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Introduction


The editors at Faber and Faber talk to the author about the plays in this collection.





Q: Was Slag the first full-length play you wrote?


Yes. I wrote it in 1969, with the typewriter on my knees, while travelling in a van with an itinerant theatre group Tony Bicât and I had founded called Portable Theatre. I’d started the company one year earlier, as a director in fact. A playwright let us down and we were left with a gap in our programme, so I was forced to write a one-act play at short notice. The piece was as silly as you’d expect of something concocted in four days by someone who’d never really thought about writing a play before. It was a primitive satire on the unlikelihood of revolution in Britain – this was the late sixties, remember – but it did attract Michael Codron’s attention. He immediately asked me to write a full-length play. Slag was produced originally at Hampstead in 1970. It was then revived a year later by the Royal Court who had a gap in their programme. They therefore picked it up and put in a starrier, though equally excellent, cast. Michael went on to be involved with my first four plays.


Q: You could also call Slag a satire.


Oh certainly. By one of those coincidences of timing that have been a feature of my life as a writer, I had started reading some of the wilder feminist writings of the period, and in between the time when I began writing the play and its subsequent production the whole subject of women’s liberation had become hotly topical. Germaine Greer had been clever enough to corral some of the ideas that were in the air and impose her extraordinary intellectual discipline on them to write The Female Eunuch. It was both a wonderful and a popular book. This meant by the time the audience reached the theatre, they were, if you like, ready for the fun.


Q: You have said Slag is about your own schooldays.


The most useless advice any writer can be given is: write about what you know. How can a writer do otherwise? Perhaps a better injunction might be: write about what you know, but make sure you transform it. Fiction is only interesting if it involves a true act of imagination. Noël Coward made me laugh when he described Slag as five very good scenes and one bad one. I’m afraid he was being generous. But what dreamlike vitality the play does have is entirely from my imagining something about which, by definition, I can know nothing: what it’s like to be in an all-female community.


Q: Did you imagine at that time you were going, primarily, to be a comic writer?


I honestly didn’t think about it. In all the plays I wrote in the seventies there is a powerful element of scorn. Scorn, I’d say, rather than anger, because I was impatient with an old England which had transparently collapsed, and yet the illusion of which still gripped our thinking and feeling. And, of course, scorn is best expressed comically. I love satire because I think it’s so good for you. Derisive public laughter is powerfully democratic. I was delighted with a recent humourless academic publication, claiming to be about my plays. It reviles them on the wonderful grounds that they’re full of jokes. I loved that. Nothing threatens the ivory tower more than a good laugh. But it was a confusion about whether I was indeed a satirist or something else which led to my meeting Peggy Ramsay, who became my agent, and, I would say, the formative influence on my play writing life.


   Recently, I’ve read Harold Bloom’s book, The Western Canon, which asserts that any serious writer belongs consciously to a tradition and feels him or herself to be in some sort of direct dialogue with the great Western writers. I must admit I have no sense of this. When I am asked to name playwrights who have been an influence on me, I am stumped to name any. If that seems immodest, then I can only say, on the contrary, I admire plenty of playwrights – and a good many among my contemporaries – yet it seems to me the more you admire a writer, the less you want to imitate them. The least attractive part of Shaw or Joyce or Tolstoy is the part that feels itself in competition with Shakespeare. And indeed those playwrights in my lifetime who have sought, say, a deliberately Shakespearian dimension to their work seem to me to have gone alarmingly astray. What influences me in my writing is not literature but life. And nobody has ever given me more courage to write than Peggy.


Q: What do you mean by that?


Well, I wrote three plays – all satires – before I wrote Knuckle. Admittedly it’s still pastiche. It’s based on the idea of re-setting an American thriller in the deepest Home Counties of England. Nevertheless, it does have, distinctively, the first stirrings of a slightly different voice, a voice which is in earnest. The play has a morality. The hero doesn’t get the girl precisely because he behaves badly. My first agent, who had taken me on in the hope that I would rip merry hell out of contemporary society, was horrified by the play. He told me that I should stick to writing jokes. It was his reaction that impelled me to give the play to Peggy Ramsay. Peggy was an ex-opera singer – very brilliant, very forthright. In the fifties she had started a literary agency which was run with a carefree kind of vigour and enthusiasm which was unique in theatrical London. When she read Knuckle she was so excited she broke her lifetime rule. She put her own money into a client’s production. It was a play she was determined to fight for.


   I have to make clear I think Peggy the most impassioned and literate fighter of the post-war British theatre. Alongside Joan Littlewood, John Osborne and George Devine, she is one of its unequivocal heroes, though perhaps the least known. There are at least a dozen writers, the most famous of them Joe Orton, who owe a good part of their prosperity to her championship. She was never better, or livelier, than when defending an author who was ahead of public taste. So when Knuckle finally opened, disastrously, in the week after Edward Heath’s election called to decide ‘Who Runs Britain’, it was Peggy who steadied my nerve and kept me writing through the distinctly choppy months that followed.


Q: The critics hated it?


Not entirely. It had one or two powerful advocates, including the late Harold Hobson in the Sunday Times. One or two critics, like Irving Wardle, who then wrote for The Times, were kind enough later publicly to admit that they’d misjudged the play on first viewing. But there’s no doubt that the whole venture of producing a play which attacked the capitalist system in a West End theatre had a symbolic significance which somewhat obscured the text. It evoked responses which were, shall we say, not entirely literary. Through all the resulting disappointment, it was Peggy who constantly reassured me that it’s not finally very important how any individual play in a writer’s life is received. The long run is what matters. She always told me she believed I would still be writing in twenty years’ time. If I am, it is, in part, thanks to her. She had a perspective and a sang froid which I entirely lacked.


