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1.1 Royal Command Performance (1857)

The setting is one of the wings of a small Victorian theatre. Charles Dickens (CD) and 4 of his children are performing The Frozen Deep, a play by himself & Wilkie Collins The action is just out of sight ‘on stage’. In the dénouement a rescue boat reaches the arctic explorer Richard Wardour as he lies dying on the ice.

Mamie (CD’s dauter, playing Wardour’s sister)
O, have you forgotten me? 

Charles Dickens (as Richard Wardour)


Forgotten you? Could I have saved him, if I had forgotten you? Stay! My eyes grow dim. Clara - one last look. Kiss me, sister, kiss me before I die!

Edward (CD’s son, playing a fellow explorer)
Ours the loss: his the gain. He has won the greatest of conquests - himself. O in the moment of victory, how we envy his glorious death.

‘The distant report of a gun came from the ship in the offing, and signaled the return to England and to home.’  The curtain falls, CD and his children enter from the ‘stage’ and pause before returning for curtain calls. 

Mamie
I saw you wink at me.

Edward 
O papa, you were magnificent.

CD

Where’s Wilkie?

They go back on. And as they come off again Catherine Dickens and her sister Georgina Howarth (a mute role) enters from the auditorium to congratulate & fuss over the children. 

Catherine
Well done, darling.

CD
Thank you, alright was it? Have you seen Wilkie?

A grand gentleman, Lord Hartington enters.

Lord H
Mr Dickens, congratulations! Her Majesty wishes to thank you personally.

CD
Lord Hartington, I’m sorry but it’s out of the question.

Lord
Oh? Why?

CD
You see I may wish to present my dauters at Court and for Her Majesty to greet them as actresses would preclude that. It is impossible. I regret – but I’m sure Her Majesty will understand.

Lord
Well! I don’t know! It’s unheard of.

CD
Please give her my most sincere apologies.

Lord
I will do as you ask.

Lord Hartington leaves in dudgeon. Meanwhile Wilkie Collins has entered.

CD
We did it, eh? We did it Wilkie, didn’t we? 

He turns to his children.


Darlings, you were wonderful, and Daddy is so proud of you all. Now scamper off and change m’darlings. See to them dearest. I’ll see you all later.

They all play hide & seek before leaving.

Mami
Goodnight.

Edw 
Goodnight.

CD
Goodnight.

Cath
Goodnight.

CD
O Wilkie, I’ve got get out of this place. Let’s go and kill the fatted calf.

WC
My knife is whetted.

An impressario enters and present his card. 

Forsyth
One moment, sir. The name’s Forsyth, of Forsyth & Chappell, theatrical impressarios. Had you thought of touring your production?

CD
Hmm? It’s an interesting thought. With my own children – no.

Fors
O we could get you anyone you want  – no problem.

CD
A tour eh, Wilkie? What do you say?

WC
Why not?

CD
Why not indeed! Come and talk to me tomorrow. You know where I am.

Fors
Indeed I do.

Exeunt. 

1.2 Nightwalk

CD & Wilkie Collins (WC) emerge from a smart restaurant. 

CD
Wilkie, do you want to improve your characterisation?

WC
Of course.

CD
Alright. Let’s go in search of who to write for: it will involve a journey to see what noone ever wants to see. 


Write for the straw-littered wards of refuges where the destitute moan. 
Write for the gaunt and famished faces which make our streets terrible. 
Listen to the thankless graces of haggard felons in gaol 
Listen to the dying in fever hospitals.


Write for children after 12 hours in a factory,
Write for the mother who sees her starving children taken into the poorhouse.
Listen to the faithless husband with power to turn his wife out onto the streets.
Come with me throu winding alleys choked with the foul-smelling tides, 
where the wind howls, but no rain falls, and not even the moon dares to peer down. 

WC
I wonder if anyone really listens to us.

CD
They do if you spin them a yarn.

WC
I s’pose so. Sometimes I lose heart.

CD
Never give up hope.

They encounter a homeless mother slumped against a wall, cradling her sleeping baby. 

WC
Why are you out on such a night?

Homeless Mother
Because I have nowhere to go.

CD
But there are shelters.

HM
Not with her there aint. And they cost. But I know what you’re both after.

CD
What makes you think so?

HM
Ain’t you all? That’s how I got her?

As she endeavours to rise to get away from them WC sees a gash on her foot. 

WC
You poor thing.

HM
What's a cut foot in such as me to such as you?

CD
Come on, we’re not after your beauty.

They walk. 

HM
What’s left of it. ’Ere! Where are you taking me?

CD
There’s a lodging house nearby. I’ll pay.

HM
O yeah? I know your sort.

WC
Do you have any family?

HM
I have a mother in Kent, but her house was never a home.

CD knocks peremptorily on the frontdoor of a sleazy house. No response. After a short while a first-floor window goes up. The Landlord’s head appears.

Landlord
What the bloodyell do you want?

CD
Someone here needs a bed.

Land
O effoff - we’re full. 

He begins to withdraw. Dickens takes his hat off under the lamplight.

CD
Look at my face.

Land
What? It’s … ’Ere, Eth! Yer wouldn’t Adam&Eve it. It’s ’im: it’s that bloke in the paypers.

CD
So step down and open the door! [quickly, to the woman] Take this. It’ll last for a few days.

HM
O God bless you. May I kiss you?

CD
It’s not necessary. Come on Wilkie.

They walk on, pausing by the Thames.

WC
I’m exhausted Charles, and I haven’t just given a heart-rending performance before the Queen.

CD
No stamina you young fellers! I’ll be at my desk in an hour.

WC
For godsake Charles! You’ll burn yourself out. Think of your family.

A Police Inspector passes them and salutes CD, who returns the gesture. 

Inspector
Good morning Mr Dickens.

CD
Quiet night, Inspector?
Insp
Touch wood. (exits)
WC
Good God Charles! Do you know everyone in London?

