
Hopes ascend and crash in The Valley

By Joan MacLeod. Directed by Mindy Parfitt. An Arts Club production. At the
Granville Island Stage on Wednesday, April 13. Continues until May 7

The Valley is like a rickety sculpture. It’s lopsided. It barely holds itself up. And yet there’s
a kind of beauty in it.

Playwright Joan MacLeod knows her way around a monologue: The Shape of a Girl, her
most successful work, is a solo show. And The Valley, which is a four-character play,
contains several monologues, as well as scenes.

First, we hear from 18-year-old Connor, and his voice is charming. He tells us about
having sex on grad night: he and his partner were on “the edge of the beach, the edge of
the world, the edge of the universe”. But when a cop interrupts them, they hastily pull
their clothes on. “You don’t need ID to sit on a fuckin’ beach” a defiant Connor and date
say—to one another, long after the officer has left. So there’s loveliness and humour.

In the play’s pivotal moment, Connor has a psychotic break at the Joyce Skytrain station
and a policeman named Dan wrestles him to the ground. Connor ends up with a broken



jaw, and Connor’s mom, Sharon, accuses Dan of having used excessive force. The
problem here is that he clearly hasn’t. We’ve seen the event, and, at least as the scene is
staged here, it’s obvious that Sharon’s accusations are baseless. Without a credible
conflict to fuel it, Act 1 topples.

It rights itself again—sort of—about halfway through Act 2. Dan’s wife, Janie, is a
recovering coke addict who is experiencing postpartum depression that Dan would rather
ignore. Janie recognizes Connor’s suicidal despair, so she visits him at his home. There
are huge credibility problems with the wife of a cop visiting someone he arrested, and
Janie only knows Connor from a book that he wrote when he was 15, so her visit is a
stretch. Still, it makes a kind of emotional and poetic sense. In this scene, the two families
cross paths as the hopes of one ascend while the hopes of the other crash. The empathy
that Sharon and Dan find as they negotiate Act 2 is moving.

Kerry Sandomirsky and Robert Salvador do reasonable work as Sharon and Dan. But
Sandomirsky leans heavily into Sharon’s perkiness, which is already a bit of a cliché in the
writing. “Do you know what I want you to do?” Connor asks his mom at one point. “Stop
sucking up all the air in the room. I want you to stop breathing.” No kidding.

It’s nice to get a more macho texture than we usually see from Salvador, but he is too
obviously acting sometimes, showing us the character, as opposed to unselfconsciously
inhabiting it.

Daniel Doheny, on the other hand, is superb as Connor, subtle and responsive in every
moment. And Pippa Mackie is solid as Janie.

Under Mindy Parfitt’s direction, the physical production rocks. Amir Ofek’s set is a
dramatic abstraction: a circular concrete-looking slab for the playing area with a huge wall
that looks like the opening of a Skytrain tunnel leaning ominously over it. Jamie Nesbitt’s
projections are appropriately dizzying as they conjure Connor’s imaginary world, Vasalon.
And Owen Belton’s sound and Itai Erdal’s lighting add to the sense that everyday events
can be monumental.