   Reading it now, of course, the play does seem modestly prophetic. It is organized round the two types of British capitalism which ten years later were to clash so violently: the paternalistic kind with its old social networks and its spurious moralizing, and the new aggressive, shameless variety which would gain such ascendancy in the 80s.


   Knuckle is a director’s piece and is still revived all over the world by directors who imagine they can solve its stylistic demands. They’re usually wrong. The stagecraft is immature. There are too many scenes and too many of them are set in the same places. The only excuse I have for its clumsiness is that I was writing with such political urgency I neglected the craft. Or maybe I just didn’t possess it in the first place. Anyway, the cliché that is always advanced about my work is that I try to use the language of the cinema in the theatre. It’s not true. Any such aim would be doomed. More properly, when writing epic plays, you should try to develop a theatrical language which parallels the cinema’s freedom, but which necessarily uses different techniques. You have to find equivalents. Too much of Knuckle is in mid-shot.


Q: Teeth ’n’ Smiles was a much less contentious play.


Indeed. I’ve been involved in a couple of these ephemera – plays which seem to have their success because they are mysteriously in touch with the mood of a particular time. They then just disappear into the theatre annuals. Certainly I haven’t heard of anyone doing Teeth ’n’ Smiles in the last ten years. I directed this one – as I now did all my plays for the next ten years – and I remember it as one of the really blessed times I’ve had in the theatre. 1975 was a very hot summer. This wonderful rock music was pounding out of the Royal Court Theatre into Sloane Square. Malcolm McClaren had just opened the boutique Sex some way down the Kings Road. And, somehow, everything was set fair for a sloppy, dirty, funny play about hippies behaving badly through a long night in Cambridge. I think Peter Brook says somewhere that theatre is partly fashion and anyone who doesn’t accept that is going to get their heart broken. But, on the other hand, anyone who, having accepted it, doesn’t then instantly forget it, is going to be a bad playwright. He’s right.


Q: It has a very original use of music.


I had hated the way the theatre tried to emulate pop music in the sixties. Theatre people envied its popularity, so they tried to hitch a ride on pop music’s vitality. ‘Oh if only the theatre could be like rock music’, they’d say. Whereas I liked both. But I liked them because they were different. I’ve never been a great fan of the musical theatre. Only the very greatest musicals avoid generality. Most of them just jump straight in to trying to yank at your emotional levers without doing the work of involving you in the first place. Opera, on stage at least, leaves me cold. Dramatically, it’s so slow. But in Teeth ’n’ Smiles we had the idea that the music would actually be part of the drama, that it would develop character, that it would tell a story. In other words, it would be justified naturalistically. And I think the idea works.


Q: Knuckle had introduced Kate Nelligan to the West End stage and she went on to appear in several other of your plays – Licking Hitler, Plenty and Dreams of Leaving.


There’s an interesting remark by Evelyn Waugh where he says that at the age of forty every British writer either becomes a prophet or finds a style. For me, it was when I was approaching thirty that I began to realize that the rhythm in which you write is as important as the apparent meaning – that the rhythm indeed is part of the meaning. By rhythm, I don’t just mean rhythm of dialogue, but the sense of the beat both in the language itself and in its interplay with the action. It was at the time that I was beginning to tighten and refine the tension of my dialogue – I wanted it as distinctively strung and taut as I could make it – and at the same time it happened that I had the great good fortune to meet Kate.


   I’ve worked with some actors, good actors – in other peoples’ work I’ve seen them to be excellent – and yet somehow they instinctively don’t hear my lines. Sadly, these actors might as well go home on the first day. They’re in for weeks of torture. Because, frankly, you either hear the music or you don’t. Kate had not just a faultless ear for my lines, but a very extraordinary tension in her physicality as well. This made her the near-perfect player of my work. She was always compelling. The fact she was Canadian also gave her an edge in playing these very English plays. People used to think I wrote parts for her, which I never did. But undoubtedly her fearlessness and her ambition helped me to develop my ambition as well. I like to think we grew together.


Q: The TV film, Licking Hitler, is based on a real operation?


I discovered by chance about the Black Propaganda Units which had done their best to disorient the German war effort with highly personalized disinformation. I wouldn’t say they had remained a secret after the war. After all, there was a book by the man who had run them, Sefton Delmer, called Black Boomerang, which is some sort of record of his peculiar work. But nobody before had quite seized on the significance of what these units were up to. I was inspired in this idea of re-thinking some parts of the war effort by Angus Calder’s great book, The People’s War. This pointed out that it was the Second World War itself which educated the people towards the great Labour victory of 1945. The rejection of Churchill was not the anomaly or betrayal of popular, patriotic history. Far from it. It was the logical result of an army coming home and expressing their feelings about their own experiences by demanding change.


   A lot of people were kind enough to write to me, asking how I had so accurately imagined events which had happened before I was born. They thought it was eerie. But I’ve often said guesswork is the writer’s basic skill. If you can’t guess, don’t write. Immediately after Licking Hitler, there was a flood of films and plays, as if a lot of other writers suddenly realized what fun this business of re-interpreting the war was going to be. Yet when I watch Licking Hitler today, there is, both in the script and the playing, a mixture of hurt and bewilderment and downright innocence which I don’t think any of its imitators either caught or understood.


Q: And Plenty, presumably, was written at the same time?