CD
Listen, I have a certain gift for bringing pleasure. Who knows how long these things last? 
I must work for the light as long as the light lasts. I have sprung from a darkness of darker black than your worst fears. I honour my escape by shedding what light I can wherever I may.

WC
Well old mate, I don’t know about that, but my light’s just gone out. See you. Enjoy the dawn.

1.3 In the office of Household Words 

CD is already writing in his office ready when his factotum Wills sneaks in.

CD without looking up
Good morning Wills. What time is it?

Wills
Er a little after 8 sir.

CD
No, it’s 8 minutes past 8.

Wills
Is it sir? Well I never.

CD
If I had not been here who would have opened the office?

Wills
Blimey sir. I’ll have to get it fixed.

CD
And then set it 5’ fast. We must be at our readers’ service at all times.

Dickens’ consigliere John Forster arrives.

Forster
Good God Charles! You haven’t been here all night … after your great triumph!

CD
Work to be done John.

Forst
Really, I must counsel you …

CD
How are negotiations with Forsyth looking?

Forst
I‘m seeing him today.

CD
Good. I want this business settled. 

Forst
Yes, Charles, of course. I’ll make that clear.

CD
He already knows. Just his

 agreement – that’s all we need.

Forst
Was Collins with you last night. You both disappeared.

CD
Yes, I can’t stand those events. Acting is one thing … but spare me the dinners.

Forst
But everyone’s saying you refused to be presented to the Queen.

CD
No, I merely asked for it to be postponed.

Forst
But that’s unheard of.

CD
We’re both young, John. She’ll get another chance.

Forst
Great Scott, Charles! You astound me.

Wills 
Blimey, chief! 

   You astound me.

CD
That’s my job. Now, I’ve nearly finished this episode of Christmas Carol. Here, let me read it to you.
1.3a Christmas Carol

As Dickens reads the scene comes to life before our eyes & just as suddenly disappears.

In came a fiddler with a music-book, and went up to the lofty desk, and made an orchestra of it, and tuned like fifty stomach-aches. 
In came Mrs Fezziwig, one vast substantial smile. 
In came the three Miss Fezziwigs, all beaming and lovable. 
In came the six young followers whose hearts they broke. 
In came the men and women employed in the business. 
In came the housemaid, with her cousin, the baker. 
In came the cook, with her brother's particular friend, the milkman. 
In came the boy from over the way, suspected of not getting enough food from his master; 
hiding himself behind the girl from next door but one, who had her ears pulled by her mistress. 
In they all came, one after another; some shyly, some boldly, some gracefully, some awkwardly, 
some pushing, some pulling; in they all came, anyhow and everyhow. 

Away they all went, twenty couple at once; hands half round and back again; 
down the middle and up again; round and round in various stages of grouping; 
old top couple in the wrong place; new top couple starting there; all top couples, not a bottom one. 
When this result was brought about, old Fezziwig, clapping his hands to stop the dance, cried out,' Well done.' 

And the fiddler plunged his hot face into a pot of porter, especially provided for that purpose, but scorning rest, upon his reappearance, he instantly began again, though there were no dancers yet, as if the other fiddler had been carried home exhausted, and a bran-new man brought in to beat him out of sight.

There were more dances, and forfeits, and more dances, and cake, and negus, and a great piece of Cold Roast, and a great piece of Cold Boiled, and there were mince-pies, and plenty of beer. 

When the clock struck eleven, this ball broke up. Mr and Mrs Fezziwig took up stations beside of the door to shake hands and wish everyone a Merry Christmas. And thus the cheerful voices died away, and the ’prentices took their beds beneath the counter.

During the whole of this time, Scrooge had acted like a man out of his wits. His heart and soul were in the scene, with his former self. It was not until now that he remembered the Ghost, and became conscious it was looking full upon him, while the light upon its head burnt very clear.

A small matter,' said the Ghost,' to make these silly folks so full of gratitude.' 

`Small.' echoed Scrooge, and stopped, sensing the Spirit's glance. 

`What is the matter.' asked the Ghost.

`Nothing. Yet I should like to be able to say a word or two to my clerk just now.’ But the lamps were put out as he uttered to the wish; and Scrooge and the Ghost again stood side by side in the open air.

`Quick!' hissed the Spirit `My time grows short.’ 

The scene in the office resumes


… And that’s as far as I’ve got …

Forster
Bravo, Dickens. First rate!
I think that’s really brilliant.

Wills
Capital chief, capital! 

I think that’s really brilliant.

CD 


D’you think that’s really brilliant?

Forster
It should do wonders for our circulation. 

CD
I’d hope so. That’s what we’re in it for.

Forster
Let’s hope so.

Wills
Let’s hope so.

1.4 The dress

CD enters a bedroom in his house with an oil lamp. He moves furtively as if afraid of waking someone. He goes to a cupboard or drawer and takes out a box which he opens. Slowly he draws Mary’s dress out of it by the shoulders as if raising a person. He buries his face in it like a sacred relic.

CD
O to have died - to have ceased upon the instant. Mary, oh Mary. My heart died with you, my body lingers here below. O to have died - to have ceased upon the instant. Are you happy now? Are you happier, Mary? Mary! Who ever understood me like you? Who hears my heart beating? O to die - to cease upon the instant.


Alone in a house with so many people; everyone depending on me. You alone asked nothing of me. Ave Maria, Ave Maris stella! Ora pro nobis. Pray for us sinners, now and in our longed-for death. 


O I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what is required of me. Catherine has the children, but who do I have? O to have ceased.

As Dickens moves the lamplight falls on Catherine asleep in bed.


No smell, all trace of your body, all gone, oh Mary. As I held you dying, oh my soul, to feel the life-force ebb away … Now all I have is this empty dress. Be reborn, O be reborn.

1.5 Prize-giving in Birmingham

CD & Catherine are seated amid civic dignitaries after CD has handed out the inaugural prizes of the Birmingham Mechanics’ Institute to be awarded in its flamboyant new hall. 

