said she couldn’t get out of her driveway. Teach her to live out in the damn country. Surely Perry is coming – she lives across the street.
KERR:	Her youngest has a cough. 
BIRNIE:	What kind of reason is that?
JOAN:	Hold still please - 
KERR:	She said ‘germs’.
BIRNIE:	Was she planning to bring the brat? If she leaves it at home we’ll be safe. I should know. I’m a doctor. (To JOAN.) Peterborough’s first woman doctor.
KERR:	(With her, under.) Peterborough’s First Woman Doctor. 
JOAN:	That’s not too tight?
BIRNIE:	It’s fine.
JOAN:	What happens now? Do you postpone your paper?
BIRNIE:	We never postpone. Whenever two or more of us are gathered in Shakespeare’s name...
KERR:	Always best to get things over with.
JOAN:	I’ve been looking forward to this. The Tempest is one of my favourite plays. I wrote an essay on it in my final year. I wonder – Mrs. Kerr – may I use your phone? I should let my husband know I got here safely. 
KERR:	It’s in the hall. The Doctor and I will sit here and – chat pleasantly.
(JOAN leaves. BIRNIE immediately wheels around on KERR.)
BIRNIE:	I know what you’re planning.
KERR:	Pardon/
BIRNIE:	Dempster told me you’d called her.
KERR:	I haven’t spoken with Mrs. Dempster since last meeting.
BIRNIE:	That’s not what she said. And it wasn’t just her you’ve been calling/
KERR:	How’s your foot.
BIRNIE:	I don’t like people going behind my back.
KERR:	Nobody is going behind your back. 
BIRNIE:	Writing letters, plotting your little coup. Anyway, joke’s on you, we’re just three of us tonight, nothing can happen, we don’t have a quorum.
KERR:	Of course we’re a quorum. ‘Whenever two or more of us are gathered.’ 
		(JOAN has returned and is within earshot.)
BIRNIE:	Leave her out of it.
KERR:	She’s not in it. 
BIRNIE:	If she thinks there’s a lot of backroom shenanigans, she won’t stay. 
KERR:	Hush, she’s coming.
(JOAN returns.)
		Everything fine on the home front?
JOAN:	Oh, you know men. The babies are crying and Bob’s sounding colicky himself. He was upset with me leaving and now he says he’ll be upset if I come home in this.
KERR:	The radio was calling it ‘The Great Ice Storm of 1953’.
JOAN:	I forgot to ask if I was supposed to bring something.
KERR:	Refreshments are the host’s job. We indulge after we’ve been intellectually pummelled. 
			(Pause.)
BIRNIE:	You’re the host. 
KERR:	Yes, I think we can agree on that.
BIRNIE:	The host calls the meeting to order?
KERR:	I call this meeting to order. Is there any business?
BIRNIE:	I’d like to welcome Mrs. McRae to Shakespeare Club. 
JOAN:	Really, call me Joan.
BIRNIE:	There was a lot of enthusiasm expressed by our membership about when your application arrived. A few of us have gone to university – or in my case Med school – but I believe you are our first Honours BA in English Literature.
KERR:	Finally, an expert.
JOAN:	Hardly. But I love literature, so when I heard there was a club devoted to Shakespeare here in Peterborough/
BIRNIE:	In our fortieth year
JOAN:	That’s so amazing.
KERR:	Of the twenty originals, only Dr. Birnie and I are left. Two hoary dinosaurs. 
BIRNIE:	The other surviving original, Mrs. Stevenson, died this past September. Vacating a spot for you.
KERR:	One dies so one can join. Stevenson always went that extra yard.
BIRNIE:	Before we get started, do you have any questions?
JOAN:	Oh no, you explained everything so well the other night.
KERR:	Oh she did?
JOAN:	Dr. Birnie called to welcome me and tell me how you meet every month, rotating homes and speakers. And that you’re working your way through the Shakespeare canon, one play per year.
BIRNIE:	On our second pass, now.
JOAN:	And traditionally, as founder, you’ve been the first to give a paper, every January, setting out the year’s themes.
BIRNIE:	Traditionally that has been my duty. 
KERR:	That was very – welcoming - of you to phone her. 
JOAN:	When it comes to my turn to give a paper, how closely are we supposed stick to this year’s play?
BIRNIE:	Why do you ask?
JOAN:	For example, the setting for The Tempest is an island – some scholars think it is Sicily. Could I give a paper on Sicily?
BIRNIE:	You could tie the theme of islands into Shakespeare’s work and The Tempest in particular.
JOAN:	What about metaphoric islands?
KERR:	Oh there’s a rabbit hole.
BIRNIE:	Metaphoric, literal.
JOAN:	Actually, some believe the setting for The Tempest was Bermuda. There was a shipwreck there about the time Shakespeare wrote the play.
KERR:	I could do a literal paper on the non-metaphoric island of Bermuda. I was there last winter. I have colour slides. How’s your foot.
BIRNIE:	The ankle is fine. No. Slides. Ever. Let’s continue. The  Minutes?
KERR:	About them. We have a problem. (To JOAN.) Usually we start by reading the minutes of our previous meeting but I’m sorry to report that our outgoing secretary, Mrs. McMaster, has had an accident. 
JOAN:	Yes/
KERR:	There are no minutes.
BIRNIE:	Why haven’t I heard this till now?
KERR:	She phoned her regrets just before you arrived. 
BIRNIE:	What happened to the minutes?!
KERR:	Her goat ate them. An hour ago.
BIRNIE:	Her goat ate them. An hour ago. 
KERR:	Just last month’s.
BIRNIE:	Why anyone would choose to move to the country, live on a farm, and raise goats – is beyond me.
KERR:	I agree. What can you do with goats? You can’t eat them.
JOAN:	Goat meat is popular in many cultures.
KERR:	Not in this one.
JOAN:	Goat’s milk is very nutritious and some people are allergic to dairy. Babies, in particular.
BIRNIE:	You should be breast-feeding.
			(JOAN looks aghast. She’s probably not.)
KERR:	Way off topic doctor. Happily, Mrs. McMaster dropped off a brand new minute book to start the year.
BIRNIE:	Hold on - I’m confused. Mrs. McMaster managed to get out of her ridiculous lane before the storm hit, drive into town to the office supply store, buy a new minute book - which is completely illogical because her goat hadn’t yet dined on the old one. Nevertheless, she drove up here and dropped off the new book/
KERR: 	Had a drink/
BIRNIE:	Had a drink, drove back to her now iced-in farmhouse - only to discover that a goat had stumbled across her old minute book and was able to eat the very minutes we needed for this meeting, which of course she could have dropped off here at the same time as she dropped off the new book. Had she actually written them.