That’s right. They’re twin works. I just remember writing in my diary the words ‘A woman over Europe’, and then having the visual image of a woman sitting in an overcoat on a packing case, rolling herself a cigarette, with her husband lying naked at her feet. It all grew from there.


Q: It took some time for Plenty to catch on?


Although I had worked at the National Theatre since 1971 in one capacity or another, Plenty was my first play to be done there. This was 1978. The board asked Peter Hall to take it off after several weeks on the grounds that it was not playing to full houses. Peter said if they could not play work they believed in, then there was no real point in having a National Theatre. Thanks to his loyalty, the play stayed on. The audiences grew, and as the run went on, the play began to sell out and to acquire the reputation which moved it to Broadway, and which led eventually to the movie being made. In America, it’s still the play by which I’m best known. As the National Theatre has gone on to produce ten of my plays, I always think of Peter’s faith in the play in its early days as something which turned out to be crucial in my life.


Q: Did you feel it was the play towards which you’d been working since you became a playwright?


Most certainly. It has the balance I want. It shows a woman, Susan Traherne, choosing to live her life in dissent. And it allows that dissent full range. It revels in her power. But it also shows the price she pays. What’s more, it shows the effect of her anger on another person’s life. In this way, two choices are contrasted. Susan chooses dissent, but Brock chooses assimilation. The audience is left to consider the advantages and drawbacks of both. It sets me off on what I suppose became the intention of a great deal of my later work: to show the way moral decisions in real life involve far more complex motivations and effects than are usually allowed in fiction. I ceased trying to bully the audience’s reactions to what I portrayed, to demand a particular response from them, and instead let them decide for themselves what their feelings about the characters and their choices were.


Q: Is that your ideal?


My ideal is to create a tension. Theatre is a moral form. In telling a story it is almost impossible to stop the audience drawing moral implications. You can fight it as hard as you like. Some of our most distinguished playwrights – like Wilde, like Beckett – are seen to try and avoid that moment at which the audience inevitably asks, ‘So what’s he trying to say here?’ I fully understand their irritation with that question, because I too hate plays where the author offers too easy a diagram. I hate to see the real difficulties of life programmatically reduced – as they are, say, in melodrama. Yet on the other hand, audiences do draw moral conclusions from plays. They just do. And anyone who frustrates the audience’s needs by lack of clarity equally quickly comes to grief.


Q: But Plenty, for instance, provoked a whole variety of reactions. It can’t be reduced to one meaning.


Not at all. Nor would I wish it to be. The whole point of writing plays is to express things which cannot be reduced. In America Plenty was widely seen as a play about the Vietnam war. In Japan it was seen as a play about the superiority of women to men. In England it was seen as post-war history by some and as a play about a debilitating neurosis by others. In Israel, I am told the movie was watched every week on a kibbutz, whether from choice or necessity I don’t know.


Q: It was the end of nearly ten years’ work?


You could say. The day after it opened in London, I went to live abroad. I couldn’t go fast enough. And it was over four years before I wrote another stage play.
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The play is written deliberately with as few stage and acting instructions as possible. Blackouts should be instant, gaps between scenes brief, and scenery minimal.
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SCENE ONE








Common Room. They are standing formally with hands raised.




Joanne   I, Joanne.


Elise   I, Elise.


Ann   I, Ann.


Joanne   Do solemnly promise.


Elise and Ann   Do solemnly promise.


Joanne   For as long as I know Elise and Ann.


Elise   For as long as I know Joanne and Ann.


Ann   For as long as I know Joanne and Elise.


Joanne   To abstain from all forms and varieties of sexual intercourse.


Elise and Ann   All forms and varieties of sexual intercourse.


Joanne   To keep my body intact in order to register my protest against the way our society is run by men for men whose aim is the subjugation of the female and the enslavement of the working woman.


Elise and Ann   The working woman.


Joanne   All forms of sex I therefore deny myself in order to work towards the establishment of a truly socialist society.


Ann breaks away.


Ann   Oh, come on.


Joanne   What?


Ann   I’ve come along with you so far, but … socialist society!


Joanne   All right, you may dissent at this point but the essential commitment is made. All sex I deny.


Ann   Can we not drop the subject now once and for all?


Elise   No one’s going to test our determination anyway.


Joanne   Is there any coffee?


Ann   No. No one’s going to be much deprived.


Elise   It’s not as if we ever saw men except parents, and it’s very unlikely we’ll ever see any more of those.


Ann   It wasn’t really that bad.


Joanne   It was a disaster.


Exit Elise.


Ann   They were a little conscious of the lack of numbers. Who wouldn’t be? A chill in the air of Great Hall.


Joanne   The singing of the Internationale should have warmed them up.


Ann   That was a singularly silly gesture on your part. Nobody knew the tune anyway. But your stupidity at least managed to unite them. We’ve been through the very worst that we can know, and now it’ll be time to rebuild.


Joanne   When Robinson Crusoe landed on a desert island, his first instinct was to create a perfect embryo of the society he had escaped from.


Ann   Thank you, Joanne, but can we leave politics out of this? We will build a new sort of school where what people feel for people will be the basis of their relationships. No politics.


Joanne   In Buñuel’s version – 1952, I think, anyway his Mexican period, the part of Robinson Crusoe was played by …


Re-enter Elise.


Elise   Coast’s clear. They’ve gone.


Joanne   The part of Crusoe was played by …


Elise   For Christ’s sake shut up.


Ann   Let’s not talk like that.


Joanne   You started it.


Ann   What’s the point?


Joanne   She was getting at me.


Ann   Divided we fall.


