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Act I
At the most wretched hour between a black night and a wintry morning
in the year 1777, Mrs. Dudgeon, of New Hampshire, is sitting up in the
kitchen and general dwelling room of her farm house on the outskirts of
the town of Websterbridge. She is not a prepossessing woman. No
woman looks her best after sitting up all night; and Mrs. Dudgeon's face,
even at its best, is grimly trenched by the channels into which the
barren forms and observances of a dead Puritanism can pen a bitter
temper and a fierce pride. She is an elderly matron who has worked
hard and got nothing by it except dominion and detestation in her
sordid home, and an unquestioned reputation for piety and
respectability among her neighbors, to whom drink and debauchery are
still so much more tempting than religion and rectitude, that they
conceive goodness simply as self-denial. This conception is easily
extended to others—denial, and finally generalized as covering anything
disagreeable. So Mrs. Dudgeon, being exceedingly disagreeable, is held
to be exceedingly good. Short of flat felony, she enjoys complete license
except for amiable weaknesses of any sort, and is consequently, without
knowing it, the most licentious woman in the parish on the strength of
never having broken the seventh commandment or missed a Sunday at
the Presbyterian church.
The year 1777 is the one in which the passions roused of the breaking off
of the American colonies from England, more by their own weight than
their own will, boiled up to shooting point, the shooting being idealized
to the English mind as suppression of rebellion and maintenance of
British dominion, and to the American as defence of liberty, resistance
to tyranny, and selfsacrifice on the altar of the Rights of Man. Into the
merits of these idealizations it is not here necessary to inquire: suffice it
to say, without prejudice, that they have convinced both Americans and
English that the most high minded course for them to pursue is to kill as
many of one another as possible, and that military operations to that
end are in full swing, morally supported by confident requests from the
clergy of both sides for the blessing of God on their arms.
Under such circumstances many other women besides this disagreeable
Mrs. Dudgeon find themselves sitting up all night waiting for news. Like
her, too, they fall asleep towards morning at the risk of nodding
themselves into the kitchen fire. Mrs. Dudgeon sleeps with a shawl over
her head, and her feet on a broad fender of iron laths, the step of the
domestic altar of the fireplace, with its huge hobs and boiler, and its
hinged arm above the smoky mantel-shelf for roasting. The plain
kitchen table is opposite the fire, at her elbow, with a candle on it in a
tin sconce. Her chair, like all the others in the room, is uncushioned and
unpainted; but as it has a round railed back and a seat conventionally

ld d h l h f h



moulded to the sitter's curves, it is comparatively a chair of state. The
room has three doors, one on the same side as the fireplace, near the
corner, leading to the best bedroom; one, at the opposite end of the
opposite wall, leading to the scullery and washhouse; and the house
door, with its latch, heavy lock, and clumsy wooden bar, in the front
wall, between the window in its middle and the corner next the
bedroom door. Between the door and the window a rack of pegs
suggests to the deductive observer that the men of the house are all
away, as there are no hats or coats on them. On the other side of the
window the clock hangs on a nail, with its white wooden dial, black iron
weights, and brass pendulum. Between the clock and the corner, a big
cupboard, locked, stands on a dwarf dresser full of common crockery.
On the side opposite the fireplace, between the door and the corner, a
shamelessly ugly black horsehair sofa stands against the wall. An
inspection of its stridulous surface shows that Mrs. Dudgeon is not
alone. A girl of sixteen or seventeen has fallen asleep on it. She is a wild,
timid looking creature with black hair and tanned skin. Her frock, a
scanty garment, is rent, weatherstained, berrystained, and by no means
scrupulously clean. It hangs on her with a freedom which, taken with
her brown legs and bare feet, suggests no great stock of underclothing.

Suddenly there comes a tapping at the door, not loud enough to
wake the sleepers. Then knocking, which disturbs Mrs. Dudgeon a
little. Finally the latch is tried, whereupon she springs up at once.
MRS. DUDGEON (threateningly). Well, why don't you open the door?

(She sees that the girl is asleep and immediately raises a clamor of
heartfelt vexation.) Well, dear, dear me! Now this is— (shaking her)
wake up, wake up: do you hear?

THE GIRL (sitting up). What is it?
MRS. DUDGEON. Wake up; and be ashamed of yourself, you unfeeling

sinful girl, falling asleep like that, and your father hardly cold in his
grave.

THE GIRL (half asleep still). I didn't mean to. I dropped off—
MRS. DUDGEON (cutting her short). Oh yes, you've plenty of excuses, I

daresay. Dropped off! (Fiercely, as the knocking recommences.) Why
don't you get up and let your uncle in? after me waiting up all night for
him! (She pushes her rudely off the sofa.) There: I'll open the door: much
good you are to wait up. Go and mend that fire a bit.

The girl, cowed and wretched, goes to the fire and puts a log on. Mrs.
Dudgeon unbars the door and opens it, letting into the stuffy kitchen
a little of the freshness and a great deal of the chill of the dawn, also
her second son Christy, a fattish, stupid, fair-haired, round-faced
man of about 22, muffled in a plaid shawl and grey overcoat. He
hurries, shivering, to the fire, leaving Mrs. Dudgeon to shut the
door.
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CHRISTY (at the fire). F—f—f! but it is cold. (Seeing the girl, and
staring lumpishly at her.) Why, who are you?

THE GIRL (shyly). Essie.
MRS. DUDGEON. Oh you may well ask. (To Essie.) Go to your room,

child, and lie down since you haven't feeling enough to keep you awake.
Your history isn't fit for your own ears to hear.

ESSIE. I—
MRS. DUDGEON (peremptorily). Don't answer me, Miss; but show your

obedience by doing what I tell you. (Essie, almost in tears, crosses the
room to the door near the sofa.) And don't forget your prayers. (Essie
goes out.) She'd have gone to bed last night just as if nothing had
happened if I'd let her.

CHRISTY (phlegmatically). Well, she can't be expected to feel Uncle
Peter's death like one of the family.

MRS. DUDGEON. What are you talking about, child? Isn't she his
daughter—the punishment of his wickedness and shame? (She assaults
her chair by sitting down.)

CHRISTY (staring). Uncle Peter's daughter!
MRS. DUDGEON. Why else should she be here? D'ye think I've not had

enough trouble and care put upon me bringing up my own girls, let
alone you and your good-for-nothing brother, without having your
uncle's bastards—

CHRISTY (interrupting her with an apprehensive glance at the door by
which Essie went out). Sh! She may hear you.

MRS. DUDGEON (raising her voice). Let her hear me. People who fear
God don't fear to give the devil's work its right name. (Christy, soullessly
indifferent to the strife of Good and Evil, stares at the fire, warming
himself.) Well, how long are you going to stare there like a stuck pig?
What news have you for me?

CHRISTY (taking off his hat and shawl and going to the rack to hang
them up). The minister is to break the news to you. He'll be here
presently.

MRS. DUDGEON. Break what news?
CHRISTY (standing on tiptoe, from boyish habit, to hang his hat up,

though he is quite tall enough to reach the peg, and speaking with
callous placidity, considering the nature of the announcement). Father's
dead too.

MRS. DUDGEON (stupent). Your father!
CHRISTY (sulkily, coming back to the fire and warming himself again,

attending much more to the fire than to his mother). Well, it's not my
fault. When we got to Nevinstown we found him ill in bed. He didn't
know us at first. The minister sat up with him and sent me away. He died
in the night.

MRS. DUDGEON (bursting into dry angry tears). Well, I do think this is
hard on me—very hard on me. His brother, that was a disgrace to us all
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