JOAN:	It doesn’t sound as if she likes doing the minutes.
BIRNIE:	They are a privilege.
KERR:	They’re a burden. The secretary is expected to be creative with them. Many write them up in poetry. Not good poetry and, in fact, we went through a fifteen year period where everyone tried to top each other with how bad they could get. With some pride I can say that, when my turn came, I exceeded everyone’s expectations. But now the pendulum has swung the other way. The woman before Mrs. McMaster – McCulloch - actually put her minutes into iambic pentameter. 
BIRNIE:	Mrs. McMaster was trying to write hers in Shakespearean dialogue.
JOAN:	That sounds stressful. 
KERR:	(to JOAN.) You may wish to return to bad poetry.
			(BIRNIE reacts, but more in awe. Maybe a snort of laughter.) 
JOAN:	Pardon?
KERR:	The minutes.
JOAN:	You want me to take over the -
KERR:	The rule is, we go alphabetically. Don’t we Doctor.
(BIRNIE is catching up; stammers.)
McCulloch. McMaster. McRae. 
JOAN:	Oh.
KERR:	I’m not missing anyone in between am I, Doctor?
BIRNIE:	No/
KERR:	It’s settled then. 
JOAN:	But/
KERR:	It does seem odd to not have a recap of our last meeting.
JOAN:	Were you both there?
KERR:	Yes. It was at Mrs. Hamilton’s. Hosting goes alphabetically too. Hamilton – Kerr.
JOAN:	Well, this being an evening of – disturbance – why not just tell me what happened?
BIRNIE:	Mrs. Kerr – you’re the host – do you want do the honours?
KERR:	Well, we met at Grace Hamilton’s. We had minutes, and then a paper.
JOAN:	Ohhhh wait - I just realized, you host once a year, alphabetically, and do the minutes once a year, alphabetically. I thought I was going to have to be clever for an entire year. 
KERR:	Not so fast dear. The minutes are a year-long job. It got too confusing to keep switching them every meeting. Am I not right Doctor.
BIRNIE:	(Startled.) Yes. Yes.
JOAN:	Oh.
KERR:	You’ll be amazed at how fast the year goes. So last month, after we heard the minutes, we took our final whack at Cymbeline. A disastrous play. The plot is a stinking mess.
BIRNIE:	The Tempest will prove much more accessible. We’re nearing the end of the canon. Then we’ll go back and start at the beginning. 
KERR:	Like rats on a treadmill. I rather hope I’ll be dead before the return of Cymbeline. 
BIRNIE:	I rather hope so too.
BIRNIE:	At the December meeting, we voted on your application. I forget who nominated you.
JOAN:	(Quick.) Mrs. McMaster.
BIRNIE:	We forgot one thing. After we read the minutes and before we hear the paper, we share a personal anecdote of this past month. 
JOAN: 	These anecdotes -
BIRNIE:	Something that happened to you in the past while. 
JOAN:	You didn’t tell me this.
BIRNIE:	It’s nothing, really. We go alphabetically. Me, Mrs Kerr, you. Plenty of time for you to think of something during Mrs Kerr’s. Mine just happened this morning. I got it into my head I’d clear out all my old magazines.
KERR:	Housekeeping isn’t an anecdote.
BIRNIE:	This ties in perfectly with the play at hand. I was culling my sister’s magazines. She has piles of them. She favours disasters, so those were the ones she’d saved – Time, Life, Look – all featuring mayhem. Wars, atom bombs, assassinations… 
KERR:	We live in turbulent times.
BIRNIE:	There I was – trying to edit that pile of disasters – and it struck me that tonight we’re launching into a play that also begins in chaos.
KERR:	That’s a coincidence, not an anecdote. 
BIRNIE:	End of story. (Shrugs.) Your turn.
KERR:	I met Eleanor Roosevelt in 1933.
BIRNIE:	You’ve told that one before.
KERR:	She’s never heard it.
BIRNIE:	Mrs. Kerr was driving through Fredericton with her husband and Eleanor Roosevelt drove right past her at a high rate of speed.
KERR:	May I? She was with her ‘special friend’ Lorena Hickok. And I said to my husband – this was a year before he died – I said to FD, “I could swear that was Eleanor Roosevelt who just drove right past us at a high rate of speed.” 
BIRNIE:	FD pooh-poohed her and said, “Why the hell would Eleanor Roosevelt be in New Brunswick?” 
KERR:	And I said, “I have no idea why the hell Eleanor Roosevelt is in New Brunswick. I don’t even know why the hell we’re in New Brunswick.” We followed her to the Maine border. 
BIRNIE:	Chased her/
KERR:	Mrs. Roosevelt was on her way back to her summer home – Campobello. She stopped for gas.  We stopped too, and I welcomed her to Canada. 
BIRNIE:	Three minutes later a terrified Eleanor Roosevelt was safely back in America. It’s a really bad story. Joan?
JOAN:	I didn’t know I’d have to –
BIRNIE:	Just something that happened this past month.
JOAN:	I changed 500 diapers.
KERR:	That’s not an anecdote, that’s an ordeal.
JOAN:	No kidding. I made 93 meals. Ironed my husband’s work shirts 22 times. Pushed the baby around the block 60 times, even the nights it snowed. And I re-read one play - The Tempest. That’s my life. Short on anecdotes, heavy on statistics.
BIRNIE:	Tell us about your student days.
KERR:	What was it like, going to university, were you scared?
BIRNIE:	Why would she be scared/
JOAN:	I was mostly excited. I thought I’d no sooner move into residence, unpack my suitcase – then ten minutes later I’d be involved in some roaring debate about – the United Nations or African independence movements or, or the Bloomsbury Group/
BIRNIE:	And?
JOAN:	It started well. There were some girls sitting on the steps of my residence. I went over and introduced myself – they were very friendly, they invited me to join them and I thought: drum roll. The intellectual life of Joan – starts – now!
KERR:	And?
JOAN:	They went back to talking about that week’s football game.
BIRNIE:	Of course. 
JOAN:	I was so deflated. I did eventually find kindred spirits and have those discussions I craved. But I learned they don’t waft in out of the blue, you have to work at creating them. So after I moved here and heard there was a group of women who meet to talk about literature... 
