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Synopsis 
 

This is a one-act play divided into nine scenes, all of which occur with minor variations in the same 

stage setting. It is about the presence of ‘heart’ in people; activated as love and caring, or not activated 

at all. 

 

Cal, a relief teacher, is married to Georgia. She is his second wife; Cal divorced his first wife, Jillian, 

five years before, although they have remained on amicable terms, chiefly because of the friendship 

that existed between Jillian and Cal’s mother. This is a source of frustration for Georgia, who would 

like to break Cal free of his past. Cal also has a younger brother, Robbie, who has Aspergers 

Syndrome (a form of Autism). He has been cared for throughout his life by their mother Jean – who 

has just died of breast cancer but is able to comment on the action of the play from a side-stage.  

 

The play begins at Cal’s house, immediately after the funeral. It is clear that Robbie will have 

considerable difficulty adjusting to life without his mother, and that Georgia is keen to use Jean’s 

passing as a new beginning for her and Cal. Whilst she sympathises with the family’s loss, she 

believes that Jillian and Robbie should now desist from their lives so that she and Cal can finally 

establish a marriage which carries their own identities. 

 

The ‘sticking-point’ is Robbie. Georgia is convinced that he should continue to live in the family 

home and look after himself. Cal believes that Robbie is incapable of doing this. He is supported by 

Jillian, who uses her knowledge of Robbie – and how he should be treated – to score points over 

Georgia. When Cal asks Robbie to move into his and Georgia’s home, Robbie’s idiosyncratic 

behaviours are too much for Georgia to handle. She reacts badly and Robbie, distraught at her violent 

outburst, flees to Jillian’s home.  

 

The fissure in Cal and Georgia’s relationship is now too deep to be renegotiated. Cal tries to tell 

Georgia that the problem lies within her; her inability to communicate with, tolerate and most 

importantly love other people. Georgia knows of this emptiness but cannot – will not – change it. 

Jillian sees an opportunity to work her way back into Cal’s affections but she too is rebuffed; there 

was never real heart between them. Instead, Cal sees his new life as being a re-establishment of his 

relationship with Robbie, which is where the truth of his heart lies. 
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Characters (in order of appearance) 

 

Robbie   In his late 30s, has Aspergers Syndrome 

Cal   Robbie’s older brother, a relief teacher 

Georgia  Cal’s younger, second wife 

Jean Cal and Robbie’s deceased mother 

Vivian   Cal’s first wife 

 

 

 

 

Act One 

Wake 

Knowing 

Tradition 

Rules 

Gardening 

 

Act Two 

Childhood 

Arrangement 

Love 

Heart 
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ACT ONE 

 

Wake 

 

A modern Australian lounge-room. There is a TV / DVD / CD unit, a couch, a table strewn with 

newspapers and magazines, as well as a shelving unit which is home to various pieces of family 

paraphernalia; photos, knick-knacks, objects from Georgia’s past journeys, a line of condolence 

cards, bottles with interesting shapes. All this is ordered, but not particularly neat. There is little 

colour; chrome, glass, blacks, greys, metals. Isolated outside the main stage is a chair for Jean. 

* 

Individual lights up to highlight each character, then Robbie enters with a bag. He is a fastidiously 

dressed man, clad in dark suit, tie and polished shoes. He selects a CD from his bag and puts it on: As 

Time Goes By.  

He moves to the shelving unit to straighten the objects as his elder brother Cal enters. Cal is more 

dishevelled though still appropriately dressed in funeral black. Hearing the music, he moves quickly 

across to the CD player. 

 

< 1/1 > 

 

Cal (calling): Who put this on? Georgia? (Picking up the CD case) As Time Goes By? It’s 

a funeral, for Christ’s sake! 

 

He switches off the music. Robbie is still behind the shelves. 

 

Robbie:   A wake. 

Cal (not seeing him): Eh? Robbie? 

Robbie (still straightening): It’s a wake. Wakes happen after funerals. The funeral was from  

10.37 am to midday. The wake goes from 12.30 pm until two pm. (Checking 

his watch) It’s 12.42 pm – so this is the wake. 

 

Heavy silence. Robbie comes out from behind the unit, his work done. 

 

Cal:   Thanks Robbie. Thanks for that. 

Robbie (pleasantly): You’re welcome. 

Cal:   What’s in the bag? 

Robbie:   My things. 

Cal:   What – things? 
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Robbie: The things I always take when I go somewhere. (Quoting) ‘Don’t forget your 

bag Robbie. You need your bag, don’t you?’ 

Cal: Why did you take a bag to the funeral? 

Robbie:  Because my things are in it. 

Cal:   What things? What could you possibly need at a funeral? 

Robbie:   My things. 

Cal: What things? Give me a look – 

Robbie:   No. No! They’re mine! 

 

A beat. Cal desists, frustrated. Eventually… 

 

Cal (with a reluctant tenderness): You okay? 

 

Robbie nods vigorously, the bag still clutched to his chest. Cal turns away. 