Ann resumes chalking in the coloured parts of the blackboard. Elise starts knitting.


Elise   I’ve nearly finished another bootee. Its little feet are going to look so sweet.


Ann   Lovely.


Joanne   All you need now is a fuck.


Joanne picks up Sight and Sound.


Elise   I’m sitting here and often I stop and think perhaps I’ve seen my very last man.


Ann   Tradesmen.


Elise   I mean real men. I can’t quite grasp what that means. Ann, Joanne, imagine it.


Joanne   Tremendous.


Elise   No more men.


Joanne   The ideal.


Ann   We’re perfectly well used to it. I’ve been two years without now and I tell you I feel better.


Elise   You don’t look any better.


Ann   I eat better.


Elise   Repulsive.


Joanne goes to the window where something has caught her attention. She screams out.


Ann   I’ve taken off weight and I don’t have my skin trouble any longer.


Joanne   Stop buggering about, you vile little child.


Ann   I don’t doubt, Elise, that men will some time reappear in your life.


Joanne   That’s better.


Ann   And you will be happy. But until then we must spend the time creatively.


Elise   Hurrah.


Ann   We will build a new Brackenhurst.


Joanne   When Robinson Crusoe landed on a desert island his first instinct …


Ann   Well what would you do?


Joanne   Do as you like. You’re in charge.


Ann   You find it so easy to criticize. What would you do?


Joanne   I don’t know.


Ann   Really? Elise?


Elise   What?


Ann   Do I have to do all the thinking?


Elise   Mm.


Joanne   (back at window) Take that thing out of your mouth.


A bell rings incredibly loud.


Ann   There’s no time to be lost.


Joanne   Incidentally, I’m fed up with my room.


Ann   Your room will be seen to.


Joanne   When I was a projectionist …


Elise   We don’t want to know.


Joanne   Do you know the last film I saw?


Elise   Touch of Evil, Orson Welles, 1957.


Joanne   Stupid to claim it’s a great film, but it does contain the most wonderful camera-work.


Elise   The last film I saw was Look at Life.


Ann   I haven’t been for years.


Elise   Called Loads on Roads.


Joanne   That’s late ’68 Look at Life. Not a very great period at all. Very facile camera-work.


Elise   I enjoyed it.


Joanne   Crap.


Elise   I thought it assured.


Joanne   I thought it crap.


Elise   I had a really good time.


Joanne   What are you trying to get at?


Ann   And I never saw it.


Elise   You’d have liked it, Ann.


Joanne   What are you trying to prove?


Ann   Girls, my girls.


Joanne   (faintly) Oh yes.


Ann gets up, throws the chalk into the air. The bell rings again. Yells across the room out of the window


Ann   Get into class.


Joanne   Who’s teaching?


Elise   I am.


Ann   Why aren’t you in there?


Elise   I’ve given them reading. I put that bossy one in charge.


Ann   Is that a sign of a good schoolteacher?


Elise   We’re appalling schoolteachers.


Ann   Come, come.


Joanne   Are you going to teach?


Elise   No.


Joanne   I think I will, then.


Exit Joanne.


Ann   I won’t have that said.


Elise   Why have we only got eight pupils then?


Ann   Eleven paid.


Elise   Eight stayed.


Ann   The eight are very happy.


Elise   Freaks.


Ann   You’re as responsible as anyone.


Elise   Agreed.


Ann   Though not as responsible as her.


Elise   She’s not harming anyone.


Ann   She’s harming my girls. My beautiful girls. I’m sentimental perhaps but I do think girls should be spared her sort of nonsense.


Elise   It does them good.


Ann   Stop expressing your opinions. They don’t help.


Elise   Leave off.


Ann   You’re such a hopeless person. As a person. Don’t you wish anything for yourself?


Elise   In the words of Isadora Duncan, I would like to be remembered as a great dancer but I fear I will only be remembered as a good bang.


Bell rings yet more insistently.


That’s all. The whole thing can probably be blamed on some childhood vitamin deficiency. Or a great rush of air to my legs that sucks men to me. I’m chilly.


Ann   It is chilly.


Elise   Stop staring at me.


Ann   Window.


Elise shuts the window.


Do you think things are very far gone?


Elise   Of course.


Ann   The parents were not impressed. What do you think of Joanne’s plans?


Elise   Ridiculous.


Ann   She’s renamed her study the Women’s Liberation Workshop. She says she’s teaching dialectics this week instead of gym.


Elise   You’ll have to fight back.


Ann   What do you think of my plans?


Elise   Hopelessly naïve.


Ann   I like the idea of a new cricket pavilion.


Elise   Hopeless optimism.


Ann   I’d like a new row of baths.


Elise   Hopeless incompetence.


Ann   They’re currently filthy.


Elise   The girls tell me they find it exciting to smoke cigarettes in their baths, the height of decadence.


Ann   I’d prefer you didn’t talk about the girls smoking in front of me.


Elise   You know they smoke.


Ann   I do not know they smoke. I don’t know that at all. And if they do, Elise, I want it reported to me properly, not slipped into our conversation by subterfuge. I’m only trying my best, (no response) There are sixteen too many milk bottles coming every day. This has been going on for nine days. There are 144 spare bottles of milk in various shades of cheese.


Elise   Joanne is domestic science.


Ann   Joanne is.


Elise   She’s a constant reproach.


Ann   I’ve told her.


Elise   I told her to love life. If you come to Brackenhurst unused, you are sure to be unused for life.


Ann   It’s not that bad. Fancy a game?


Elise   Thank you, no.


