                  

The Life and Death of Martha Black


VOICE  OF  THE  JUDGE:
  Martha Black, you have been proved without the

shadow  of a doubt guilty of the most heinous crime of murder. The man

whose  life you took was an upright, Christian citizen, a good husband

and  loving  father. Nothing now remains but to pronounce the sentence

of  the  Law  upon  you,  which  is that you are to be taken from your

prison  cell  to  the  place of execution and there hanged by the neck

until you are dead. May God of His infinite mercy receive your soul.

                             
Act I Scene 1

(MUSIC. EVERYONE IN THE CELL IS SLEEPING. MARTHA AWAKES AND GETS UP

SLOWLY.  SHE STANDS UNDER THE WINDOW, LOOKING UPWARDS. A MOMENT LATER,

SALLY STRUGGLES TO HER FEET, STRETCHES AND SPEAKS TO MARTHA:)


SALLY:
  You awake already, Martha?


MARTHA:
  Yes. Would you sleep long if you were me?


SALLY:
  No.


MARTHA:
 Do you hear those birds, Sally? And do you see the blue sky? I

think spring is here again.


SALLY:
  I only hear the noise my stomach makes. I wish I didn't always

wake up hungry!


MARTHA:
  Sally, did I ever tell you that I lived in the country when I

was  a  girl?  My  father  had  a  small farm - not much more than two

fields, really. We had a cow and a pig, a few chickens..........


SALLY:
  I  could just eat a chicken now - roasted brown, with potatoes

and greens and gravy - and I could just drink.........


MARTHA:
  When  the winter was over, the wind no longer smelt of snow -

there  was  the scent of new grass growing, of the stream dancing over

the  stones  in  the valley. That is how the air smells today. I can't

smell the filth of London, the dirt in the streets, the black water of

the river. I look up and I see the blue sky.


SALLY:
  Why didn't you stay in the country, Martha?


MARTHA:
 My father had to sell his land. We were too many children, and

such  a  small  plot of earth couldn't produce enough food for us all.

Someone told our dad that the streets of London were paved with gold -


SALLY:
  (SMILING) You mean like the New Jerusalem in the bible? I know

those lies!


MARTHA:
  -  so  we  sold  the  cow  and  the  pig,  packed  up our few

possessions and walked to the great city.


SALLY:
  You WALKED?
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MARTHA
: (SMILING) Do you think we had money enough in our purse to pay

for a coach? We walked fifty miles, Sally, my father, my mother and we

five  children.  My  brother  Tom  was  only  a baby, and he had to be

carried  all the way. (PAUSE) He wasn't heavy, though, he was so thin.

(PAUSE)  He was such a dear child.


SALLY:
  (IRONICALLY)  And  what happened when you reached the Promised

Land?


MARTHA:
  We  lived  under  a bridge for a few days until our dad found

work  in a factory. We were lucky, it was summer and the sun shone all

the  time.  When  our  dad  found  work,  he was given wood to build a

shelter for us.  It was better under the bridge!


SALLY:
  I never saw one of those shelters.


MARTHA:
  They  were dreadful, Sally. Ours was like a box, you couldn't

even sleep in it, the sides were so short. And when it rained, we were

soaked.


SALLY:
  And where did you cook?


MARTHA:
  Our mother collected wood and cooked outside - when there was

anything to cook.

(DURING  THE  PAST  FEW MINUTES THE OTHER INHABITANTS OF THE CELL HAVE

WOKEN UP.)


JANE:
 Who's talking of cooking? I could eat a horse, saddle and all!


SALLY:
  Martha's telling of how she lived in a wooden shelter with her

family.


JANE:
  How long did you live there, Martha?


MARTHA:
 Only a few months. When the weather turned bitter cold, two of

us children found work in the factory, and we moved into a real house.


JANE:
  (LAUGHING)  A  real  house,  with bedrooms, a garden, a cook, a

butler.......


MARTHA:
  .......and  five  serving  girls!  (SHE  LAUGHS) I'm not 
Lady

Martha,  you  know! It was a dirty little house with two rooms and the

privy outside in the yard, to be shared with eight other families.


SALLY:
  Oh, I know 
that
! Water from the pump, a bath in the kitchen on

Saturday  night,  open drains in the streets full of rubbish and rats,

the  kitchen full of cockroaches that went: CRUNCH! CRUNCH! under your

bare feet as you walked over the floor. What a palace!