CD
The prizes all being distributed, I now beg permission to close, as an honorary member of your great Mechanics’ Institute. In this world a great deal of the bitterness arises from imperfect understanding of each other. Unquestionably now it’s time for the fusion of differing classes: for bringing together employers and employed: for creating a common understanding. Here in Birmingham you have erected a great Educational Institution, to which women have contributed as much as men. If you continue to study here, educating your feelings as well as your minds, you will erect a Temple of Concord enlightening England as your great Temple of Study here enlightens Birmingham. And thus to honour your immense achievements to date contemplate I ask you to stand and join my wife and myself in giving three cheers for Birmingham. Hip hip!

Chorus
Hooray!

1.6 Play Rehearsal

CD and a professional cast conclude their first morning’s rehearsal. Fanny Ternan takes the role of Rescuing Sister. Maria is in the play too. Mrs Ternan and her youngest dauter Ellen are among the onlookers, as WC supervises the proceedings. 

Fanny
O, have you forgotten me? 

CD


Forgotten you? Could I have saved him, if I had forgotten you? Stay! My eyes grow dim. Clara- one last look. Kiss me, sister, kiss me before I die!

Wigthorne
Ours the loss: his the gain. He has won the greatest of conquests - himself. O in the moment of victory, how we envy his glorious death.

They break. 

CD
Well now. That was a splendid morning’s work. It feels so very different – so much more … alive! I have taken the liberty of laying on a light luncheon for you all. 

Waiters enter with buffet trolleys. There are gasps of astonishment and delight as people mill about. While lunch is being laid CD & WC walk to the window while the Ternans form a family group.

Maria 
O Fanny, you were terrific! Real tears!

Fann
It’s alarming being on the stage with him. You feel that he’ll go his own way regardless.

MrsT 
He wants a certain subtlety I should say.

Maria 
But the energy …

Fann
He’s acting poor Wigthorne off the stage.

MrsT
Reminds me of the young Kemble.

Ellen (v/o)
O god, don’t be too wonderful or I might fall in love.

Maria
Is that what you’re wearing?

Fann
Yes I thought I would.

Maria+MrsT
It’s ever so pretty: all that lace..

Fann
Yes it’s the lace.

The focus shifts to CD & WC.

CD
Quite different wasn’t it Wilkie? Hardly the same play.

WC
A great deal more depth. But pace yourself, old chap. Don’t peak too soon.

CD
Oh there’s always more  where that came from.

As the buffet continues to grow Forster jovially approaches Dickens munching a chicken leg.

Forster
Good god Charles … you’ve excelled yerself.

CD
Rally the troops, eh John? Rally the troops.

The focus shifts to the Ternans. Fanny & Maria are whispering & giggling to each other.

Maria 
Don’t you think he’s adorable? 

Fann
What d’you mean adorable?
I don’t know what you mean.

Maria
O I mean adorable – 


O you know what I mean.

Fann

Maria, you’re reckless!

Is that life worth living?

Maria 
I don’t think I’m reckless
Well, life is for living.

Fann
But he’s married you know …

Maria 
Sure he’s married, I know. Of course, all the most interesting men are! 

Fann









   I s’pose all interesting men are, 

Maria
But he’s rich - and married men expect to pay.

Fann
tho if he’s rich and married he’ll expect to pay. Maria! There’s a word rhyming with rich!

Maria 
I don’t care. I’m fed up with being dull and respectably poor.

Ellen approaches.



Hallo my little Nell. 

Fann
Hallo my little Nell. What’s amiss my little miss?

Ellen  
Amiss? O I don’t know. I miss Papa.

Fann
Maria is scheming 

Ellen  
Oh? What about?

Maria 
Never you mind – too wicked for your little ears.

The focus shifts to CD & WC.

WC
So what do you think of your ‘sister’? She seems mighty keen to ‘rescue’ you, you old dog! 

CD
Hm?

WC
Built for speed, wouldn’t y’say, what?

CD
Yes, yes. 

WC
What is it? What's the matter?

CD
Have you watched her?
I can see into her soul:
it’s like a leaf dancing on every holy
breath of the air, something so precious;
something so sweet, so rare.

WC
Careful old man, no good will come of this. Mark my words. Maria’s …

CD claps his thi
Don’t be a fool Wilkie. It’s not her, it’s Ellen.

WC
O my good gawd.

CD
She trembles on the topmost step
leading down to the ruined gardens,
fleeting and bright as crystal dew
bearing within her my soul’s reflection.

WC
Now listen: actresses! Take it from me: they’re not real, you know. Don’t go making a fool of yourself about an illusion, a chimera, a puff of coloured smoke. It’s not a big deal, actresses like her are 10 a penny. Listen, old mate, do whatever you have to – nobody will notice – but not until after we’ve opened! Yes?

CD
hums the melody of Ellen’s ‘O God, don’t be too wonderful or I might fall in love.’
Get thee behind me Wilkie. If you spent as much energy writing as you spend chasing crinolines the world would see a lot more books!

WC
Ah but Charles, I have a life.

CD
Ah but I have a family, and you know perfectly well I’m never unfaithful to Catherine … despite your ‘best endeavours’.

WC
Charles – never is a long time.

1.7 Mrs Dickens returns from Mrs Ternan

CD at work in his study in the afternoon. Catherine enters in a tate

Cath
How could you! How could you ask me to go to see that terrible woman? How could you ask me to? Sitting there, struggling for something to say – about anything except the reason why I was there.

CD
It’s merely good form: to show the world that I have nothing to be ashamed of.

Cath
No? but I do. I have something to be ashamed of!

CD
Oh?

Cath
That I went at all! That the world knows that my husband is consorting with actresses.

CD
I am not ‘consorting’ with anyone: they are professional friends. That’s all.

Cath
And that parcel, the one from Asprey’s? That was ‘professional’? Oh, I don’t know what to do, really I don’t. I’ve noone to talk to.

CD
Not even Georgie?