Ann   Just because you always lose.


Ann is bouncing a ping-pong ball on her bat.


Elise   I lose at all the games I play from ping-pong upwards and at Brackenhurst as there’s nothing else to do it makes for a very fine time.


Ann starts thwacking the ball hard against the back wall and leaping and grunting to return it.


Ann   And that. And that. And that.


Elise   If the governors see fit to close the school, we’ll all be out of a job.


Ann   And that.


Elise   Are they all relations of yours?


Ann   Mostly.


Elise   Look at this dress. Do you think it suits me?


Ann stops ping-ponging. Elise walks manneredly round the room, head high, legs in a straight line.


Ann   I’ve seen it so often I can’t tell.


Elise   I should have been a model. I would have shown clothes to advantage. I would have loved it. I should have been an actress.




‘Thou know’st the mask of night is on my face


Else would a maiden blush bepaint my cheek


For that which thou has’t heard me speak tonight.’





Acting. That was Acting.


Ann has returned to her blackboard.


(loud and black) O Desdemona!


Ann   Look, I think it’s all in, come and see.


Elise   Where? It looks very nice.


Ann   It’s taken me four hours that. The children need colour to help them learn.


Elise   Why don’t you get rid of Joanne?


Ann   I am responsible as much to my staff as to the children in my care. I have to think on everyone’s behalf.


Enter Joanne.


You’re meant to be teaching. Why have you left?


Joanne   I got bored. Your children are so stupid. I was reading Schopenhauer at 10 but this lot can’t manage an alphabet.


Ann   Who’s looking after them?


Joanne   I left that bossy one in charge – Lucrecia Bourgeois as I call her. She’s loving it.


Ann   You’re the worst of the lot.


Joanne   There’s a dog, incidentally, crapping on your tennis courts.


Exit Ann fast to tennis courts.


You were talking about me.


Elise   Rubbish.


Joanne   You changed the subject.


Elise   I bet there’s nothing on the courts.


Joanne   Flabby cow. The jerk. Go and look.


Elise   Doesn’t bother me.


Joanne   Flabby cow.


Elise   Child.


Joanne   Tit. Withered tit.


Enter Ann.


Elise   Well?


Ann There’s nothing there.


Joanne   You’ve hardly looked.


Ann   I’ve looked enough.


Joanne   The dog’s probably gone by now but I doubt if the crap will have fled.


Ann   I’ve looked once.


Joanne   Take a proper look.


Ann   No.


Joanne   Do you want to warp my development or something?


Ann   OK.


Exit Ann.


Elise   What’s out there?


Joanne   If she can’t see it, that’s her problem.


Elise   Invention.


Joanne   In a situation like this, anything is possible. The ascendant triumph of the mind. The battle pitched in heaven and in hell.


Elise   You mean there’s nothing out there?


Joanne   You must allow for things beyond your understanding.


Elise   You mean there’s nothing out there.


Joanne   The inner eye.


Elise   You don’t impress me with these antics and you only lose the sympathy of Ann.


Joanne   The revolutionary consciousness – my own – admits of no limitation to possible fields of vision. The world is infinite. As soon as anything may be said to have revolutionary essence, it may be said to exist.


Elise   Do dogs’ stools have revolutionary essence?


Joanne   The case of the dogshit is marginal and particular.


Ann is back.


Ann   What is the point of all this? You send me hunting … I really don’t understand you.


Joanne   There are things about you I dislike.


Ann   Let’s simply talk about it.


Joanne   It’s there if you look for it.


Ann   I don’t know.


Joanne   This is a woman’s world.


Ann and Elise reel.


Elise   Again!


Ann   Nothing to do with it.


Joanne   I’m sick of you stamping about like a man gone wrong.


Elise   So what?


Joanne   If men reappear, if we ever see men again at Brackenhurst, they will have to be fey imitations of women to make any impact at all. Let me tell you this –


Elise   Again.


Joanne   No, really, listen. Brackenhurst inches the world forward. Brackenhurst is sexual purity. Brackenhurst is the community of women. Nothing is pointed, nothing perverts.


Elise   She’s off her tiny tits.


Ann   Politics again. I’ve told you about politics.


Joanne   I’m talking about women being women.


Elise   There are some things a woman doesn’t talk about.


Joanne   Yes?


Elise   And her rights are one.


Ann   Her rights is one.


Joanne   I’m talking about women being really women, being different from men.


Ann   When I edited my school magazine, we made the rule you could write about anything you wanted except sex, religion and politics. I’ve tried to stick to that rule in life.


Joanne   And the dog’s crap?


Ann   The original point.


Joanne   Yes.


Ann   Wasn’t there. You don’t have any respect at all.


Joanne   It was there.


Ann   There are old-fashioned values and discipline is one.


Joanne   Please look again.


Ann   If you people wash away the old-fashioned values, what happens to the old-fashioned people who happen to believe in them?


Elise   You’re not old-fashioned.


Ann   There are people riding on the back of those values. You can’t shoot the horse away from under them.


Elise   It doesn’t make sense.


Joanne   I’ve long since lost track.


Ann   If I can’t discipline my staff into abandoning superficial left-wing feminist nonsense –


Joanne   The point of the conversation …


Elise   (to Ann) You don’t have any values.


Joanne   I’m trying to get through to you.


Ann   You’re just using me.


Joanne   Forget it.


Pause.


Ann   It’s not there. I’ve combed the ground.


Joanne   Thank you.


Elise   How did we get into this conversation?


Joanne   Forget it.


Joanne goes to pour out a Scotch. Pause.