BIRNIE:	On that note, I will begin. (Paper out.)  Welcome to 1953. The year of the tempest. Outdoors and in. We bid a “fond” goodbye to Cymbeline and move on to one of Shakespeare’s greatest works. I’m going to set up the principal themes of the play tonight. But I want to start a little differently – by asking you what you think is most worthy of comment in the play. 
KERR:	Audience participation - really?
BIRNIE:	Joan?
JOAN:	The thing that immediately struck me is there’s only one woman. Only one who talks, at any rate. Miranda.
BIRNIE:	And (to KERR) what about Sycorax – the witch. Her most notable characteristic?
KERR:	She’s a witch.
BIRNIE:	Yes, that’s her occupation.
KERR:	It’s also an adjective. Witches tend to be witches.
BIRNIE:	But how do we know that, Mrs. Kerr? Her speech in Act II – where she talks about the importance of revenge? Or in Act III – when she talks about the quality of mercy.
			(JOAN is about to interject in puzzlement.)
KERR:	I’m not doing your work for you. And I know you’re trying to trick me because Joan already said only one woman speaks in The Tempest and that’s whoojee.
BIRNIE:	Have you read the play?
KERR:	Not exactly. I was going to sit down last night and give it a great go but when I went to my row of Shakespeares – The Tempest was missing! I must have lent it to someone last cycle, 26 years ago. So this morning I thought I’d send the girl down to the library to borrow a copy but the weather started up. Then that McMaster woman came by for a drink, then the girl and I began making the food. So take me out and shoot me, I didn’t read it. 
BIRNIE:	I thought not. 
JOAN:	But you had good intentions.
KERR:	I never have good intentions. (To BIRNIE.) And I know that someone as clever as you will never understand this - but sometimes it is more interesting to study a book by not actually reading it.
BIRNIE:	Let me shorthand the plot for you. Prospero is a sorcerer and should have been a Duke but was ‘usurped’ by his brother. Prospero conjures up a storm, his brother and the King of Naples are shipwrecked on the island... where Prospero and his daughter await.
JOAN:	(Smiles) ‘Whoojee’ – Miranda. A woman who is, quite frankly, not a very good representative of our sex.
BIRNIE:	(Testing.) So – what about Ariel.
JOAN:	Ariel has been played by women but the pronouns are male. So really, just Miranda. So really, there’s just one woman: irritating Miranda. 
KERR:	Why irritating?
JOAN:	Any woman who falls in love with the first man she sees that isn’t her father is a bit – simple.
BIRNIE:	She’s only 15 and she’s never really seen a young man before. She’s compassionate. Kind.
JOAN:	I just wish Miranda had been given a few choices. 
KERR:	Did you have choices?
JOAN:	More than Miranda. 
BIRNIE:	We’ll come back to Miranda. 
JOAN:	You had mentioned Sycorax - who looms large in the play, albeit offstage. 
BIRNIE:	We are meant to loathe Sycorax.
KERR:	The witch.
BIRNIE:	But why? Because Prospero says so much bad about her. 
JOAN:	We never get to hear from Sycorax herself. 
BIRNIE:	So what’s our poor Miranda to think? Her father says Sycorax makes bad magic and is a sinful women. She’s an outcast. She has a son who’s an absolute disaster -
KERR:	Caliban! Where did that come from!
BIRNIE:	Congratulations. 
KERR:	26 years later – Caliban just popped out. 
BIRNIE:	Sycorax had Caliban out of wedlock. Another way that she was manipulated into the category of ‘bad woman’. An unwed mother. Note – that is Shakespeare’s dichotomy.
JOAN:	It’s such an artificial construct.
BIRNIE:	(Impressed.) Marriage?
JOAN:	Creating a division of qualities that define goodness – one list for good, and then heaping all the bad qualities on to the ‘other and then – fanfare - enter the playwright for the final blow – not letting that ‘other’ answer back properly. It’s manipulative. You’re right – I really should feel more kindly to Miranda – Shakespeare never gave her a chance.
(The lights flicker.) 
That’s what I get for criticizing him.
(KERR gets up.)
BIRNIE:	Where are you going? 
KERR:	To get some candles... I already know where she’s leading us.  I’m hearing the rumble of a very old train coming down the tracks. Choo choo the patriarchy train. She’s driven that one through every play we have studied over the past quarter century. (At door, dramatically.) It wearies me.
JOAN:	Do you need help?
KERR:	That would be kind. 
BIRNIE:	Go. We can pick up where we left off...
			(They’ve left. She starts trying her foot, groans.)
Patriarchy train. (Tries standing; of her ankle.) This is not good. Not good at all.
(She tries standing again, but stumbles against a table. Grasps it. Tries a little movement. Something catches her eye.)
		What.
(She pulls newspaper away. Exposes a copy of The Tempest.)
		Well well well what have we here.
(Places the book back under the newspaper as she hears the others returning. They have candles and a tray of food.)
JOAN:	(Returning.) This is a perfect room. That’s my dream - to have a library, a place of one’s own -
KERR:	This was my husband’s sanctuary. He came here to escape me. Avalon was my house – my parents’. He moved in when we married. I had to grant the poor man one room. I’m surprisingly difficult to live with.
JOAN:	You’re walking!
BIRNIE:	Just testing.
JOAN:	And?
BIRNIE:	Definitely a double sprain. Only needs rest. I suggest we get back to the talk – it’ll take my mind off things.
KERR:	Are you sure we shouldn’t postpone? That would give me time to borrow a copy/
BIRNIE:	About that. I have good news Mrs. Kerr! Look what I found. (Pulls back paper.) Voila!
KERR:	It was in here all along! 
BIRNIE:	Right underneath today’s newspaper.
KERR:	You got me. I tried. Couldn’t get past the storm.
(And then the lights really flicker.)
JOAN:	Oh no
KERR:	(As they come back on.) Phew. Well, we’re ready now. Carry on, Doctor.
(And then the lights go out. Silence.)
JOAN:	They might come back.
KERR:	Let’s wait a minute. 
JOAN:	The whole city’s gone dark. I can’t see a light anywhere.
BIRNIE:	Not surprising we’d have a blackout.
KERR:	We’ll have to rough it. (Shines a flashlight.) Mrs. McRae – can you light those, we’ll just put them around. There’s a coal lamp there. Always be prepared. I’m a regular boy scout. Doctor, we’ll have to postpone the rest of your paper – we can’t risk you losing your eyesight.