Cath
Especially not my own sister. I’m so ashamed!
CD
Listen my dear, I am grateful to you for going; and that’s an end of it.

Cath
Oh no it isn’t – not by a long chalk. I suppose this is just what all women have to suffer – sooner or later. I thought we were happy. In Italy last year we seemed to be.

CD
What nonsense you talk. Do you imagine I would ever leave the family, or the life we’ve built together?

Cath
O I don’t know what to think, Charles. One thing I do know is that whatever I say won’t make a blind bit of difference. You’ll do whatever you choose. Maybe I’ll leave home.

Catherine storms out leaving the door open. In the corridor their teenage dauter Mamie has been listening. She enters

Mamie
What’s the matter with Mama?

CD
O Mamie, I wish I knew.

Mamie
I can’t remember when she was last happy. Is that why she keeps going away?

CD
I’m so sorry, so very very sorry. I’m at my wits’ end.

Mamie
Papa, I’ll look after you always.

CD
O Mamie, dearest. Now you run along back to the school-room, and tell Aunt Georgie I have to dine with Lord Lytton this evening.

1.8 Dinner at the Ternans

Dickens, MrsT & Ellen are finishing dinner – a quiet evening by lamplight. 

CD
Delicious. Thank you ladies …

MrsT
You should thank the cook.

Ellen
or the shepherd!

CD
But I had rather thank you, who chose both.

Doorbell

MrsT
I’ll just go and see who it is. (exits)

CD
Nelly, do you know why I come here?

Ellen

I can guess.

CD
Do you care … that I come?

Ellen

I like you, yes.

CD
I find you fascinating.

Ellen

Me? Fascinating?

CD
So much vivacity, so truthful.

Ellen

You should see me alone – I just daydream.

CD
And what do you daydream of?

Ellen

Of? O, acting, having a home – what all women dream of … [love] Writing? Not like you of course,

CD
Here. It’s silly but it amused me. Do you have feelings for me?

Ellen

I don’t know. It’s a big step. We’re so very different.

CD
ARIA
All my words are for other travelers only.
In the deepest voyage of the heart
I am without the price of passage, a lonely
Man not knowing from which quay the ship departs.


A man whose heart, he thought, could save the world
Came to understand he must conceal it,
Not against the wise. but against busy fools.
Now he has no way to unseal it.

Ellen
You come here to me asking for words!
Is it because you know I know the tune, 
And each of us, a song half heard,
Requires the other to decode the rune?

CD
Child - my soul’s long-buried twin,
Lover unsought in youth
hidden within the arc of truth …

Ellen
Cover me with your father wings 
and make my earth-bound spirit sing,
find the pearl nestled within …

Both
… is reborn, is made alive
Suddenly all that seemed oblique becomes acute
and positive with every word you speak.
Our meanings are one meaning,

Ellen
(Tho I’ve forebodings.)

Both
Our love is one love.

Ellen
(Be still my heart and rejoice!) 

Both
Our future is a new beginning,

Ellen
(Ah but what of the ending?)

Both
Where all pain has been removed

Ellen
(O these doubts must find no voice.)

Both
Our sacred love.

1.9 The end of Dickens’ marriage 1858

CD enters his dressing room with an oil lamp and starts to undress. Catherine calls from the bedroom. Altho she tries to sound calm, she is plainly under a great deal of nervous tension.

Catherine
Is that you, Charles?

CD
Yes, it is I.

Cath
What time is it?

CD
About midnight.

Cath
Meeting okay?

CD
Mm very. Huge turnout and a big vote for reform.

Cath
Plorn’s tooth came out today.

CD
Has the tooth fairy called?

Cath
Yes, I thought I’d better do it myself. These days I never know when you’re coming home.

CD
What’s that supposed to mean?

Cath 
Nothing, Charles, Nothing. (entering in a  night dress but looking sleepless)  But I only know what you’re doing when I read in the paper.

CD
My life is not a mystery.

Cath
O yes it is, Charles; at least you make it so to me.

CD
Nonsense. I have so many invitations, so many requests. If I don’t respond to the public …?

Cath
O that old routine! So I’m the only one you have no time for?

CD
I’m doing this to keep a roof over our heads.

Cath
The roof’s fine Charles. You can afford to relax. After all, a house is not a home where there’s no love left in it.

CD
O that’s what you think is it? (Rings bell angrily) Well something can be done about it.

Cath
No I didn’t mean that. I don’t know why I said it.

CD
Never mind. What’s said is said: what’s done is done. I’m throu with it all.


A female servant enters in a dressing gown


Ah, Driscoll, find Matthews. Tell him to bring me sheetwood from the cellar with hammer and nails. Quickly!

Driscoll
Yes sir. (exits)
Cath
Charles, have you gone mad? What are you thinking of?

CD
Yes, I’ve gone bedlam mad. For years I’ve been patient. For years your endless dithering, your depressions, your nervous prostrations have driven me mad. I can’t live this way. You can’t manage the household, you never look after the children.

Cath
Oh no, God! no. That’s so unjust. You’re twisting everything I ever said. 

CD
You’ve twisted everything I’ve ever said. We no longer have anything in common.

Cath
Except 8 children.

CD
I’ll look after them.
Cath
What do you mean?

CD
I mean, we’re going to separate.

Cath
No, no. You can’t mean to take the children away?

CD
Yes, you know full well you’d never manage. Georgie is already their mother in all but name.

Cath
Supplanted by my own sister. How cruel! 


A male servant enters in a dressing gown bearing some planks, followed by the female with hammer & nails


I suppose you’ve been carrying on with her?

CD
No I have not. Mind what you say before the servants.

Cath
No I cry to Heaven for justice. I don’t care who hears it.

CD
You’re disgracing yourself.

Cath
Me! I’m disgracing myself? I don’t believe it. You’re divorcing an innocent woman - and she is disgracing herself?

Driscoll
O mum, o sir …!

Matthews
O sir, o maam …!


CD  silences them with a furious glare.