Ann   Feminist nonsense.


Joanne   You’ve never listened, how do you know?


Pause.


Ann   In three weeks the chairman of the Governors comes to inspect and we’re far from ready.


Elise   We ought to have something special to show her.


Ann   Let’s paint the hall.


Joanne   Are you determined to ignore me?


Ann   Oh, shut up.


Joanne   I won’t be ignored.


Elise   Does she know there are only eight pupils?


Ann   Everyone knows.


Elise   Could we keep it from her? Does she know we’ve lost the Royal child?


Ann   Everyone knows.


Joanne   It left a damn sight better off.


Ann   It hardly profited from the particular trick you taught it.


Joanne   Everyone should know.


Ann   What you taught that child was not on the syllabus. It was not royal either.


Joanne   Royal children are just the same as any others. They should know how to masturbate. It’s instinctive.


Ann   If it’s instinctive, you didn’t need to induce it.


Joanne   I did not demonstrate, nor did I make any physical gesture of demonstration. I lent it some elementary literature.


Ann   Put about by your bloody feminists.


Joanne   Masturbation is the only form of sexual expression left to the authentic woman.


Ann   I don’t see the value of the act.


Joanne   There are three of us here. For five hundred, five thousand, five million years, the inferior sex, the sex used, used for their sex: the fingers of the nation sidling for the clit, fingers of power and of government. At Brackenhurst there are only women. Brackenhurst is a new way of life.


Elise   Brackenhurst has everything but men.


Joanne   Exactly. Brackenhurst inches the world forward. Here at least is a pure ideal. No men.


Ann   There are no men here because they might savage the children. It’s nothing to do with sexual abstinence.


Elise   I’m a normal sort of woman.


Ann   I want this to be a tight-knit community.


Elise   I am normal.


Joanne   This is the battle-ground of the future. From the start there were those who said marry, infiltrate, get in there, and a different crowd who argued – separate, the divorce is total. It’s between intercourse or isolation. I favour isolation. After black power, woman power.


Sound of children off has grown audible. Rowdy cheers as if they could hear what Joanne was saying and approved.


Ann   Disorder!


Ann stomps to the common-room door, yells out.


If I catch anyone talking, I’ll have them on oats and water for a week.


Silence. Ann closes the door very slowly.


Elise   That bossy one can’t keep order.


Ann   All I care about is that you lost us our best pupil.


Joanne   The child had asked to be taken away long before it wanked itself off.


Ann   Don’t be so vulgar.


Joanne   I read the letter it wrote a week before it left. It said mummy the dormitory walls are wet and I want out of this hole.


Ann   Cruel. Really.


Joanne pours out another Scotch.


Elise   She was peculiarly our own.


Joanne   She paid the fees.


Ann   Her mother paid.


Joanne   Her mother was a fool.


Ann   Her mother was a queen.


Elise   Her father was a bit odd.


Joanne   Her father was the queen. He’s the only one I admire in this whole rotten business.


Elise   It was your fault.


Joanne   I hate children anyway.


Elise   They sense that.


Joanne   They hate me.


Ann   They think you’re working class.


Joanne   I am working class.


Elise   Cheltenham’s only member of the working class.


Joanne   It doesn’t mean I’m not.


Ann   No more politics. I’ve had enough.


Elise   If you’re working class, I’m Brigitte Bardot.


Joanne   We’re all in the same frig.


Elise   And other platitudes.


Joanne   Will you stop getting at me?


Elise   I won’t let you rest until …


Joanne   Ann, will you tell your assistant to shut up, I’m taking to drink.


Another Scotch


Ann   Elise, shut up –


Elise   Don’t do what she says.


Joanne   Have you checked recently for the revolutionary turd?


Ann   Of course I have.


Another Scotch


Joanne   Then now I’d like you to look for that leak on the roof.


Elise   You don’t know there’s anything there.


Joanne   If my bedroom walls are wet, it’s a good bet to hunt on the roof for the reason.


Ann   You should refer it to the Building Maintenance Committee.


Joanne   We are the committee.


Elise   We’re not in session.


Joanne   I’m for your going up.


Elise   I’m against it.


Ann   I’m chairman.


Joanne   Which means you have to vote for. Chairman always does.


Ann   Very well, I see I shall have to go, but if this is another of your damnfool tricks …


Elise   She’s having you on.


Joanne   I would never …


Ann   Getting me up on the roof.


Joanne   Up, up and to the roo-oof.


Elise   It’s undemocratic.


Ann   I’ll do it to keep the peace. I’ll do anything to make you happy.


Exit Ann to roof.


Elise   You’ve no right to upset her.


Joanne   Let her face facts.


Elise   Women’s Liberation Workshop!


Joanne   She’s spent her whole life pretending she’s a man. Deserves what’s coming to her.


Elise   She’s just a dear, sweet middle-class girl. Like us all.


Joanne   No such thing as middle class. In a capitalist economy, there are only two functions – labour and the organization of labour. People often refer to something called a middle class which suffers mythically from a middle-class morality but there’s no such thing. There’s the controllers and the controlled.


Elise   You don’t believe that.


Joanne   I do.


Elise   And which category do Cheltenham girls fit into?


Joanne   That’s nothing to do with it. All women are controlled. It’s no longer a matter of birth. There’s a new system of privilege based on intelligence – or rather a certain sort of acquisitive masculine intelligence that would bend in any direction to smother alternatives. In this society where an active, probing, hopeful intelligence is the sign of being a good bloke, women are valued for one thing – their reproductive facility. They bang like shithouse doors. The alternative society that we create may be black or it may be crippled or it may, let’s hope, be female – but it is an alternative. There’ll be no moral judgements, or processes of consultation, or export drives, or balance of payments. There is independence of mind and body. The alternative cannot be defined.