BIRNIE:	A little darkness has never kept me from a task. When I first began practising medicine here/
KERR:	Peterborough’s first woman doctor.
BIRNIE:	You seem to have a problem with that.
KERR:	Not at all. But I do pray for a second.
JOAN:	You must have had some amazing experiences.
BIRNIE:	I did. Particularly when I started back in the 20s - visiting farms – before they got electricity, tending to patients by candlelight, it was all in a day – or night’s – work. Delivering babies in cabins. Amputating frozen toes by candlelight. 
JOAN:	You really did that!?
BIRNIE:	More than once.
KERR: 	She chewed them off. 
BIRNIE:	Lord.
KERR:	(A bit contrite; knew that was too far.) Actually… I’m interested.
BIRNIE:	Interested.
KERR:	Yes.
BIRNIE:	This is a trick.
KERR:	The title of Peterborough’s first woman doctor holds no interest for me. Amputating toes by candelight does. By your deeds you shall know them. 
JOAN:	Yes.
KERR:	Speaking of deeds - I’m going to get the tea before it goes cold.
(KERR leaves.)
BIRNIE:	That was almost a – 
JOAN:	Truce?
BIRNIE:	I can’t help that I am Peterborough’s first and only.
JOAN:	Are you still practising?
BIRNIE:	Yes. 
JOAN:	You must get worn out.
BIRNIE:	I’m no spring chicken. When I fall, I twist. I don’t yet break, but I twist. But I’ll never retire. Oh, my sister wants to go somewhere warm. California. This ice storm may be the last straw for her. But I can’t surrender this town to the men. Or this club to the foolish.
(KERR returns with a flashlight under her face.)
KERR:	Boo.
(No one is startled.)
BIRNIE:	I rest my case. Where’s the tea?
KERR:	I decided on something else. (Holds up bottle of whisky.) I was saving this for our annual picnic. But there’s no time like the present.  Doctor?
BIRNIE:	Please. 
KERR:	Joan?
JOAN:	A tich. 
BIRNIE:	Pardon?/
KERR:	(With her.) Excuse me.
JOAN:	A finger? Is that what you say?
BIRNIE:	Did you hear anything Mrs. Kerr?
KERR:	No.
BIRNIE:	My hearing is not what it was but I could have sworn I heard someone say ‘half’.
KERR:	I heard ‘One and a half’.
 (They all have tumblers of Scotch and they toast.)
ALL:		To the Bard/Shakespeare
(And a moment of harmony.)
BIRNIE:	I’ll say this for you Mrs. Kerr. Over the past twenty-six years I’ve had some damn fine scotch in this house.
KERR:	And I’ll say this for you. We live in a city of people who would drink Saturday night’s bathwater - if it was spiked. I appreciate your appreciation. How’s your leg?
BIRNIE:	The same. But the ankle is improving rapidly.
KERR:	Whose rule was it to serve tea anyway?
BIRNIE:	Not mine.
(Pause.)
		Should we resume? Move on to another theme?
KERR:	We’re done with the patriarchy, she asked hopefully?
BIRNIE:	I’m just giving an overview of the play. We can go further into the patriarchy as the year progresses. Joan may wish to elaborate on it depending on what happens on the home front tonight.
JOAN:	I’ll be content if the patriarchy changes a diaper.
BIRNIE:	The Tempest is a thematic goldmine. Shakespeare was nearing the end of his career – he was writing with wisdom. There are those who felt he was getting – tired – reworking old themes. But with this play, I beg to differ. There’s so much - the storm – the chaos outside – the relationship of men and women, colonialism, magic…
Not to mention - the supernatural. How pertinent is that!? We’re sitting here high atop a city, in a house named after an island, a raging ice storm outside...
In fact, the parallels are quite amazing. Tonight began with a storm – a magical one. As I crawled up here I marveled through my pain at nature in all its tinselled glory. A savage beauty yes – it caused me to fall - and tree branches were snapping all around us. Joan and I could have been clobbered, but like the voyageurs in The Tempest we found safe harbour. 
Except. The Tempest’s storm is not a real. It’s magic. Ariel has conjured it up. 	
JOAN:	And there’s Caliban – he’s not – natural either – he talks about the island being the home of magic.
BIRNIE:	And Prospero – the host – also full of magic. Spells, potions (Holds up drink.) Cheers. He can make himself invisible, like you do up here. And, if our host has conjured up this storm and can cause electricity to fail… well... magic is still central. This too is a night of illusion. A night when a copy of the play can disappear for twenty-six years. Only to be found underneath today’s newspaper. If there’s ever a moment when the supernatural should make an appearance...
KERR:	Tell me you didn’t bring your talking board with you tonight.
BIRNIE:	I don’t take it out in storms.
JOAN:	Talking board? As in Ouija?
KERR:	Other people have goats. Babies. She has her Ouija board.
BIRNIE:	Have you ever consulted one?
JOAN:	We meant to, at school. A classmate had one. Exams intervened.
BIRNIE:	A little talking board magic might go a long way to helping our understanding of the play.
KERR:	How.
BIRNIE:	It could put us in the minds of the characters.
KERR:	This is the 20th century. We’re far too rational.
BIRNIE:	What part of this century so far has suggested rationality? 
JOAN:	I sure didn’t expect this! I’m keeping an open mind and I think it would be – fun to try – but I don’t - 
BIRNIE:	An open mind is enough. 
KERR:	I have no idea where my board is.
BIRNIE:	It’s up there on the shelf.
JOAN:	Shall I get it down?
(KERR shrugs ‘yes’ and JOAN gets it and brings it back.)
KERR:	I’m not sure this needs to be in the minutes.
BIRNIE:	I’m not sure we’ve been taking them.
 			(KERR sets board down. BIRNIE takes it out of the box.)
	Ah, you have one of the original editions. I thought you might. It looks surprisingly well-used, considering it is owned by a non-believer.
KERR:	I didn’t say I hadn’t played it.
BIRNIE:	Where’s your planchette?
JOAN:	Is that the little/
BIRNIE:	Our guide. (Finds it.) Ah, it’s missing a leg. How did it lose a leg?
KERR:	It was thrown.  
JOAN:	Is there something else we could use?
BIRNIE:	As long as it keeps its balance… 
JOAN:	It seems odd – I mean how something that could be manufactured in a factory – Parker Brothers made thousands of these. 
BIRNIE:	Hundreds of thousands in its heyday.
JOAN:	How can something mass produced have special properties?