CD
I said nothing about divorce.

Cath
You didn’t need to. My disgrace is complete enough without it. It’s that actress, it’s that Fanny Terminal … isn’t it? She is disgracing you. That is the truth of it. That is the real truth, isn’t it?

CD
NO IT IS NOT. Give me that hammer. Now you go in there – that’s your room.I stay in here – this is my room. I never want you near me again. You understand?


CD starts to hammer up a plank across the bedroom door. The servants are appald but powerless to inervene.

Cath (producing a folded piece of paper)
And what of your promise that we should be “held together in a bond of affection and mutual love which no change or lapse of time can weaken.”

CD
I … I … I…


A  sleepy child enters

Plorn
What’s going on? 

Cath
Oh Plorn, go back to bed. Driscoll, for the love of God take him back to bed.

Plorn
But Mama, look, the tooth fairy’s been. Papa he’s real!


CD pauses & rests his head against the board he’s just nailed up, exhausted by his passion.

Cath
O Charles, how could you?


Plorn ducks under the board to his mother. CD throws his street-clothes on over his night-shirt.

Plorn
What’s Papa doing Mama?

Cath 
You’re not really going?

CD
I’ll buy you a house and pay an allowance.

Cath 
23 years mean nothing?

CD
Yes, they mean the greatest single mistake of my life is over.

Cath
So everything I hoped, believed and built has crumbled into dust.

Plorn
Now anything I hope, believe or build will crumble into dust.

Servants & Chorus offstage 
So many things we hoped, believed and built now crumble into dust.

— — —

2.1 Awaiting Charles Tringham (1865)

In or before 1865, while he was writing Our Mutual Friend, Dickens rented two semi-detached cottages in Slough High St in the name of Charles Tringham. In one, Elizabeth Cottage, he instald Ellen & Mrs Ternan, while the other was left empty. However, the centre wall was pierced to create an inner door. Dickens invariably came and went by throu the empty house.

Ellen & her mother enter from shopping. They remove veils and overcoats.

Ellen

O Mama is all this cloak and dagger stuff really necessary?

MrsT

Well Elly, his lordship seems to think so.

Ellen

But - buying 2 houses just so he never has to use our front door … who’s that going to fool?

MrsT

Darling, we should be very grateful. It hasn’t been easy since your father died. And, for heavensake, who’d come looking for such a famous man in Slough?

Ellen

Precisely.

MrsT

But its your reputation he’s thinking of.

Ellen

Phooey. It’s his own!

MrsT

Yes, well he fears his beloved public would abandon him – and after all, he knows much more about it than we do.

Ellen

So we must become prisoners - seeing noone - watching that we’re not followed whenever we go anywhere. If I saw more of him I could bear it - but just to be dumped here away from everybody is a living death.

MrsT

At least its some security. We’d precious little with your father, and none at all since.

Ellen

But this life mother! Fanny & Maria live normal married lives - but I live like a criminal, terrified of what I most long to tell everyone being discovered. 
Ah, I can hear his front door. I don’t want him to see I’ve been crying.

CD enters in traveling coat.

CD
O Ellen! Sorry to be late. 

Ellen

Don’t worry, you’re here now.

CD
I took the train to Windsor and then walked. I don’t want to be seen too often in Slough.

Ellen

O darling, is it all worth it?

MrsT

Good evening Charles. Did you have a good week?

CD
Lots of developments …

Ellen

O darling, how I’ve missed you!

CD
Me too. 

MrsT

I’ll just go and tell cook to start making dinner.


After MrsT exits, they hold each other tenderly and silently for ages before kissing  … sloughly.

Ellen

How is the building on Gad’s Hill? I long to see inside – what you’ve done with it, but I don’t suppose I ever will.

CD
O darling, one day. It’s got to be possible. They’ve got the roof on the children’s wing. Oh Nell, I hate what I’ve done to you.

Ellen

O Charles, I miss you – the long endless days without seeing you - my tears at our partings, which I hate myself for - the things that fill my week we can never share - all the things I want to say, which I forget the moment I see you. O Charles I miss you so terribly, not just in my heart but all over my body. 


I live for you, I long for you, I yearn to be yours entirely.
I wanted you to drain the ocean of my love - but you would only sip from my glass.
I wanted to lay myself open to you, to give you all my mysterious fertility 
but you would not pick my flowers. 
I wanted to be a holy child frolicking in the golden meadows of your fantastic mind, 
but you would not let me off the public turnpike.

CD
O Nellie, you know not what you ask. Altho we sleep together, when the morning brings its dreams and visions, where are you? It is a place where I am alone because I have always been alone. O who can follow me into the darkness of my secret griefs? - but in the darkness it is your light I see with. 
You claim I do not give you my heart, but I carry the soul of my generation. It is a sacred trust which God has given me. I have endeavoured to bear it faithfully. It is my public crown, but my private crucifixion. I have but one choice, to wear the poet’s laurels or to dash them from my brow. It’s not something I can offer someone shares in. Whatever we have we have - and that is the best of it.

Ellen

I know, I know! I am a woman! I know that a man’s world starts where a woman’s ends; but here we are in my world, where time is more precious than rubies, and nothing is more precious than time –

CD
To be sure …

Ellen

–I had Great Expectations we’d spend more time together when you’d finished it - but it never happens …

CD
That’s what I’ve come to say! I’ve taken a lovely villa  near Calais. I know the landlord, he is discreet, we can live there together.

Ellen

But for how long?

CD
A week, 10 days?

Ellen
O God, to glimpse heaven - and then to be cast out again. I wasn’t going to tell you this, but mother and I paid a visit to Gad’s Hill.

CD
O? You should have called in.

Ellen
Maybe Charles, maybe! I came to look at you in your world, just as you come to look at me in mine. I saw you with Mamie & Katie, and little Edward, all cared for by your dear sister-in-law Georgie. I saw the great big nest that you have created for public admiration - and where was I, the cuckoo, to fit into all of that? Would I not have caused outrage - to your ‘respectable’ women, to yourself at finding a wanton & footloose actress turning up at your great establishment? Am I not the question ringing in your brain which you can never answer?