Elise   Why not?


Joanne   By escaping definition it escapes parody and defeat. Brackenhurst is the first real experiment in all-female living.


Elise   And this is it? This is it?


Joanne   Yes.


Elise   This is all-female living? This is the revolution?


Joanne   Yes.


Elise   What we’ve got now?


Joanne   Yes.


Elise   I’d rather not.


Joanne   It’s only in embryo. We’ve scarcely begun. I anticipate communal female living on a massive scale – independence of thought among teachers and pupils. I’ve already begun. I’ve told the children that you and Ann haven’t yet grasped the concept. I teach them to despise Ann because she wants to make Brackenhurst like other societies.


Elise   What about me?


Joanne   I tell them you’re immature because you still want to give your cunt to capitalism.


Elise   I’ve never thought of it that way.


Joanne   Do.


Elise   I never could. Men are just men to men and there it is.


Ann goes flying down outside the window and lands unseen with a thump.


My God!


Elise makes to dash across the room to the window. Joanne grabs at her and stops her getting there.


She’s hurt herself.


Joanne   Leave her.


Elise   She’s fallen off the roof.


Joanne   Don’t help her, for God’s sake, we want a crisis.


Elise   Let go of me.


Joanne forces Elise on to the ground and sits on top of her.


Joanne   Any intermediate action that serves to reinforce the status quo rather than to restructure the whole system must by very definition be wrong.


Elise   Get fucking off me.


Joanne   The present situation must be allowed to develop to a crisis point in order to emphasize to all the needs for the complete overall destruction of the present scheme of things. Let her lie there a bit.


Elise forces Joanne off her and rushes up.


Elise   Fucking maniac.


Joanne   Liberty! Equality! Sisterhood!


Elise rushes to the window, opens it.


Elise   Are you all right?


Ann   Slight fall. Nothing at all.


Ann is seen to get up, completely unscathed. Climbs in the window.


Foot must have slipped.


Elise   Let me get you a drink.


Ann   Please don’t bother.


Ann rubs her ankle, but seems unbruised.


I was stretching for the drainpipe when my foot slipped.


Elise   You could have been hurt.


Ann   I’m pretty tough. I’ll go back up.


Ann gets up to go out.


Elise   You can’t go up now.


Ann   Why not?


Elise   You’ve just had a fall.


Joanne   Finish the job.


Ann   I’ll find out what’s up there.


Joanne   Did you find anything?


Elise   You can’t go up again right after falling down. It’s very dangerous.


Ann   Nonsense.


Elise   You can’t possibly go back.


Ann   I promise you it’s OK.


Elise   (vehement) I forbid you.


Ann   Elise.


Elise   (still vehement) There’s nothing wrong with the pipe. Stay where you are.


Ann   Really, I can’t deal with both your tempers.


Elise   What are you going up for? Her?


Ann   I said I’d have a look.


Elise   Her bedroom walls are perfectly dry. I’ve felt them. Do you know what she’s just told me? Do you know what she tells the children?


Joanne goes and pours another drink.


Ann   I can imagine.


Elise   I wouldn’t repeat the things she says about us.


Ann   She’s free to say what she likes. She’s a member of my staff.


Joanne   Are you going up on the roof or not?


Ann   Of course.


Joanne   You’d better go up before it’s dark.


Elise   Don’t you dare.


Ann   What?


Elise   I suppose you believe this stuff about how she’s miserable at night.


Ann   I’d do the same for you.


Elise   Kiss my foot.


Ann   Huh.


Joanne   Let’s get on. It must be lovely on the roof.


Ann   I’m bound to protect her.


Elise   I accept that, Ann, and will you lick my big toe?


Ann   Don’t be so silly. Ha ha.


Elise   Cut my toenails with your teeth.


Ann   Don’t be so silly.


Elise   Cut my toes.


Ann   Please let’s be friends.


Elise   Toes.


Joanne   Isn’t that sunset beautiful?


Elise   Put my toes in your mouth.


Ann   Out of sheer embarrassment.


Elise   Go on.


Ann   You don’t …


Elise   Go on.


Joanne   Isn’t that the most beautiful sunset?


Ann   Come.


Elise   Ann.


Ann   Elise.


Elise   Do what you say.


Ann kneels down and bites the nail off Elise’s toe.


Fantastic.


Ann bounds back and away, smiling.


Joanne   A girl could almost be happy.


Elise   Now lick.


Ann   Come.


Elise   Lick my toes.


Ann licks Elise’s toes.


Joanne   Absurd. Ludicrous. Are we meant to take that seriously?


Ann   That was nothing.


Ann gets up.


Joanne   Why can’t people think of anything else when they think of women?


Ann   That proved nothing.


Joanne   They think of sex.


Ann   It doesn’t mean anything, Elise. It’s quite without significance.


Elise   Now do it again but with more tact.


Joanne   Lick a toe with tact.


Elise   Again.


Joanne   How can you lick a toe with tact?


Elise   Don’t be difficult.


Ann   Tact isn’t in it.


Elise   Don’t be difficult.


Ann licks again.


Exactly.


Ann   Absolutely.


Joanne   Fucking ridiculous.


Ann   It just felt good.


Joanne is pouring out another drink.


I’ll have a drink, Joanne.


Joanne   Get it yourself.


