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A reminiscence of being given an important lesson as a small 
child in putting first things first. 

This short (1400 words, approx 6 minutes) comedy monologue 

can be used both as part of a larger show-case style performance, 
or as an audition piece. It’s good for demonstrating a range of 

tonality and cadence, and the ability to deliver substantial 

dialogue clearly, and with timing.  
 
 
 
I can't really remember how old I was, but it really doesn't 
matter so let's just agree I was at school and we'll crack on 
from there. My teachers would always tell me I needed to work 
harder and I would concede this point and so the years rolled 
by until the day in question. 
 
It was a thundery day, and there was a big cloud over the 
school and the fishing village in which it stood and this cloud 
extended for miles, but where it ended the sky was lighter and 
brighter and seemed to hint that over there life was better. It 
was after playtime, and that meant maths, so we got out the 
appropriate jotter and prepared to apply ourselves to the 
ancient and arcane art of long division.  
 
But then in an unexpected move, the teacher asked for our 
homework up front, which seemed a little 'grabby' to all of us 
and to me in particular because it torpedoed my chances of 
doing it in the lesson. It was duly collected from the rest, but 



when it came to me there was, alas, nothing to give. The 
teacher, not content with my simple shake of the head and 
"sorry" decided to pursue the matter like a dog chewing a 
bone, and she asked me why it had not been done.  
 
The honest answer was that I had been outside, leading a 
healthy child’s life, getting good clean air into my lungs at an 
early age so as to stand me in good stead later on in life. But I 
felt that I could not give this answer as it would make her feel 
as though her teaching was of no consequence or import to 
me, and that her efforts were going unnoticed by me and my 
ilk.  
 
Just then I remembered that we had also been asked to read up 
on the history of the Highlands. And because it was a village 
school and we were still of a tender age, it was she who had 
also given us this task, she being our teacher for every subject 
from arithmetic to zoology.  
 
I gave her the answer that I had read long and hard into the 
night of the circumstances surrounding the famed Glencoe 
incident, and that alas the maths homework had had to be 
forgone under parental orders that I get my eight of shuteye 
lest I become fractious in the AM.  
 
She asked me to recount the story of said massacre, which I 
did, giving a stirring rendition of the battle in the vale, 
although due to my basing it on the capture of the bridge at 
Arnheim during World War II, there were a few too many 
anachronistic references to tanks and grenades for it to pass 
muster as a genuine Jacobean conflict, and thus I was sent off 
to the headmaster with a note in my hand and my proverbial 
tail between my actual legs. 
 
I walked down the corridor as one to the guillotine. I debated 
changing the content of the note, but my last attempt to 



modify the communique "Please stop this child from singeing 
the class guinea pig" to "Please stop this child from singing to the 
class guinea pig" had led to serious repercussions. I glanced at 
this particular punishment voucher and saw that it read: "This 
child needs a lesson in priorities." 
 
I mulled over the probabilities of this as I crept unwilling as 
the Shakespearian snail to the headmaster's door, some thirty 
yards distant. I reached it, and gave a very soft rap, in the hope 
that it would not be heard and maybe he'd come to the door 
later and he'd be so embarrassed about leaving me waiting 
that I'd give him the note and he'd look at it and we'd both call 
it quits.  
 
His hearing was acute, however, and the door opened and he 
loomed over me, a bucket in his hand.  
 
I have no clear idea how tall he was. I was pretty small myself 
at the time, so it was hard to judge. Had I estimated the 
distance that separated us, noted my own height, and then 
factored in the angle at which I was staring up into his 
features, I might have made an educated guess, but 
trigonometry lay in the mists of the future and so I merely 
considered him to be "the top end of very large, possibly a 
giant." 
 
His office was a bit smoky, and he seemed somewhat 
distracted as though I'd interrupted something, but he read 
my note, ushered me in, and motioned me to sit down.  
 
I did so, and he in turn seated himself and looked at me 
intently across the table. He opened a deep drawer on his side 
of the desk, and drew out a large jar, some rocks, a bag of 
gravel and a bag of sand. 
 



"This jar," he explained, "is your time, and these other items 
are the things you have to do within that time. Can you fit all 
of these into this jar, do you think?" 
 
"Well, if we have to, we have to," I replied, slipping off the 
chair onto my feet. "I'll go and get a hammer."      
 
I turned to go, but he called me back.  
 
"There is an art to it," he explained. "These rocks are the 
things you absolutely must do, like homework and attending 
school. We put these in first." He did so, until the jar was full 
of rocks. "Can we get any more rocks in there?" he asked. 
 
I studied the jar with a professional eye. "Hmm," I replied. 
"You might be able to get another four or so in there. If you'll 
just let me go and get a hamm ..." 
 
"No!" he barked, showing the first traces of annoyance. "The 
jar is full." He picked up the gravel. "Now these are secondary 
needs - eating, sleeping, breathing and so on. We add these so 
that they are positioned around the more important things." 
He poured gravel into the jar and shook it so that the smaller 
stones fell into the gaps left by the larger ones.  
 
"See?" he said, with a note of triumph. "The jar was full, but 
now we've made it hold the gravel as well. Now, do you think 
the jar could hold even more?" 
 
I remained silent, but shot him a look that said as clear as day 
that I had twice already made a valid suggestion that had been 
brutally and unthinkingly back-burnered, and that whilst he 
was free to carry on with his supposed Q&A session, he should 
be aware that to my mind the whole affair was nothing but a 
pre orchestrated charade. His next remark made me doubt, 



however, that he had picked up that message in its full 
context. 
 
"Not sure, eh? Good for you. This sand here represents other 
minor objectives such as making friends and having fun." He 
poured it in and again shook the jar, then slid it across the 
desk to me. "And that is your life." 
 
I looked at the jar. If that was indeed the case, then my life was 
a jumbled up gritty mess that was of no conceivable use to 
anyone. 
 
"One last question," he said. "That life looks pretty full to me, 
but is there a way we could get even more into it?" He opened 
his deep drawer. 
 
I gazed at the jar. "Some sort of liquid. Tap water, for 
instance." 
 
His face fell, and he pushed the drawer closed. "Yes, well," he 
said, and he got up, and walked round to me. I noticed the 
smell of smoke had become stronger. "Remember this lesson 
in priorities," he said, and he shook hands with me, and I left.  
 
And I have to say that his lesson has stood me in good stead in 
all the years since. I'd like to thank him, but I can't because he 
was killed in a fire. In fact, it was the very one that was 
spreading through his office when I knocked on his door that 
morning.  
  