CD
Not so. You wanted to be part of my world, yet now you lament it?

Ellen
Ah, you pursued me, you seduced me. Your will holds me like a butterfly in a vice. The attraction is so sweetly sad, I can’t explain it. In time I shall escape – but now we’re outside time – and so my bitter-sweet experiences continue … and I love what we find together … and so it goes! 

CD
Nellie! Nellie? 

Ellen
I’m going to bed.

CD
Nellie! Nellie!!

2.2 Stapleford Train Crash


A firstclass railway compartment in England. Mrs Ternan is seated opposite CD & Ellen, who is resting her head on his shoulder.

Ellen
… O I know I said that 10 days together would be worse than never going away at all, but it was truly wonderful. Thank you papa, darling.

MrsT
Yes Charles, thank you. The house and countryside around Calais were simply lovely.

CD
Wasn’t our landlord a comical man …?


Suddenly the whole carriage is thrown over on its side. Ellen screams


O good Lord.

MrsT
My God!

Ellen
Charles – save me – what is happening?


After a moment the carriage comes to a halt. There is silence apart from the screams of fellow travelers & the shouting of workmen elsewhere. Ellen is whimpering, Mrs T is groaning. CD immediately responds to the crisis by taking over. He helps them sit up comfortably.

CD
We can’t help ourselves, but we can be quiet & composed. 

MrsT
Thank you. rely upon me. 

CD
Are you alright, darling?

Ellen
I think so.

CD
The danger must be past. Stay here, I’m climbing out of the window.


He climbs out. There is a great deal of confusion, with railway labourers running around in response to calls for help. The guard is cut and dazed.

CD
Here man! Stand still. Look at me. Who am I?

Guard
Mr Dickens!

CD
Then for Godsake where are your keys? (to labourers) You men, come here. Assist the passengers. (to 2 Passengers) You sirs, go in opposite directions, report on the injuries. (to Foreman) Now, what happened?

Foreman
We were working on the track sir. 

CD


Where was the look-out?

F/man
Back up a way. 

CD


Who’s the Lookout here?

Lookout
I sir.

CD


Why did you not stop the train?

L/out
I never knew it was coming sir. 

Passenger 1 (running up & interrupting) It’s a bad business Mr Dickens. The engine and front carriage came off the bridge. They’re under water. I doubt that anyone can’ve survived.

CD
Guard. What is the drill in these situations?

Guard
I’ve no idea Mr Dickens. This has never happened to me before.

CD
Here lad, run all the way to Staplehurst, telegraph the company.

L/out
Will I lose my job sir?

CD
That would be a fair exchange for those that lost their lives. But do your best, it may count in your favour.

L/out
Thank you sir.

CD
Yes?

L/out
Um, please sir

CD
Yes?

L/out
Me Mam is enjoying Our Mutual Friend ever so much. Please sir, will this accident be in it?

CD
You run along …

L/out
Yes sir.

CD
…but thank you for reminding me.

CD climbs back into the wreck to retrieve his manuscript as he speaks Passenger 2 returns

Pass 2
It’s not too bad up that way. A few broken limbs, but no fatalities.

CD
Good. Guard, gentlemen. Listen to me. There’s nothing more I can do here. Stay & care for the wounded. I have a delicate matter. I am accompanying a lady who is not my wife to care for her invalid daughter. I cannot be found here. May I rely on your discretion?

Omnes
Of course /Certainly. Mum’s the word.

CD
Alright, come along ladies. Now Guard, take charge. Organise a search party for the front carriage.

2.3 The Ghost’s Dress 1868

Ellen is sewing curtains for the prettily furnished drawing room of the Ternan’s house in Peckham. Afternoon sunlight floods throu the windows in autumnal richness. CD is striding to & fro. It is now 11 years since they first met She is now 29 and a mature, tho not independent, woman. CD is 56 and refuses to acknowledge that he is already somewhat impaired by the first of mini-strokes that were to kill him within 2 years. During the scene the twilight slowly descends.

Ellen
Rest a moment good sir, or are you after the secret of perpetual motion?

CD
I have so much to do: there is so much to be done.

Ellen
And what about me? Where do I fit in? Am I just a country halt for your great express thundering between cities?

CD
Great heavens no! My time here is worth more than all the new railways laid end to end.

Ellen
Well then, be here as if you meant to be. It’s not much fun living like a china doll in a doll's house, waiting to be taken out and played with.

CD
But you are my heart, I live for you …

Ellen
Then, stop and listen to it. I may belong to you, but you won’t let yourself belong to me. I love you and I want to be with you, yet you allow me no part in your other life - the life the world sees. 

CD
My Life, I’m always thinking of ways for us to be together.

Ellen
That's my dear Charles. I know you do, and now, just be silent and love me.

CD
Not another word!

Pause. CD becomes fidgety.

Ellen
Charles dear, what is the matter?

CD
Matter, my love?

Ellen
What you are thinking of?

CD
Not much, my soul. Only … I’ve been approached to give readings in America; and wondered if you would like to come too?

Ellen
O, you mean – remain stuck in hotels when you appear, travel in separate carriages, snatch the occasional late-night suppers while your people guard the door?

CD
No, I mean be truly together. 

Ellen
O Charles, act your age! I don’t know. I’ve nearly given up hope. You move among the great and the famous, and I … well, you know how I live.

CD
Think about it?

Ellen
I will.

CD
In such a dress as you’re wearing now I first fell in love with you, and my feelings have never changed. You look more graceful and more beautiful.  

Ellen
O thank you Charles.

CD
I wondered … I wondered … would you be willing to try this dress for me?

He gets out Mary’s dress out of a case and holds it up for her.

Ellen
Hm, its rather 50s isn’t it? The sort of thing my mother used to wear. Phaugh. Damp.

