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SYNOPSIS
     An offbeat tale of smuggling in Late 18th Century England, and a wife who finds her true calling. Jessie and Jack Bates live in a seaside cave to avoid paying rent to landlords. Jack is involved in smuggling, but Jessie must content herself with selling refreshments to the people who come to enjoy the picturesque beach.

     She yearns for some excitement of her own, and so she hides another smuggler’s goods in Jack’s secret storeroom without mentioning it to her husband. Unfortunately, Jack finds the trove, and believing it was planted there by the new customs officer to entrap him, he gets rid of it -- by quickly selling it himself. The customs man does later come snooping about but is sent running by Jessie’s wild tales of danger lurking deep within the cave.

     Afterwards, Jack stores his own illicit goods in the storeroom, which Jessie’s smuggler soon finds while trying to retrieve his own (now missing) merchandise. Suspecting a betrayal, he threatens Jessie’s life, but a cool head and another tall tale leads her to make a very profitable sale out of the situation. No one person knows all the facts but once Jack learns about the sale, he and Jessie celebrate their good fortune, and Jack welcomes his new partner in the smuggling trade.

CHARACTERS
(4 Male, 2 Female, 6 Total.)

JACK

  Cave excavator extraordinaire and part-time smuggler, 30-40 years old.

JESSIE
  Refreshments vendor. JACK’s cool headed, quick witted wife, 30.

HENRY
  A fisherman who dabbles in smuggling. Simple, dependable, 50s.

MRS. TYLER
  JESSIE’s acquaintance from the village and HENRY’s wife, 50s.

SMITH
  A veteran smuggler. A gruff, wary, threatening man, 30s.

NEBBLE
  The new customs enforcement officer. Physically imposing, 20’s.

TIME:
A three-day period in the year 1788. 

PLACE:  A habitable and much-expanded cave by the shore at Marsden Beach, South Shields, Durham, in the North of England. 
STAGING:  The same set is used for all three scenes.





Scene 1

Setting:
The “dining room” section of JACK and JESSIE’s cave/home. A table, two or three chairs, an oil lamp for illumination. The entrance is Off Left, the kitchen (and a bedroom) are Off Right. A large but moveable cupboard is Upstage, in front of the hidden opening into the secret storeroom. 

At Rise:
Late morning. JESSIE and MRS. TYLER sit at the table, chatting and sipping ale.

JESSIE

The tide will soon be running out, Mrs. Tyler. Your Henry should be back before too long from his fishing expedition.

MRS. TYLER

Indeed. And I should be running off to prepare a good, hot meal for the man. I have to give him credit, Jessie. He’s a stout provider. 

JESSIE

Yes, a wondrous good provider, I imagine. (Now more pointedly.) It’s amazing what variety of treasure the sea can offer up.

MRS. TYLER

I’m sure I miss your meaning, dear.

JESSIE

Every boat that nudges up to these beaches isn’t loaded down with fish, now is it? It’s quite the majestic array of goods that lands hereabouts at night, or so I’ve heard.

MRS. TYLER

Yes, I believe I’ve heard something of the kind myself. In fact, I’ve even heard a mention of your husband’s name as one who has a skillful hand when it comes to hauling in a catch or two – but of course we can’t always put our faith in idle talk.

JESSIE

Most certainly not. Especially not with the intrepid officers of customs snooping about. How could something as low as smuggling abound with those hounds on the trail?

(The ladies share a giggle.)

And yet it does open up the possibilities, doesn’t it? I’ve been wondering lately how I might add a bit of excitement to my days here. Selling refreshments to the visitors to our winsome caves and beaches hereabouts doesn’t hardly open many opportunities for real adventure— and the extra money would always be a help.

MRS. TYLER

But surely you don’t need much, considering that a cave has no landlord asking for his rent.

JESSIE

Now, we’ve earned the right to live here by our own industry and sweat, make no mistake about it. Jack hauling down black powder from the top of the cliff above our heads to expand this cave into a proper home with walls and floors and roof of solid stone.