BIRNIE:	It doesn’t, not inherently. Its value is as a guide. A vehicle. Your car doesn’t have any properties until you get behind the wheel, turn a key and pull out the choke. We begin by placing our index and middle fingers on the planchette.
			(They do.) 
KERR:	You have lovely hands dear.
JOAN:	They’re strong. I play the piano.
KERR:	And you’ve not painted your nails like so many young women. The girl who does my hair has nails like a harlot.
BIRNIE:	When have you ever seen a ‘harlot’?
KERR:	I look down the hill. 
BIRNIE:	Should we start? Starting doesn’t require belief but it does need concentration.
JOAN:	We can do that.
(They all do, but almost immediately:)
KERR:	Doctor, there’s a rumour you consult a Ouija board when making your diagnoses.
BIRNIE:	I know that rumour.
KERR:	Is it true?
BIRNIE:	Would it matter if it was?
KERR:	If I was your patient – yes!
JOAN:	(With KERR.) Yes.
BIRNIE:	The rumour began at the hospital. With the other doctors. The men were desperate to discredit me. 
JOAN:	But do you consult it?
KERR:	On occasion. 
JOAN:	It seems a paradox.
BIRNIE:	Why.
JOAN:	The practice of medicine – western medicine – is a – well, an exercise of technical, perhaps intellectual skill over – but definitely technical skill – over - over
KERR:	Witch doctoring?
JOAN:	“Traditional practice”. But I’m sorry, that sounded wrong.  
BIRNIE:	Your doubt is reasonable and I’d like to answer it.
KERR:	Are we stopping? 
BIRNIE:	We stopped when you started on nail polish. I do sometimes consult the Ouija board, when all else has failed. And there is a valid justification for it. I am a highly trained professional. I studied long and hard and graduated near the top of my class. At the risk of sounding immodest: there’s a hellish lot of information crammed in this old noggin. Ouija taps into subconscious impulses; it brings out what I know but cannot summon forth on my own. Knowledge that’s buried. 
KERR:	This fills me with confidence. 
BIRNIE:	We cloud our brains with so much – junk. Only our subconscious can focus directly.
KERR:	God forbid you see her about your next baby
JOAN:	God forbid I should have one. But if the Ouija is – as I understand it – bringing us a message from the spirits, why don’t they simply approach us on their own? Why do we have to go to them? 
KERR:	With the help of Parker Brothers/
BIRNIE:	I don’t know if I can answer that. Except that sometimes it works. I’m not necessarily calling in a message from beyond. Maybe the message is already here. (Taps head.) As for the board – it’s a prop. If we were to sit here for fifteen minutes in utter silence – (Glares at KERR) – then the planchette upon which we place our hands becomes a different piece of wood than the one we first pulled out of the box.
KERR:	Fifteen minutes.
BIRNIE:	I have been in sessions that took that long to get an initial response, yes. Sometimes it’s instantaneous. Now: are we going to try this or not?
JOAN: 	Yes.
BIRNIE:	We should never have had a drink. It’s not – usual – to drink before consulting a talking board.
KERR:	I should have thrown the damn thing out.
BIRNIE:	Concentrate. Close your eyes and place your fingertips on the planchette. Lightly. If we want a revelation then it’s also necessary for you to relax, body and mind. Mrs. Kerr, you’re pressing too hard.
KERR:	I am not.
BIRNIE:	Your knuckles are white.
JOAN:	(Are you OK)
KERR:	I’m out.
BIRNIE:	Pardon.
KERR:	You go ahead. I’ll watch. 
BIRNIE:	It’s not a spectator sport.
KERR:	Your subconscious won’t care a hoot if I’m sitting here.
BIRNIE:	Joan.
JOAN:	Sure.
BIRNIE:	(to KERR.) No commentary. (to JOAN.) Fingers on the planchette. I will now make a small invocation, after which I’ll ask the Ouija Board if it’s ready. It’s only possible for one person to ask questions – is there anything you wish to know?
JOAN:	The future.
KERR:	That’s precise.
BIRNIE:	What about the future.
JOAN:	Anything.
BIRNIE:	Too general. I’ll get a bit more specific. Hand on the planchette. Let your mind relax, your mind, your arm, your hand...
“Spirits of light, we are believers, gathered here as supplicants to your wisdom. We ask that you command all spirits, energy and entities in this place to come to us now,  and communicate with us. Keep watch over us during this process, keep our minds and souls cleansed, bathe this room in holy light, keep all evil at bay, and help us with our enquiries.
Are you with us?”
(Pause. Then:)
JOAN:	(Reading planchette’s indication.) It says “Hello”.
(KERR grows more agitated.)
BIRNIE:	Thank you, spirits. We are honoured by your presence. Are you ready to answer our questions?
(Pause. She will read the results; JOAN might read with her, under.) 
		“Yes.” Thank you, spirits. 
We have questions. Can you help us with that?
“Yes”
Thank you, spirits. Is there a specific message you have for us?
“Yes”
Does it pertain to one of us here today?
“Yes”
That person’s future?
“No.”
The Past?
“Yes.”
This club?
“Yes.”
What then is it that you wish to tell us about the future of Shakespeare Club.
(Pause. Then planchette begins moving.)
JOAN:	It’s moving!
(BIRNIE silences her.)
BIRNIE:	A B. B. It’s stopped
KERR:	This is stupid/
BIRNIE:	B. Is this what you wish to tell us?
(Pause. Planchette begins moving again.)
KERR:	You must be moving it
JOAN:	I’m not
BIRNIE:	(With her.) Shh.
KERR:	Ridiculous.
BIRNIE:	It’s moving again. H. I. J. K.
KERR:	Stop! STOP!
(Spell is broken.)
		You’re moving it!
			(KERR grabs planchette.)
	One of you was moving it! (at BIRNIE.) You were moving it!
	(To JOAN.) She was pushing it!
BIRNIE:	Quiet!!
KERR:	Don’t you dare tell me/
BIRNIE: 	QUIET!
		(Silence. Pause. KERR stands up; moves off.)
	We’ll stop. Quickly now. Joan, put your hand back on the board. We must close the doorway: The spirits are still with us but no longer communicating. We must let them return and thank them. Bow your head.
‘Thank you spirits for your time and wisdom, In the name of all that is sacred we ask you now to return to your place of comfort.’
Amen.
(Pause.)
JOAN:	It really was moving.
KERR:	You were moving it. 
BIRNIE:	It’s our subconscious.
JOAN:	It did seem to have a life of its own. 