CD
Please, please put it on for me.

Ellen
Why? Where has it come from? Whose is it? Charles …?!

CD
It’s Mary’s.

Ellen
Mary’s? Who was Mary?

CD
She was Catherine’s middle sister. And when we went to America the first time she looked after the children. She died. Suddenly. I should’ve saved her. 

Ellen
How? Was it an accident?

CD
No. A sudden fever. Thinking of America brings it all back. 

Ellen
But how could you have saved her?

CD
I should have saved her. If only I had known the power of my will, I could have saved her. 

Ellen
But Charles, I’ve never seen you like this … if you want I’ll put it on.

CD
Yes, yes, oh please.

Ellen
Here. Help me.

CD
No, no: you must change next door. 

Ellen
If you wish.


As she exits, we’re not q clear if Ellen hears

CD
I am surrounded by ghosts.


Out of the mists they come, across the years –
my vast and limitless abyss of ghosts.
Blinded by tears, yet without fear 
of you whose loves I never lost.


Figments of my imagination 
but realer to me than flesh & blood.

As he invokes each character she appears on the stage – Nancy from Oliver Twist, Kate Nickleby, Dora from David Copperfield, Little Dorrit, Stella from Great Expectations and Bella from Our Mutual Friend. He sees them as absolutely real people.


My first love, Nancy – or you, adorèd Kate –
Dora, my soul, and, fancy!, little Dorrit.
Now Stella, my starlit angel, and, a late addition,
Bella, swells the flood.


O, could the dead return to life?
Could old wrongs be righted?
Is there a way to unknot[wind] grief
Can death itself be cheated? 


Ellen enters in Mary’s dress. CD addresses ‘Mary’ as if she is part of this ‘ghostly’ gathering

CD
Mary? Mary – O what hope is there here?
Tell me, is there hope in your realm there?
I am worn out, worn out by my will: 
driven by the search for love, for fate
decrees the search goes forward still.
On. on. Not a single human knows the weight.
Mary, Mary light my way: 
my burdens are a dead-weight
Hear the prayer I pray.
Pity my estate.


Shocked by his misidentification Ellen begins to take the dress off. CD is aroused from his reverie


Ellen?? Mary – Ellen?! – which are you? No, no!! Keep the dress on!

Ellen
No Charles, look at me. I’m a woman: 
I’m not a doll you can dress up, not a puppet: 
I’m not a child you can come here and play games with: 


Angrily Ellen reaches between her legs and holds up a finger covered in menstrual blood


I’m alive, flesh and blood, I have needs of my own. 

CD horrified
Oh God!!

Ellen
Yes, blood. Every month I remember the reason for my existence is to make life - real life, Charles, not fiction!

CD rises angrily & seems to be about to attack her 
O you shameless bitch. No! No! No! What are you thinking of? 

The Characters form a psychic barrier between them. As the lighting level falls the central area remains brighter so the Characters move into and out of it as appropriate to the action.

Characters
No-o-o-o.

CD
How dare you! Stop it – I command you.

Char
Hold.

Ellen
Now you cannot bear to see this, can you Charles? You see – this is life on my terms – this is life as I live it. To me you are a father yet you demand to be my only son. You call me your soul, yet souls cannot be caged. 

CD
Ellen!!

Ellen
No! If you are all men to me you must allow me to be a real, true, bloodied woman to you – not a model in some dead girl’s clothes. 

Ellen & Characters
If I am the mother’s beating heart, I am also the lover at the crest of passion. 
If I am the mystic ecstasy of the spotless nun, I am the heartless shrug of street-walker in an alley. 
And if, god forbid, I am the withered maid, I am also the hungry womb, dying for love, dying for tenderness, dying to be filled, to be made full, to make life.

CD
O, not you too. At last even you betray my dreams!

Ellen
Look, Charles! Look at me. Look. Here. Touch me. Here. Why will you not touch me? You are aroused, you know you are.

CD
I can’t, you are torturing my soul.

Ellen
I don’t want to be your sister, 

Char
We’ve sisters of my own. 

Ellen
I don’t want to be your mother – 

Char
We are all our own daughters. 

Ellen
I want to be your lover, your scarlet woman if I must, 

Char
I want to be taken in my own right - as a partner. 

Ellen
Love me as an equal – oh won’t you look me in the face?. I may be noone - but my pride is all I have

CD
Ah, ah - you would destroy our love.

Ellen
No, I would fulfill it. Why do you deny me a baby?

CD
I already have 8 children.

Ellen
Not with little me!

CD

Look what they did to my marriage

Ellen
Look what not having them is doing to us. 

CD
To me you are an elemental spirit. 

Ellen
And making love to me would destroy that?

CD
The moment you step to earth you stick fast in the everyday mud and with that your power is gone.

Ellen
So. I must remain a fairy? But fairies do not bleed, do not yearn to surrender all in love. How cruel! The one thing all men crave of women you will not give me.

CD
Do you want to kill me? If I enter you I am lost. You will engulf me, drag me into you, suffocate me. I shall never escape. If I lose my coherence, I lose my power. Not an angel but a devil …

Ellen
Not an angel, Charles. Not a devil. Just a woman – with the clear and complex tides of a woman. 

Char
We are the crucible of beauty you made as a refuge from your own nightmares. We are the cover for the tale you can never tell – the open secret noone can guess.


During this Ellen sits beside CD on the sofa. They hold each other affectionately. He takes his current ms from the table.

CD
Look, this page, written in blood,
of your heart’s pain no drop is lost. 
Tho you lament your womanhood,
every page honours the cost. 

Ellen
O Charles.

Char
Ah. We’ll take charge of that. It’s our property now.

CD
Nelly you have stormed my fortress – ambushed my defences. - 
Yet now my castle keep’s unmanned, to seize it would spell ruin: 
the power is mine to command alone, its strength is my coherence. 
The act of love destroys my will, and with it my endurance.

Ellen
You know I wish you no harm: I ask only to be heard myself.