JANE:
 Well, surely there was a stove in the kitchen.........


MARTHA:
 ........A stove's useful if you've wood to put in it and a pot

of soup to put on it........
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SALLY:
   I'm feeling hungry again.


JANE:
  (CALLING  LOUDLY)  When am I going to get that horse I ordered,

mine host? And a bottle of wine to wash it down with!


MARTHA:
  But  it  was  better than the wooden box, I can tell you. And

when  our  mother  found  work  taking in washing, we lived well for a

time. But then little Tom died, and everything started to go wrong.


JANE:
  When  my  little  sister  died  we  put her on the shelf in the

kitchen. We didn't have any money to bury her, so she lay on the shelf

for  a week. Well, it was winter, the bad one of 1821, you couldn't go

to the privy because it was full of ice, we children used to go in the

street.  My  sister stayed fresh a whole week before we buried her, it

was so cold.


SALLY:
  Fortunate it wasn't summer, Jane.


JANE:
  Yes,  but  some  families left their dead children on the shelf

even in summer if there was no money for a burial.


MARTHA:
  We  had  some  money  for little Tom's burial, but after that

mother became ill and lost her work. Then our dad died.


JANE:
   How, Martha?


MARTHA:
  Accident  at  the  factory.  He  got  his arm in the machine,

somehow,  and  the  machine tore it off - here (SHE SHOWS THEM). There

was nothing anyone could do, he bled to death. His friends brought him

home  and  he  lay on a board in the kitchen until he died. (PAUSE) It

was four hours before he went.


SALLY:
  You  need  not  tell us, Martha. The factory owner didn't give

your mam one penny.


MARTHA:
 No, not one penny. Nor a word of comfort or consolation. There

we  were  -  a  sick  mother, four children and no father. It was hard

after  that; our mother never worked again and we four had to earn the

money.  It  was  almost a relief when our mam - poor, sweet angel that

she  was  - died, because there was one mouth less to feed. Then I met

my Joseph, my Joe! That was a good time, that was.


JANE:
  Where did you meet him, Martha?


MARTHA:
  He  came  for work in the same factory. I saw him standing in

the  yard,  in the sunshine; he was tall, his hair was shiny brown and

he looked at me with his great, dark eyes...........


SALLY:
 ..........and you fell in love with him!


MARTHA:
 .......at that very moment, Sally. There could never have been

another man for me after I saw my Joe.


JANE:
  When did you get married, then, Martha?
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MARTHA:
  (LAUGHING)  Married, did you say? Can you read, Jane dear?


JANE:
  Well, a little. Not so very ..........


MARTHA:
  I  think you only read books about romance, my dear Jane. Joe

and  I  didn't  marry. Marrying costs money and we didn't have enough.

But  he  moved  into our house and looked after me and my brothers and

sisters. We didn't always have anything to eat......


SALLY:
  There she goes again, speaking of food. (LOUDLY) PYKE! WHEN DO

WE GET SOMETHING TO EAT THIS MORNING? PYKE!!!


JANE:
  (SLYLY) Calling for your lover again, Sal?


SALLY:
 (SMILING) Not at the moment, Jane - at the moment he's just the

man who brings the food.


JANE:
   Go on with your story, Martha.


MARTHA:
 A year later my little girl, my angel, my sweet baby Clara was

born.


JANE:
  (SIGHING)  Clara!


MARTHA:
  The  sweetest  child  that ever drew breath. Her father and I

adored  her.  My Joe worked longer and longer hours in the factory for

money  so our Clara could have a better life ......... then, suddenly,

he died.


JANE:
  (HORRIFIED)  Of what, Martha?


MARTHA:
  Who knows? At the factory they said it was his heart. He just

fell down and died. There was not a mark on him.


JANE:
  (HORRIFIED)  How terrible!


MARTHA:
  My little angel, Clara, was three years old and the prettiest

little  girl you ever saw. I always kept her clean, she never had lice

in her hair, she always had something to eat.


JANE:
  (SIGHING)......to eat .........


MARTHA:
 Then she had to go to work in the factory. There wasn't enough

money  without  Joe's pay, and that little girl had to creep under the

machines, picking up the wool that fell onto the floor........


SALLY:
  (PUTTING HER ARM ROUND HER) Now, Martha dear, now, now.......