KERR:	I need a drink.
JOAN:	Can I get you one?
BIRNIE:	Please.
(KERR and JOAN move off a bit. BIRNIE puts board away.)
JOAN:	You’re really upset.
KERR:	I’m not a – fan – of all that.
JOAN:	You’re shaking.
KERR:	It gives me the willies. 
JOAN:	You can’t read anything into it.
KERR:	It’s deeply foolish. How she can subscribe to it – but - I over-reacted. It’s just – the – memories it conjures up. Never mind.  
(KERR and JOAN return. KERR begins packing up board; moves off to fetch planchette.) 
KERR:	Away you go for another thirty years
(KERR moves off a bit.) 
BIRNIE:	What was that about?
JOAN:	It was the associations it conjured
BIRNIE:	(to KERR.) What do you mean?
KERR:	Never mind.
(Pause.)
BIRNIE:	All right. 
(Pause.)
I’m sorry if that upset you. 
(Pause.)
It was certainly not my intent to upset you. Let’s get back to The Tempest.
	(Gets paper out again.) 
KERR:	Before the war we used to play with the Ouija. Myself, some friends, girls, we were teenagers, we’d play with the Ouija, silly games, it reminded me of all that.
BIRNIE:	‘Who will be my husband’? 
KERR:	That sort of thing.
BIRNIE:	But we all played those games/
KERR:	We’d go through all the suitable boys in Peterborough, one by one, and ask, oh, “Who will Gerry Ackerman marry” and wait for the planchette to point out an initial. Then we’d giggle and be stupid and we’d ask again, another boy, another initial. We were all steering the planchette, it was silly.
JOAN:	We’ve all been silly/
KERR:	Then ‘The Great War’ came along. The girls still came over, but it didn’t take long before we stopped giggling. You only had to open The Examiner and read the names. Or hear the news that would – ricochet - around town after someone got a telegram… Suddenly we got very serious about Ouija. We began asking, “Who will be next?” Imagine asking that. ‘Who will be next.’ And Ouija would point out a letter and we’d shudder. Do you know how many boys died from this town?
BIRNIE:	It was monstrous.
JOAN:	And you had someone special.
KERR:	Billy Kerr.
JOAN:	But he survived/
BIRNIE:	You married him.
KERR:	No.  
BIRNIE:	But your name/
KERR:	Oh - Billy survived the war. (Deep breath.) You really want your pound of flesh.
Billy made it back in one piece. March. 1919.
And I was waiting by this window, straining for the sound of the train, he came here straight from the station. I knew what he was going to ask, I didn’t need any Ouija board for that.
He rang the doorbell, the maid answered, my parents shook his hand, Billy came in here, got down on his knee, and asked me the question I knew all through that damn war he’d ask if he didn’t come home in a telegram.
We sat here and talked and talked about the grand future we were going to have. Outside that door the house began filling up with sounds…then the doorbell, Billy’s father – Frederick Kerr - he was a widower by then – he came to see his son and hear the news – the maid began bustling about, other neighbours arrived, I heard corks…and still Billy and I stayed in here, happy if we never had to leave our world...
Finally they couldn’t stand it anymore, they began calling for us, and we went out. We had gone five long years without celebrating and by God we celebrated.
Billy had made it though the war but when the Spanish flu arrived in Peterborough it made a beeline for him. 
JOAN:	I’m so sorry. 
KERR:	Three days start to finish. He was here. He was gone.
BIRNIE:	You couldn’t even see him once he took ill, could you.
KERR:	I begged, they wouldn’t let me. There were rules.
BIRNIE:	(To JOAN.) Quarantines. But – your name. 
JOAN:	There’s more, isn’t there. 
KERR:	Yes. After the war – talking to the spirits became popular, yet again. 
BIRNIE:	Like it did after the Civil War. 
KERR:	Grief makes you foolish. But there I was, queen of a whole – tribe - of grieving – spinsters – such an ugly word - looking down at a city stirring itself back to life. Without us. Me.
We began meeting in this room again. Ouija became this desperate way of bringing our loved ones back. A message, something, anything.
	And I – the one who escaped ‘The Great War’ unscathed only to lose the love of my life six months later – I was the most desperate of all. 
About a year after Billy died, I came down here for one last go at the board. By myself. One last go at hearing from Billy, to ask him what I should do. To let me know what MY future was.
BIRNIE:	And it pointed to F.
KERR:	(Over.) F, then D, then K. I swear I was not moving that planchette. My subconscious at work? Frederick’s initials. That’s when I threw the planchette.
FD was as lonely as I was. He began visiting. I began seeing bits of Billy in him – mannerisms, the same twisting grin, pulling on his earlobe... There’s no law against marrying your fiancé’s father, but you’d have thought there was by the town’s reaction. FD was a good man, but the truth was I’d married someone thirty years older than myself because of a ‘resemblance’...
That’s a recipe for happiness.
I’ve never gone back to that board till tonight. 
And that, my friends, is my anecdote. 
(KERR leaves the room.)
JOAN:	You didn’t know any of that?
BIRNIE:	Who would tell me. I’m an outsider.
JOAN:	Did you ever meet her husband?
BIRNIE:	Once. He did seem awfully old. If I’d know – I never would have/
KERR:	(Returning with another bottle; armour on again.) Should we get on with the next great theme? Joan – I checked the phones – still dead.
BIRNIE:	Phones need electricity.
KERR:	Do they? 
			(They look at JOAN.)
JOAN:	I think they use separate lines. But if the hydro’s been knocked down, the phone lines will be down, too. 
Bob knows where I am. (Takes drink.) I’m really out of practice. I stopped when the babies came. I’m warning you: I’m a cheap drunk. (To KERR.) So you know that Doctor Birnie phoned me.
KERR:	Yes.
JOAN:	Three times.
KERR:	You said once.
BIRNIE:	Welcome calls.
(KERR scoffs.)
JOAN:	(To BIRNIE.) Mrs Kerr also ‘welcomed’ me, by phone.
BIRNIE:	Really.
KERR:	Once.
BIRNIE:	You actually called and didn’t write?
KERR:	To give directions. 
BIRNIE:	Such a hard house to find. 
JOAN:	The point is, you have both been campaigning.  
BIRNIE:	What did I say about the knives/
JOAN:	And, if I am joining, it will be because you agree it’s better to talk about things. In the open. There’s a storm outside, it’s warm in here, Mrs. Kerr has told us something very personal, we’re here because we love literature, we can’t leave… this is the perfect chance to talk about how ‘we’ proceed. What kind of group we are choosing to be…
KERR:	We know where we stand. 