CD
My will is my survival. It was the knife I sharpened in prison. With it I hacked throu and cut all that tied me to the poisoned earth I grew in.


Ellen gets up and puts on a robe that is nearby.

Ellen
Imprisoned? You!

CD
Yes, that is the ghastly spectre beside me at every banquet, 
the nightmare companion on my pillow when I seek to rest.

Ellen
Let me make some light.

CD
Beneath this town in labyrinthine drains
all refuse floods to one infernal vat of pain.
Within this torrent of dead and dying life-forms
Behold a child amid the debris of life’s storms.

Ellen
Has he no parent, no adult there to care?

CD
Helpless, they cling to the rim
with agonising cries. 

Ellen
What now can save him?

CD
A ladder, answer to a sister’s prayer 


Numbed by cold, enfeebled by his years
the child climbs, and as he climbs he grows
tho poverty’s smell clings to his clothes.


Emerging from the sewers, night
tempts his blinking gaze, its lurid sights 
of wanton boys and mudlark sisters ten a penny.
A fumble in their petticoats to many
a diversion from the daily grind 
but to him a trap sprung to bait his mind.

Char (over)
And we were all the while your fond companions, –
 no diseases lurk in the imagination.
We’re not prey to the human condition,
We’re immune to the sickness of love’s infection.

CD
That how I’ve risen, knowing that behind me 
40 devils from the pit would find me
if I ever faltered in my mind’s
perpetual whirlwind.

Ellen
O my poor Charles, my poor darling: I was only trying to be what I thought you wanted, but I see I’ve been wrong all along.

CD
But you are my star, my guiding light, my salvation.

Char
But we, on the other hand, are always available. 

Ellen
But it’s not much fun, stuck here on my pedestal waiting for you drop in to bow down to me. 

Char
We beckon incandecently from the borders of desire and imagination.

CD
Why does every word have to be torn out of one by grief? It’s as if there’s nothing memorable in pleasure.

Ellen
Is that why you create so much pain for us?

Char
Our loins have no teeth to hold you fast. 

CD
It may be. I can’t be … I can’t be what everyone needs me to be.
Char
We seem to be real, breathe on us and we fade.


The Characters parade flirtatiously in front of Dickens, and one by one they remove their skirts to reveal muslin petticoats. They surround him absorbing his attention, now creating a psychic barrier to Ellen

Ellen
Flesh and blood I can fight - but not phantasms from the mud of dreams. 

Char
This is time outside time. Relax - we who’re here for your pleasure do not age, nor grow unwanted hair …

Ellen
Don’t go. Don’t leave me. Don’t let them drag lead to the sterile abyss. I can save you. I’ll go with you to America. Anything!

Char
… our thighs are always firm. 


The Characters slowly & sensually begin to strip Dickens of his clothes

CD 
No, no, it’s too late. You have attacked the secret springs of my imagination…


The Characters drag Dickens towards the bedroom

Char
All our moods are yours, our timing perfect, our desire clear and strong. 

CD 
… threatened the igniting spark of my identity. Here I have no resting place. I belong to noone.

Char
Come back to the void where forms do not exist, and there is only desire. 

Ellen
Charles, Charles, it is I who love you, I who long to fulfil you.

CD
My dear – who will make my memory live a 100 years from now, them or you?

Char
Who are you on the day desire fails, who are you when all your intimate sensations are strangers? All you are is the investment you have made in your soul.


As they all enter the bedroom one Character turns back to Ellen

 Char
You little chippy. How did you think you could compete with us?

Ellen laments alone.

first conceived 22xii02, walking the dog; finally rewritten 0645, 30vi03, my 28th wedding anniversary (ironic, init?)

2.4 The Final Reading 1869

A municipal green room beside the stage a large town hall, from which the sound of an enthusiastic crowd is audible. CD is fretfully awaiting his call to go on. Ellen adjusts his white bow tie. Altho they are affectionate it is plain that they are no longer united.

Ellen
I’ll be watching you. Remember to slow down.

Wilkie Collins enters

WC 
O good lord - Ellen! Fancy seeing you here!

CD
She’s been coaching me.

WC
I’d no idea. So that’s why he’s got so good!

Ellen
Or did you think a mere actress had no place in literary circles?

WC
Heavens no. It’s just been such a long time …

Ellen
Yes it has Charles, hasn’t it - been such a long time?

Usher entering
Are you ready Mr Dickens?


Anticipating Dickens entry, the Usher holds the door open, and the audience, catching sight of him begins to chant Dickens’ name. But he pauses in the doorway for a last anguished exchange.

CD
Don’t go …

Ellen
What is there to stay for?

CD
Will I see you afterwards?

Ellen
I doubt it. Someone might think I belonged to you.

CD
Look after her, Wilkie.

CD exits with the Usher
Ellen
You mean you really didn’t know?

WC
All these years?

Ellen
All these long and lonely years!

WC
We’d better go in, he’s starting.

Ellen
You go, I’m leaving. I’ve waited long enough

WC
Leaving the chief?

Ellen
Yes, I’ve been his ‘daughter’ for long enough. Time to grow up - be an independent woman. My sister has invited me to Italy.

WC
That’ll be nice.

Ellen
He wants me to go to America with him - but that would be impossible.

WC
Would it?

Ellen
O wake up! My position is shameful enough here where there’s some privacy – in America it would be common knowledge in 10 minutes.

WC
I’m sorry … I really must go in or I’ll lose my place.

Ellen
I thought if I gave him all my love he could change,
but still with 50 demons on his back my failure’s plain.


And what am I left with – but bitterly sweet memories I can never share
of a man I must escape from whose face is everywhere?


Listen! His psychic mistress is aroused – and how can I compete?
I, mere flesh and blood, his secret muse as he would say, retreat.


Once I had hopes which long have fled: there’s nothing now to be gained by staying:
And in the heartbreak I don’t know who’s been betrayed and who’s betraying. 

(29x02)
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