(MEG SITS UP SUDDENLY AND SCREAMS LOUDLY)


MEG:
  MY  BABY!  WHERE'S MY BABY? WHO'S STOLEN MY BABY? (SHE BEGINS TO

SEARCH  WILDY;  FINDS  A BUNDLE OF STRAW AND CLUTCHES IT HER) There we

are,  my darling, don't be afraid, your mother's here. No one going to

hurt you.........no one going.....no one (SHE MUMBLES)
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MARTHA:
  (IN  A  THREATENING VOICE, POWERFUL BUT NOT TOO LOUD) Keep me

away  from  her and her away from me, Sally, or I swear - I swear I'll

kill her.


SALLY:
   No, Martha dear, you won't kill poor Meg.


MARTHA:
  Why not, Sally? I'm going to hang anyway, another three days,

a week, and I shall hang. Why shouldn't I kill........


SALLY:
  Because it's wrong, Martha, and you won't do it.


MARTHA:
  Don't tell me what's right and wrong, Sally, I.....


SALLY:
 Not right and wrong like the church says, Martha, not right and

wrong  like  Jesus  and  all  them  says, just not right for you. Some

murders  are right and some are wrong, you know that. Killing poor Meg

wouldn't be one of the right ones.


MARTHA:
  (WITH DISDAIN)  Poor Meg!


SALLY:
  Yes, poor Meg. Look at her, Martha, she's a poor, poor woman.


JANE:
  Sal,  can't  you  call  for  Pyke  again?  I think I'm dying of

starvation.


SALLY:
  Oh,  I  can  call  for him, can I, my lady? Call him yourself,

Janey.


JANE:
  No, he prefers you to me.


SALLY:
  Is that surprising? Very well. PYKE ! HOW MUCH LONGER WILL YOU

KEEP US WAITING? PYKE, I SAY!!!

(ENTER  PYKE  : HE DOESN'T SEEM TO BE QUITE SOBER; HE CERTAINLY IS NOT

CLEAN.)


PYKE
: What is this to do? What is all this screaming and shouting? Can

a man not haave a little peace at his work?


JANE:
 Work? All you do is drink all day, while we sit here and starve.


PYKE:
 Have you paid for your food?


SALLY:
  You  know we have, Pyke. We paid at the beginning of the week.

All of us paid you.


PYKE:
 (WITH A LEER) 
You
 didn't pay me, Sally.


SALLY:
  You say the same thing every week, Pyke. (CHEEKILY) You know I

pay you better than all the others.


PYKE
:  (WITH  SOME DIGNITY) Woman, you must refrain from calling me by

my name. I am 'turnkey' to you.
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SALLY:
  Turnkey?  Oh,  sir,  I  beg your pardon for this unforgiveable

mistake  -  and  to  think I was sure you were that Pyke who pushes me

against  the  wall  with my skirts up every time I leave the cell. Oh,

sir, Mr Turnkey, sir, I abjectly and humbly beg your..........


PYKE:
 (DIGNIFIED) Enough, woman. You will all receive your victuals in

good time......


JANE:
  A good time would be now. I'm hungry.


PYKE:
 Patience, ladies, is something you must all learn. Patience is a

virtue.


SALLY:
  (THREATENING)  If  you don't get us some food right away, Pyke

Turnkey,  I'll  call  for the Governor, lift up my skirts and show him

the VIRTUE you are so hot for!


PYKE:
 (STANDS THERE WITH AN OPEN MOPUTH FOR A MOMENT - THEN DECIDES IT

WOULD  BE  BETTER  TO  DO  AS HE IS TOLD) Very well, very well, I will

fetch you some bread and water.


SALLY:
 (BEGINS TO LIFT HER SKIRT)


PYKE:
 ........and a little meat to go with it.......


SALLY:
 (LIFTS HER SKIRT EVEN FURTHER)


PYKE:
  ............and  perhaps  a  small  mug  of  beer, by way of an

accompaniment...........


SALLY:
 (LETS HER SKIRT DROP; PYKE EXITS QUICKLY)


MARTHA:
  I  cannot  understand  why  you go to him, Sally. Have you no

pride?


SALLY:
 I have no pride, Martha. I do not even know what pride is. I go

to  that stinking excuse for a man because when I go to him we all 
get

a  small mug of beer, by way of an accompaniment. Do you understand me

now? And somethimes a little meat to go with it...........


MARTHA:
  I would rather eat straw, my dear, than let you............