BIRNIE:	And I haven’t finished my paper. 
JOAN:	If I dare speak for the members who aren’t here - I am guessing they would all love to hear your thoughts at our next meeting, and begin to dissect the themes you’ve found in The Tempest: colonialism, paternalism, magic ... 
BIRNIE:	And Usurpation.
KERR:	Whatever that is.
BIRNIE:	Usurpation. People usurping other people’s roles. The Tempest is full of it. Starting with the boatswain ordering the king from the ship’s deck, all the way to political treachery – Prospero’s dukedom was stolen, all through the play there are mutinies, little conspiracies, plots to kill people/
KERR:	And you think this is relevant.
BIRNIE:	Yes - to what’s been going on behind my back.
KERR:	If it’s been behind your back it’s because half the club is afraid of you.
BIRNIE:	That’s silly.
JOAN:	She’s right, Doctor. 
BIRNIE:	(As if to a moron.) When we began the Shakespeare Club, the vision was very clear: bring light into this cultural wilderness by studying the works of the greatest writer in our language. One play at a time. One year at a time. In depth. 
KERR:	Visions change.
BIRNIE:	No.
KERR:	That first cycle, we soldiered through Shakespeare’s works – all of them – one year at a time. But now we’re on our second pass and this time we voted to skip a few of the plays. A Winter’s Tale and King John and those horrendous Henry Sixes.
BIRNIE:	Because you begged
KERR:	Everyone begged. Cymbeline. Did you notice how attendance dropped this past year? We have given Shakespeare his due. Why can’t we can start branching out, to other writers, perhaps to other – topics? Perhaps other forms of expression - not even literature. 
BIRNIE:	Recipes! She’ll be showing slides.
JOAN:	Do you really believe that?
BIRNIE:	I founded this club to address a need. Women of a certain level.
JOAN:	“Level”?
BIRNIE:	I don’t mean ‘social’. We’d all be out on the street except her. I mean ‘intellectual’ level. You can never be finished with Shakespeare! 
Oh this town. I am still an outsider here. I don’t fit in with her lot. If it wasn’t for this club I likely would never have seen the inside of half our members’ homes, unless there was some medical emergency and one of my male colleagues wasn’t available.
And it hasn’t been any easier for my sister, either. But we stayed, there was a need, and Joan, this club was one of the chief reasons I’ve stayed -  if you asked the other women privately, a surprising number would say the same thing. This is our place to come and exercise our brains and – be.
My sister dreams of moving to California. She dreams of living in a bungalow in Los Angeles with an orange tree in the backyard – it hasn’t been fair for her but/
KERR:	Except she’s not your sister.  
			(Pause.)
BIRNIE:	Pardon.
JOAN:	Mrs. Kerr – please/
KERR:	She’s not her sister. She’s not her bloody sister. We’re all sick of this sister charade. Sister sister, she’s no sister.
BIRNIE:	Who says she’s not.
KERR:	It’s common knowledge.
BIRNIE:	Mrs. Kerr: you can think whatever you want. But she is my sister.
KERR:	Nobody’s fooled. 
JOAN:	If she says she’s her sister then leave it be/
KERR:	It’s dishonest
JOAN:	Leave. Her. Be.
KERR:	I beg your pardon/
BIRNIE:	I want a place, one place, where I can feel – I don’t even know the word – respected – and “valued” – equal. 
KERR:	Rubbish. You want a place to control.
BIRNIE:	Says the woman who controls the town.
KERR:	I have less influence here than the girl who does my hair. And fine, I’ll leave it be. I don’t give a damn if she’s your sister or not, I’m just sick of your nose in the air attitude. 
(Long pause.)
JOAN:	I’d like to meet your sister. Perhaps you and she could come to dinner some night. I’ll warn you – I’m no cook. And there’s a certain amount of squalling that goes on – and that’s just my husband.
BIRNIE:	Thank you. 
(Pause.)
So.
JOAN:	So?
BIRNIE:	You want us to choose. 
JOAN:	I think you have to.
BIRNIE:	Every club has its skirmishes.
KERR:	She calls them ‘skirmishes’ because she wins. It’s another way of devaluing those of us who disagree with her. Wait till you lose, Joan.
BIRNIE:	I’m sorry you had to witness all this. I expect you won’t want to join.
JOAN:	I’m still here. I can be surprisingly persistent. And I love The Tempest.
BIRNIE:	You’ll give a paper?
(BIRNIE is thinking she won.)
JOAN:	I’ve kept all my notes from my university courses. They’re in boxes in the cellar. Bob couldn’t understand why I didn’t just toss them when we moved here... I just couldn’t. After you invited me, I went downstairs to where I’ve been storing them and there -  at the top of the very first box I opened: my final year thesis on The Tempest. If that isn’t a sign, I don’t know what is. 
BIRNIE:	What did you write on?
JOAN:	‘Change and Transformation in The Tempest’.
BIRNIE:	Perfect.
JOAN:	The title was the high point. I began reading my essay with – a lot of fear actually, because that was seven years ago – I wasn’t married, didn’t have kids, hadn’t moved here – What could I have understood about Change and Transformation? The essay – I got an A but it wasn’t for insight…
	But now I understand… Maybe because of all the changes in my life…
	Prospero starts out wanting revenge. But by the end he’s learned to forgive. He’s become a man who loves peace, and he blesses Miranda’s marriage to Ferdinand...
	Maybe there’s something for us in that. Becoming aware. Forgiving.
Changing.
	(Pause.) 
KERR:	Sometimes it takes a person understanding what she has been imposing on people – and having the strength to bend.
BIRNIE:	Sometimes it takes someone making an effort of comprehension, to accept something that is to your liking…
JOAN:	What I realized is this: it’s the person with power who has to make the change. 
(BIRNIE and KERR think it’s the other.)
No. That’s both of you.
(Both BIRNIE and KERR look at each other. JOAN smiles.) 
BIRNIE:	You’re a wise young woman.
JOAN:	It’s a wise old play. 
			(Long pause.)
KERR:	If you say she’s your sister, she’s your sister. And even if your sister is actually not your sister it’s none of my damn business.
JOAN:	Good.
BIRNIE:	Thank you.
			(Pause.)
KERR:	That was an apology.
BIRNIE:	And when I said ‘Thank you” that was me accepting it.