MRS. TYLER

It’s a great wonder, I won’t take a thing away from it. When I was a little girl and we felt adventurous, we’d come and play here on the beach and explore the caves at our leisure. I remember this very cavern back then, not hardly big enough to chase yourself about in a circle. And look at it now. 

JESSIE

There’s room enough for us and any little ones that might still come along. I’m quite content with that. But still I’d like to show Jack what I’m capable of besides selling biscuits and ale. I’ve been thinking, I’ll just keep my eye out for a chance.

MRS. TYLER

Oh, really? Then you’re serious about it?

JESSIE

I am. Why should men be the only ones to play at pirates and the like? Half the county seems to have their hands on something in the shadows, so why not me?

MRS. TYLER

Why not indeed? And before I go, dear, might I trouble you for another cup of ale? (Holding up her empty cup.)

JESSIE

Of course. (She pours some ale for MRS. TYLER.)

MRS. TYLER

Thank you very kindly…but as we were saying, dear, playing hide and seek with the customs men is not like the games we played as children.  That new man showed up this week and he’s worse than the last one. This one spends his days and nights skulking about like a hell-bound soul with nowhere to rest his head. 

JESSIE

For sure, I’ve got to be smart about it. Don’t worry now. Like your husband on his expeditions, I’ll keep my eye out for some passing “fish.”  But you must keep this a solemn secret between the two of us.

MRS. TYLER

Oh, absolutely. And now (Hurriedly finishing her drink and standing up.), I’d better keep an eye out along the shore as I head for home.


JESSIE




(Also standing.)

I’m so glad you could come by today. You really must come again, and soon.

MRS. TYLER

It’s been quite the pleasure, dear. We do understand each other so well, just like a pair of sisters.

SMITH




(Calling from Off, Left.)

Hello, in the cave!

MRS. TYLER

Can that be your husband?!

JESSIE

Most certainly not. Who’s there?!

SMITH




(Entering, Left.)

Pardon me, Misses. I’m looking for a man named Jack.

MRS. TYLER

And I’ll be off, dearie, (Looking suspiciously at SMITH.) or do you think it best I stay?

JESSIE

I don’t think your husband would mind a slight delay to his dinner. If you don’t mind.

MRS. TYLER

Oh, no, not at all.

JESSIE




To SMITH.)

There are certainly enough Jacks to choose from hereabouts. Is there one in particular you’re interested in, Mister…?

SMITH

For our purposes, Misses, let’s call it Smith, and the man I mean is known as Jack the Blaster. Have you heard of him?

JESSIE

Indeed I have, both before and since I married him.

SMITH

Then perhaps you’ll tell me where I might find him, before we lose the tide.

JESSIE

You can find him right here, but it could mean waiting until dusk.

SMITH

Dusk you say? That’s cutting it mighty fine. I don’t know. (Looking around.) Hmm, where does he have his warehouse at? Someplace near?

JESSIE

If such a thing exists at all. What would poor folks like us be doing with something as extravagant as a warehouse?

SMITH

Housing wares, I’d wager.

JESSIE

We have no need of that here. May I interest the gentleman in a glass of ale or perhaps hard cider? And a biscuit or sweet cake before he continues on his way?

SMITH

It’s not ale and cakes that fill Jack’s coffers.

JESSIE

Now, it’s talk like that that casts suspicion on a good man’s honest name. 

SMITH

Then here’s another “honest” name who recommends me. None other than Ned Spurling.

JESSIE

You’re a friend of Ned’s? You should have said so at the start and saved us both the dance. The goods are kept where the prying eyes of customs men can’t penetrate, and I might also tell you that Jack has never lost a shipment, neither to the government nor to thieves, and that’s a pedigree that none others hereabouts can match – and that’s because the goods are kept where no one has ever discovered them; a place so secret that it’s almost out in plain sight – 

MRS. TYLER

Is it really, now?

JESSIE

– but never revealed to anyone except those who have a money stake in what’s hidden there.

SMITH

I guess that’s fair enough.

JESSIE

Now, how big a shipment are we talking about?

SMITH

I think I’ll wait for your husband, if you don’t mind.

JESSIE

Of course, if you think it wise. But I must warn you, this eager, young officer has been scouring the beaches of late in search of just what you’re holding.