 

Cal (almost to himself): It was a good service. They did a good job. Plenty of flowers – 

Robbie: They were a bad colour. Mum likes yellow. 

Cal (ignoring him): And Bill Turner’s poem, quite moving really – 

Robbie: It started late. 

Cal: Not really – 

Robbie: The program said 10.30 am. 

Cal: It was only just after – 

Robbie: 10.37 am. That’s seven minutes late. Seven is a few. (Quoting) ‘A lot can 

happen in few minutes, Robbie.’ 

Jean: People can live and die within a few minutes. 

Cal: For Christ’s sake, stop quoting her – 

Robbie: We didn’t sing all of ‘I Come To The Garden Alone.’ There are three verses. 

We only sang two of them. I liked the tune. I wanted to sing it all. In the 

program there were three verses, so that’s what I – 

Cal: Robbie – 

Robbie (singing): I come to the garden alone, while the dew is still on the roses, and the voice I 

hear, falling on my ear… 

Cal: Robbie! 

Robbie: Mm? 

Cal (after a moment): Nothing.  

 

Robbie sits on the couch, ready for a ‘chat.’ 
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Robbie: I liked the coffin. It was a good colour. It reminded me of those apples we 

used to pick at Gang-Gang’s farm. 

Cal: What apples? 

Robbie (reciting): ‘Good ones to the basket, toss them all in; bad ones with bruises, straight to 

the bin!’  

Cal: I can barely remember the bloody farm –  

Robbie (pleased): ‘Good ones to the basket, toss them all in; bad ones with bruises, straight to 

the bin!’  They were all the same colour. Ma-hogany, Mum said. Ma-hogany 

apples.  

Jean: Good ones to the basket, toss them all in; bad ones with bruises, straight to 

the bin! 

Cal: Okay, okay! 

 

A beat. Robbie is anxious to talk.  

 

Robbie: I liked the coffin. 

Cal: You don’t like coffins – 

Robbie: It was small. Cal, was Mum comfortable?  

Cal: Of course – 

Robbie: Not scrunched up? 

Cal (tightening): No. No, I’m sure she was – fine. 

Robbie: Good. I like it when she’s fine. And comfortable. 

Jean: There’s no price on comfort, Robbie. 

 

Another beat, more laden.  

 

Cal: Robbie, I know it’s early, but sooner or later, we’re going to have to – make 

some decisions. 

Robbie: Yes. 

Cal: You understand what I mean? 

Robbie: Yes. 

Cal (uncertain): Good. That’s – good. 

 

Beat. 

 

Robbie: Cal? 
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Cal: What? 

Robbie: There were thirty-four people in the church. Is that a good number? 

Cal: You counted them? 

Robbie: Yes. 

Cal (exasperated): When? 

Robbie: During. Thirty-four people. Twenty-two ladies and twelve men. Four of the 

men were bald and seven people had hats on. 

Cal (exploding): Jesus, Robbie! Our mother’s funeral and you’re counting heads! That’s – 

why are you so – 

Robbie: Three of the hats were pink… 

Cal (trying to control himself): Look, numbers are fine. Colours are fine. They’re both fine, in the 

right situation, like a – a football match or something. But not there! Not in a 

church, when people are – grieving! You don’t count heads when people are 

grieving! 

Robbie: Why not? 

Cal: You just don’t, that’s all! It’s not the right thing! 

Robbie: It was interesting for me. 

Cal: Well – ‘interesting’ is not necessarily right. 

Robbie (nodding; committing it to memory): ‘Interesting is not necessarily right.’ 

Cal: Shit! 

 

A beat. Cal moves away. He is close to cracking. Robbie stands and moves to exit. 

 

Robbie: I’m going to wash all the glasses.  

Cal: They don’t need washing. 

Robbie: Vivian said I could. She said that would be useful. She said, ‘That would be 

useful Robbie. You would be being useful.’ 

Cal: They’re already washed! 

Robbie: Vivian said I could wash them. 

Cal: But there’s no point! They haven’t been used yet! 

Robbie: Vivian said: ‘You would be being useful.’ 

Cal: Robbie! 

Robbie: Where are they? 

Cal (finally defeated by it all): Okay. Okay – they’re in the kitchen. The glasses are in the kitchen, so 

why don’t you go and wash every one of them? 

Robbie (contented): Thanks, Cal. (He moves in and hugs Cal.) You’re a good brother to me. 
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Cal is surprised by this. Robbie has nearly exited when… 

 

Robbie: Cal? 

Cal: What? 

Robbie: There was a woman wearing a ginger wig in the third pew. 

 

Cal shakes his head, watches him go, then notices the shelving unit for the first time.  

 

Cal:    Shit! 

 

< 1/2 > 

 

He is frantically re-placing objects as Georgia enters. Cal’s wife is attractive in a constructed kind of 

way, brisk, self-possessed, unable or unwilling to suffer fools. 

 

Georgia:  What are you doing? 