SALLY:
 Do not even think about it, Martha. It means nothing to me. Why

am I in prison? I was sent to Newgate for being a whore. You worked in

a factory, I work the streets, Martha, I don't even think about it any

more.  And  a  little  bit  of meat and a small mug of beer are a good

price for giving something which means nothing to me.


MARTHA:
  (SMILES  AND  PUTS  HER ARM ROUND SALLY'S SHOULDER) You are a

good woman, Sally.


SALLY:
  That  is  not  what  the  judge  said when he sent me here, my

friend.  I  failed to understand every word that powdered monkey used,

but I realized his opinion of my humble self was not so high.
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(SALLY AND MARTHA BURST OUT LAUGHING)

(ENTER  PYKE  WITH  A  YOUNG  GIRL - DAISY; BOTH ARE CARRYING FOOD AND

DRINK; THE YOUNG GIRL IS CARRYING A METAL BUCKET)


PYKE: 
Women prisoners, step forward and receive your victuals!

(SALLY,  JANE,  MARTHA,  AND  TWO  OTHER WOMEN - KATE AND ALICE - STEP

FORWARD  FOR THEIR FOOD - THERE IS SOME SHOVING AND PUSHING UNTIL THEY

HAVE ALL RECEIVED THEIR SHARE. SALLY TAKES A LARGER PORTION)


DAISY:
  Turnkey, Sal's taken more than her share!


PYKE:
  Here,  what  are you up to? We cannot have you prisoners drunk,

you  know.  (HE TURNS TO DAISY WITH A LEER) There's a good girl, tells

her  old Pyke who's cheating, don't she then? (HE CHUCKS HER UNDER THE

CHIN)


DAISY:
 (SIMPERING) Oh, turnkey, you are a one! Oh! Oh! (SHE GIGGLES)


SALLY:
  Oh,  turnkey,  your  are a one! Oh! Oh! (SHE SHOUTS) Stop that

laughter,  Daisy, or I will stop it for you! (DAISY STOPS ABRUPTLY AND

TRIES  TO HIDE BEHIND PYKE). Pulling her skirts up, too, are you - you

dirty old fellow?


PYKE:
  (ON HIS DIGNITY) Woman, guard your tongue or you'll get no beer

ever again.


DAISY:
  Turnkey, sir, don't let her speak to me like that, I pray you.

I am a good girl.


SALLY:
  Oh,  so  you're  a  
good
 girl, are you? I'll wager you're even

better against the wall with your skirts round your neck........


DAISY:
  (STILL HIDING BEHIND PYKE) Ooooh, she's a wicked woman to talk

to  me  that  way.  It must be jealousy. Oooh, one of the seven deadly

sins  has got you, Sally; it's got you by the neck and it's strangling

you.


MARTHA:
  (JUMPS  BEHIND  PYKE,  MUDDLING  HIM - PULLS DAISY OUT; DAISY

SCREAMS) Speak that way once more, Daisy, and 
I
 shall strangle you. Do

you  know why I'm here, Daisy? Do you know what they're going to do to

me in two days, three, perhaps a week, Daisy? (DAISY IS TERRIFIED; SHE

SHAKES  HER  HEAD) Of course you know, Daisy (SHE PUSHES HER FACE NEAR

TO  DAISY'S)  They're  going to HANG me, Daisy. For murder. (SHE HOLDS

DAISY AT ARM'S LENGTH) I have a mind - what think you, Sally? - I have

a  mind  to hang for a DOUBLE murder........just to make it worth Jack

Ketch's  while,  may  he  be  cursed  for ever for his black hangman's

heart! (SHE PUSHES DAISY AWAY, WHO RUNS SOBBING BACK TO PYKE)


SALLY:
  (TAKES  SOME OF HER LARGER PORTION TO MEG; TRIES TO GET HER TO

EAT)  Here,  Meg dear, you must keep your strength up - what would the

baby do without you? Here, you must eat, my dear.

                                 - 8 -


DAISY:
  Turnkey, sir, you must help me.


PYKE:
  (WITH  A LEER) I'll help you, my dear, I'll help you good. Just

wait  a  little longer, my sweeting, until we've taken the victuals to

all the women. (THEY TURN TO LEAVE)


KATE:
  Turnkey, haven't you forgotten the bucket?


PYKE:
  Daisy,  my pretty, give the women their new bucket and take out

the filled one.


KATE:
  Take it out, my pretty, before we tip it all over you........


ALICE:
  So you smell nice for that old swine of a turnkey!