MRS. TYLER

A dreadful man goaded on by an unnatural ambition to pinch every box and bale of goods that doesn’t carry the king’s own seal. 

JESSIE

You haven’t already landed the merchandise nearby, have you? (Silence.) You might get lucky, of course, but with those goods beached so far from any proper house or business, and with the sun so slowly making its way toward evening, it would take a blind man to miss seeing it, never mind a prowling customs man. And what if my Jack is late in coming home? Both you and your doubtful cargo could be stranded here until the morning. Now, how many cases is it, again?

SMITH

Eight this trip, full of the finest wares.

JESSIE

And what might that be?

SMITH

I don’t mean to speak in front of strangers, if you’ll pardon me.

JESSIE

Oh, you mean Mrs. Tyler? I can assure you she is my oldest friend and my closest confidant.

MRS. TYLER




(Surprised.)

Why, thank you dear. 

SMITH

Alright then. There’s the finest spices of the sort used by the King of China himself, plus herbs and medicinal plants of the rarest sort. I just need a place to stow it for two days time.

MRS. TYLER

The King of China? That’s most impressive, dear.

JESSIE

Then you were smart to come to us, sir. A stash like that deserves the security that only Jack and I provide. It will cost you twenty-five.

SMITH

Twenty-five? pounds? That’s a bit rough, wouldn’t you say, Misses?

JESSIE

You’re welcome to look elsewhere if you like, but what’s the value in saving a little if everything is lost? There’s a good reason Ned sent you to us.

SMITH

Alright…twenty-five it is.

JESSIE




(Offering her hand to SMITH.)

And done.




(SMITH hesitates but then shakes JESSIE’s hand.)

And now, Mrs. Tyler, I’m afraid I’ve held you up too long. That man of yours will be faint with hunger unless you hurry home to fix his meal.

MRS. TYLER

Oh my, yes. (To JESSIE.) Good day. (To SMITH.) Good day. (She Exits, Left.)

JESSIE

And, now. How soon can you have the chests brought in here?

SMITH

Inside the cave?

JESSIE

Here is where the “warehouse” is, behind this hefty cupboard. Give me a hand and I’ll show you something to marvel at. Now push to the side, sir, push. And again.

SMITH

(They move the bulky piece of furniture aside, revealing a five foot high opening.)

What’s this?! Another room! 

JESSIE

Our “warehouse.”

(JESSIE hands him a lamp.)

Have yourself a good look inside. Watch your head.




(SMITH briefly enters the storeroom.)

Would you say there’s room enough?

SMITH




(Now out of sight inside the storage room.)

Good God! (Re-emerging.) There’s space enough to hold the King’s whole treasury.

JESSIE

And every bit of it the work of our own hands. It’s more than the mind can anticipate, now isn’t it?

SMITH

My congratulations, Misses. I’ll be right back with my men and the goods, and they’ll store it all away.

JESSIE

No, just have them place the chests over there besides the table. The more eyes that see this secret vault the more tongues there’ll be to tell tales afterwards. You’ve seen the place, that’s enough. I’m sure between the two of us we can get the goods inside in no time at all.

SMITH

If that’s the way it has to be.

JESSIE

And now my fee.

SMITH

Twenty, we said, I believe.

(JESSIE quickly pulls back her hand empty when SMITH tried to give her the money.)

JESSIE

I’m sure it’s just your memory that’s playing tricks, but the figure on which we shook was twenty-five and not a farthing less.

SMITH

Oh, yes, of course. Just a slip of the tongue.

(She accepts the full amount from SMITH, who turns to leave.)

JESSIE

And now, if you please, help me move the cupboard back.

SMITH

But I’ll have the goods here in just ten minutes time.

JESSIE

More than enough time for that wretched officer to stumble into my home.

SMITH

(He moves the cupboard back in place with a grunt.)

 I’ll be right back. 

JESSIE

And I’ll be here to greet you, sir, most gladly.

(SMITH Exits, Left. JESSIE admires the money.)

Like a fish jumping right into my net. This is turning out to be an easy business after all! 

(End of Scene 1.)

****   END OF SAMPLE   ****