			(Pause. They turn to JOAN.)
BIRNIE:	Where exactly do you see us going?
BIRNIE:	Neutrality is never an option.
KERR:	Not in book clubs. You have to take a position.
JOAN:	I think we could expand our orbit. (KERR thinks she’s won.)  To spend a year on one play does seem – a lot. At University we managed to dispose of Hamlet in a month. And there is a whole world of literature out there. For example, I just finished From Here to Eternity.
BIRNIE:	Hardly literature.
JOAN:	It won the National Book Award. It’s being made into a movie.
BIRNIE:	I rest my case.
KERR:	Horrors, a movie!  That would never happen to Shakespeare.
JOAN:	There are themes in that novel that echo The Tempest... an island paradise, chaos – of war, usurpation, certainly there is enough patriarchy in the army... the women don’t fare well... the universal struggle for peace, love, sex... And I don’t mean study that book in and of itself, but – compare it. Choose modern books that reflect on themes that you have identified for us in your opening lecture.
BIRNIE:	You’re good.
JOAN:	I’m not trying to be good. Just worth your while. I’m suggesting we stick with Shakespeare and go off and explore the world.
BIRNIE:	I’m assuming you don’t mean travelogues.
JOAN:	Definitely not travelogues. And while we’re broadening our mandate, why not have more meetings? More members? Some my age. 
BIRNIE:	You assume everyone in this group has something to offer.
JOAN:	I am.
KERR:	Wait till you hear my dog’s breakfast.
JOAN:	Wait till you hear my fourth year essay. But you could in fact  do islands. If they pertain to plays and are not just places you’ve gone to sunbathe. And Doctor Birnie, you can do patriarchy until that crazy day comes when we’re sitting here complaining about the matriarchy. 
(And the lights go on.)
		And there’s your sign!
(They laugh. Then the lights go off again.)
BIRNIE:	And another!
(Lights flicker back on and stay on.)
KERR:	(Looking out.) The streetlights are back.
BIRNIE:	We’ll give your idea some thought. We can’t vote on it tonight, not when we’re just three.
KERR:	Even though we technically could. There being no rules. But we should include everyone.
JOAN:	Put it to the group next meeting. I certainly don’t want to be a tie-breaker tonight. I should go home. I have to take this with me? (Hoists the minutes book).
KERR:	Most definitely.
JOAN:	You’re not going to tell me I’m hosting next meeting too.
BIRNIE:	No no, everything’s alphabetical. After Mrs. Kerr it’s Mrs. Langley’s turn.
KERR:	Expect tuna. (as BIRNIE starts to protest.)  I’m just warning her. Tuna sandwiches, tuna salad, tuna brownies the woman must have shares in Cloverleaf.
		(JOAN rises to go.)
BIRNIE:	Wait! What about me? I’ve got to get back to east city.
JOAN:	If I was the second woman doctor in town I’d tell you to stay off that a bit longer.
KERR:	Your sister can drive over and get you tomorrow. I’ll make you a bed right here.
BIRNIE:	Here?
KERR:	Yes.
BIRNIE:	In the library. 
JOAN:	I’ll help you.
KERR:	No bother.  When I say “make a bed”, I’m just throwing a blanket over the old grey mare.
BIRNIE:	I should phone my sister and tell her I’m staying.
KERR:	I’ll do it. (Leaving.) What’s her name.
BIRNIE:	Ethel.
KERR:	(Exiting.) Ghastly name.
JOAN:	How much of tonight should I put into the minutes?
BIRNIE:	Probably none of it.
JOAN:	Good. Besides, I doubt I can find a rhyme for Ouija.
			(They both think, and fail.)
BIRNIE:	I bet she can.
 (KERR returns.)
		Joan wants a rhyme for Ouija.
KERR:	(Instantly.) I forgot to feedja. The phones still aren’t working.
JOAN:	All right. I’ll see you in a month. (Exiting; KERR makes to go with her.) I can let myself out. My coat’s in the hall -
			(JOAN exits. BIRNIE tests out her foot a bit.)
KERR:	How is it.
BIRNIE:	Not so bad.
KERR:	I’ll get you more ice. You know Doctor, I think we just had a one woman coup d’état.
BIRNIE:	Yes.
KERR:	I hate it when young people are right. How old was Shakespeare when he wrote The Tempest.
JOAN:	(In distance.) Bye!
BERNIE and KERR: Goodbye/Bye
		(Door closes, off.)
BIRNIE:	How old was he? 45.46. Young/
KERR:	(With her.) Young. And he wrote all those other wise plays before that even. Mind you people had to get wise faster back then. 
BIRNIE:	45 would be seventy in today’s years. 
KERR:	So really, that’d be us. 
BIRNIE:	(Pause.) I don’t give out praise lightly.
KERR:	Yes.
BIRNIE:	But that thing you made up about the position of secretary going in alphabetical order? That was damn brilliant.
KERR:	I may not be wise but I’m smart. Remember how we had to strong-arm Mrs. McMaster. I wonder how long before she finds out?
BIRNIE:	McMaster will blab.
KERR:	Not if I get to her first.
BIRNIE:	I’m – glad you invited her. I was dubious at first. 
KERR:	I didn’t invite her. I thought you did. Marshalling troops.
BIRNIE:	No. 
KERR:	But you phoned her.
BIRNIE:	Only after you said she was coming.
KERR:	I only knew because she phoned me for directions.
BIRNIE:	Strange. Must have been that McMaster woman.
KERR:	She said she didn’t know her either. (Looks out the window.) She’s standing at the top of the hill, God, I think she’s going to slide down, oh my lord she is, she’s going to slide. 
BIRNIE:	(Struggling to feet.) I have to see this.
KERR:	Take my arm. Over there. By the streetlight.
BIRNIE:	She’s sitting on the minute book! 
KERR:	And there she goes! 
BIRNIE:	Like a rocket! 
KERR:	She’ll end up in Windsor. She might be a little crazy for us.
BIRNIE:	Too late, she’s in. 
KERR:	Too bossy.
BIRNIE:	Too late.
KERR:	Too wise.
BIRNIE:	I’d pegged her as Miranda but for sure she’s Ariel.
KERR:	So young.
BIRNIE:	Too young?
KERR:	Can you ever be too young?
BIRNIE:	Probably not.		
KERR:	You know something, Doctor, I’m betting she’s a lifer. 
BIRNIE:	Like us.
KERR:	Like us.
Black. 
The End. 