Cal (placing the cards): These were awry – the wind must have blown them. 

Georgia:  The windows are closed. 

Cal:   Well, that’s because – I closed them. Before. 

Georgia:  Leave it darling. People are starting to arrive. 

Cal:   Well, send them through to the back patio. 

Georgia:  Will you be there? 

Cal:   In a moment. 

 

A beat. She goes to him affectionately. 

 

Georgia:  It’s been a tough few days, hasn’t it? 

Cal: Yeah. At least we knew it was coming. That’s got to be better than – you 

know, the shock of an accident. The unknown. At least we could prepare. 

And in a way, it’s a kind of relief. Closure, then – moving on. 

Georgia:  We need to move on. 

Cal (absently): Yeah. Poor old Mum – she’d had enough. The pain –  

Georgia: Too much for anyone. 

Cal: It was for the best, I suppose. When you need drugs just to stay alive, just to 

keep you breathing – and those awful ulcerations… 

 

A beat. 
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Georgia: Anyway. The guests. 

 

No response. 

 

Georgia: It was a nice service, Cal. You did her proud. I thought the – 

Cal (interrupting): Robbie counted heads. 

Georgia: Pardon? 

Cal: Robbie. In the church. He counted heads. (Mimicking) ‘Thirty-four people; 

twenty-two ladies and twelve men. Four of the men were bald and seven 

people had hats on.’ 

Georgia (tightly): Christ. Where is he? 

Cal:  Washing glasses.  

Georgia: What glasses? 

Cal: The hired ones. The unused ones. Viv said it would be ‘useful.’ 

Georgia: Good old Vivian – sold on ‘usefulness.’ 

Cal:  Anyway, it doesn’t matter –  

Georgia: Obviously not. Vivian said so. 

Cal: They’re just glasses. They’ll be extra clean –  

Georgia: Whatever. 

Cal: It doesn’t matter – 

Georgia: As usual. It doesn’t matter because nothing that Robbie does matters! He can 

do anything and (mimicking) it doesn’t matter! 

Cal: Georgia! 

Georgia: It’s true. You’re always covering for him. Always. You make too many 

allowances. 

Cal: I don’t! 

Georgia: You do! (Quoting) ‘It’s easier this way, Georgia! He’s my brother, Georgia.’ 

Cal: Is that so wrong? 

Georgia: It could be. If you’re stopping him from – developing. 

Cal: He’s a thirty-eight year old man with a syndrome. 

Georgia: Asperger’s. At least say the name – 

Cal: The name doesn’t matter. The point is, he’s dysfunctional and he always has 

been! He’s not going to develop. 

Georgia: He’s an adult who is going to have to learn to cope with being on his own. 

Particularly now. If you keep pandering to him – 

Cal: I don’t pander! 
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Georgia: Well, compensating. You have to stop compensating. Jean’s gone – 

 

A beat. 

 

Georgia (more gently): It’s the way things are, Cal. The way things need to be. He’s a grown man – 

Cal: Grown into childhood. 

Georgia: And he has to move on, just as you do. We do. 

Cal: I suppose. 

Georgia: Look, let’s just – let’s just get through the next couple of hours, okay? Finger 

food and sherry for the oldies, a few comfortable stories, moving on. 

Cal: Yeah. 

Georgia: Get through that – and the rest later, okay? 

 

Cal nods. 

 

Georgia: You ready? 

Cal: Soon. I’ll be there soon. 

Georgia: Okay. (She pats his arm and begins to exit) 

Cal: Georgia? Out the back, is there a lady with a ginger wig? 

Georgia (looking at him oddly): No.  

 

< 1/3 > 

 

Cal offers a weak smile, nods. After a moment, Georgia exits. Cal freezes as the lights shift to  

Jean. The effect should be dream-like; a departure from the earlier realities. 

 

Jean: Don’t be too hard on him. 

Cal (unfreezing): You would say that. 

Jean: Don’t be too hard on yourself either. 

Cal: Why not? I should’ve made you go to hospital – much earlier. 

Jean: It was my decision. 

Cal: And I should’ve persuaded you otherwise. The doctors said – 

Jean: The doctors are fools. I had cancer. Breast then bones. More time in hospital 

would only have stretched out the agony. 

Cal: Still. 

Jean: It was my choice. If I have to die, at least let me do it at home, surrounded by 

familiarity. 
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Cal: We all crave – familiarity. 

 

A beat. 

 

Jean: You’re feeling guilty. 

Cal: Actually, I’m feeling sick. Your eyes, skin, the hollowness. I’ll never forget 

how you looked. 

Jean: Death doesn’t dress up for anyone, Cal. 

Cal: Another one of your sayings, Mum? 

Jean: Your brother appreciates them. 

Cal: Yes he does. Oh yes. 

Jean: How is he? 

Cal: Washing the clean glasses. 

Jean: Don’t be too hard on him. 

Cal: How can I not be? When it’s always been him.  

 


