THEATRE REVIEW

Rising Tide Theatre Festival: Trinity, 2024. 4 Tidy Package by Amy

House and Bernardine Stapleton.

As Newfoundlanders know, the 1992 cod moratorium cast a long
shadow over the province that we know and love, and it is considered
one of our greatest collective traumas. That bleak evening of July 2nd,
when Fisheries Minister John Crosbie took to the televised news to
tell people to find some other way to make a living, was a moment that
altered history, rendering thousands unemployed and displaced, and
forever changing the province’s economic and cultural outlook. These
impacts still loom large; less discussed are the quieter, more nuanced
tensions that arose from an event that turned so many communities
upside down. Yes, job insecurity, identity crises, and general precarity
are some concepts that echo the public sentiment of the time, but what
does such a massive shift do within communities, amongst family
members and friends who don’t necessarily have the same values, pro-
clivities, or losses due to the event itself?

In a deft, often hilarious, and just as often harrowing two-hander
that plays as a character study of sisters, writers Amy House and Ber-
nardine Stapleton focus on these dynamics in4 Tidy Package, a comedy/
drama that ran summer 2024 at Trinity’s Rising Tide Theatre festival,
directed by Donna Butt and starring Amelia Manuel (as Sarah) and
Michelle Rex Bailey (as Grace). Two adult sisters, six years apart in
age, struggle in the aftermath of the moratorium with vastly different
obstacles when it comes to rebuilding. The play is in three acts, and the
first act is preceded by a cut of Crosbie’s famous speech and a montage

of news footage detailing the sudden call for moratorium. Sarah, the
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younger sister, opens the first scene in a quaint, cheerful conversation
with her husband through a dark window: What will they have for
dinner? Can they cozy up later and watch something comforting? We
find her laughing and relaxed, the twinges of wistfulness in this opening
scene a mark of Manuel’s mastery of her character. It seems that Sarah’s
husband will surely appear from off-stage and respond to her, but the
tone changes as the audience starts to realize that her husband is not
only absent from the room but is unlikely to be alive at all. To the spare
and nostalgic set at the Parish Hall in Trinity that feels like a rural
Newfoundland kitchen, Sarah’s older sister Grace, a now cash-strapped
mother of three, enters and Sarah goes quiet. Tensions arise between
them as Grace’s presence forces Sarah out of her happy delusion.
Both sisters, we find out, must come to terms with their own con-
trasting nightmares during a historical moment of grief and uncer-
tainty. As the recipient of a widow’s endowment, Sarah doesn’t need to
work or make money in this new life, but both her job at the fishery
and her life as a wife had happily defined her for so long. In contrast,
Grace grapples with the financial struggles that come with raising
young children in a house with a sudden loss of income. Over three
acts, each two years apart, we watch the sisters draw each other out as
they face their struggles with denial and acceptance, especially as it
becomes clearer that the fish may not be coming back anytime soon.
A Tidy Package dramatizes some of the historically accurate prod-
ucts of the moratorium that can feel funny, hopeless, and absurd all at
once. In the second act, the sisters chat while Grace tries to do a perm
and dye on Sarah. This highlights the ‘skills retraining’ that finds half
the female population trying their hands as hairdressers and aestheti-
cians in a community much too underpopulated and cash-strapped to
provide a paying clientele. When Grace starts to uncoil the curlers,
dramatic irony abounds as we realize that hopeful Sarah won’t be too
happy with the “birch broom in the fits” that Grace has made of her
hair, making for a lively, anticipatory scene full of humour and risk.
But what is most central here is the relationship between the sisters,

powerfully conveyed by Manuel and Bailey, whose tender intimacy
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and easy laughter together reveal the vital connection between the sis-
ters, even though the smallest ofthanded comment leads to an explosion
of conflict. This play is as heartening as it is ruthless and as funny as it
is sad, a profound and intimate look at two sisters whose crackling
tensions never take away from their sharp wit or underlying tender-
ness towards one another.

Although it’s been over 30 years since the moratorium was called,
House and Stapleton’s play is particularly relevant today for a number
of reasons. First, in June of this year, the federal government lifted the
northern cod moratorium off the north and east coasts of Newfound-
land and Labrador, making for a historic milestone in Newfoundland
history. While the topic of the moratorium has never disappeared
from conversation given the large boom of its still-reverberating im-
pact, this shift in possible future outlook does change the tenor of such
conversations. Is it beneficial to open one’s heart to a hope for return,
or is hope a dangerous thing? Sarah’s final decision to leave New-
toundland for good makes for a sad and harsh conclusion to the play,
but perhaps there’s no way to really move on when you're always being
called back to the way things were. Perhaps Sarah really does need to
detach herself from all the grief and loss that she’s endured to really
find peace in her life, and perhaps that isn’t possible if she remains in
the small town where loss meets her at every turn.

Indeed, these bigger questions about change make A Tidy Package
sparkle on the stage. When does a nostalgic sense of wistfulness be-
come an impediment to forward momentum? Does hope for return
keep us held in place, and if so, how do we hold our hope and our
present-tense reality at once? When is it too late to go back, and when
is it time to move on? We are living in a moment where precarity
looms over almost every facet of human existence, given the rising
costs of living, the ever-threatening manifestations of climate change,
and the competitive pressures put on upcoming generations to hustle
and find stability in places where it barely exists. More and more,
young Newfoundlanders graduating high school or university find
themselves grappling with the question: do I stay or go? There are risks
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to either choice, and perhaps more than ever, the answer leaves us
haunted by ghosts of what could have been. But, as House and Staple-
ton remind us through their powerful script, and as Manuel and Bailey
reveal to us through their glinting sisterly dynamism, love can make
even the most unbearable precarities bearable, and humour can offer

real solace in a dark time.

Aley Waterman
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