Ann   I take it from you now, Joanne, but I’m hard put to take it when the girls are around.


Joanne   Some kind of imaginative gleam in me upsets you.


Exit Elise quietly at this line.


Ann   I have some status here.


Joanne   You know I’m an artist.


Ann   I know.


Ann goes to get a drink.


Joanne   Not the kind of artist that actually has anything to do with art. I wouldn’t touch it eeurch. Culture eeurch. But an artist in the way I am. I want gold cherubs blowing trumpets over my bed and an ivory bathtub to wash in.


Ann   Anything.


Joanne   Not dripping polystyrene.


Ann   It’s tiled over to keep it warm.


Joanne   It gives me hay fever. I trip daily over those stringy raffia mats on the slippery path to the bathroom, where the basin is slimy with a coat of old toothpaste, other people’s spittings of toothpaste and saliva. In this state I fall downstairs to teach eight benighted little sods what – you change the time-table so often I’m doing woodwork when I should be teaching chemistry. I want out of it, my love.


Ann   There’s nothing I can do.


Joanne   I’m determined to leave.


Ann   Of course.


Joanne gets two drinks, one for Ann.


Joanne   Here at Brackenhurst, a distinctive sound. The heavy breathing that means nothing is happening. At Brackenhurst nothing ever happens. The tedium is quite a challenge, quite an experience. The distinctive English sight of nothing happening and nothing going to happen.


Ann   Nothing ever happens at Brackenhurst.


Joanne   What was the point of that game with the toes?


Ann   That was Elise’s idea.


Joanne   Ah.


From the nearby classroom, sound of children singing ‘The Lord is my Shepherd’ in agonized treble.


Ann   Elise is teaching again. She has the knack of making them happy. She’s a superior teacher. When the Governors come, I’ll expect you to behave. I’ll expect you to be a positive person.


Joanne   You’re poisoning me.


Ann   I’m quite without malice.


Joanne   I’ve had stomach cramps all week. There’s poison in my food.


Ann   You must complain to the kitchens.


Joanne   You are the kitchens.


Music stops.


Ann   You’re a child and you’re lucky to be here, and it’s only because Elise and I love you and look after you that you are able to face life at all, and it’s only because we want you to be happy that we protect you. You’re a parasite and depend on us, and every night I pray for you, and I’d maybe like you to be somewhat grateful.


Joanne   My arse.


Ann   You’re a schizophrenic, Joanne.


Joanne   Cow, flabby cow.


Ann   The doctor said you ought to be told.


Joanne   Sodden flabby cow.


Ann   I’m tired of having to love you.


Joanne   I’m sick of your motherly concern.


Ann   Schizophrenic garbage.


Joanne   Cow.


Blackout on the last word.


During the scene change: ‘The Lord Is My Shepherd’
























SCENE TWO








Brackenhurst playing-fields. Bright day. Glare. Ann and Elise are lounging in deckchairs, with a high wire fence behind them. They watch the game intensely. Immediately the lights come up they clap.







Ann   Very good.


Elise   Good.


Ann   Very good.


Elise   Shot.


Ann   She’s got a lovely cover drive.


Elise   Shot.


Ann   Don’t let her catch you. Run, for God’s sake, run.


Sounds of the game very low.


Elise   She’s all right.


Ann   She will not play off her back foot. She will not move on to it.


Elise   I’ve told her often enough.


Ann   I’ve told her again and again.


Elise   The visitors are good. They’re undeniably good.


Ann   Doesn’t it make you glad to be alive? What is it Wordsworth says?


Elise   Dunno.


Ann   Ah.


Enter Joanne dressed in white.


Joanne   God, it’s hot.


Ann   It’s hot or it’s cold, you always complain.


Joanne   It’s a man’s game anyway, it’s quite wrong for women to play it at all.


Ann   They’re not a match for our first eleven.


Joanne   What eleven? There are only eight.


Ann   Seven. Another dropped out this morning. The chauffeur came to remove her.


Elise   (gets up) I can’t see why we’re so bad at this business.


Ann   We’re not bad.


Joanne takes Elise’s seat.


Elise   I know I’m not very clever and, Joanne, you’re controversial, Ann, you’re a little scaring to the young, but we’re no worse than most.


Ann   D’you think Benenden has this trouble?


Elise   They seem to hold on to their pupils.


Ann   You think we’re doing something wrong?


Elise   There seems to be something missing. The schizophrenic’s got my chair.


Joanne   It’s mine.


Elise   We’re rather short on facilities.


Ann   Oh well done. What a good shot. That was good. I still say a pavilion. That’s where we fall down. Everyone should get a prize on Sports Day – things like that. Class tells.


Elise   Men in the dormitories.


Ann   Elise.


Elise   I am pornography.


Ann   I am cricket.


They laugh.


Joanne   I want to go and see a film. Take your filthy seat.


Elise takes Joanne’s seat.


Ann   The bus went hours ago and there’s not one back today.


Joanne   I’ll go tomorrow.


Ann   No bus tomorrow because it’s Thursday.


Joanne   I’m walking tomorrow.


Ann   It’s eighteen miles.


Joanne   I’ll cycle.


Ann   The tyres are flat.


Joanne   I want to see a fucking film.


Ann   Don’t swear.


Elise   Shot.


Joanne   I’m sick of looking at things live. I want to see them second hand.


Ann   When D. H. Lawrence went to the cinema for the first time he found it so – vulgar – he vomited.


Joanne   You mean old snipcock.


Elise   Joanne.


Ann   Lawrence was the most wonderful man of our age.


Joanne   Lawrence never got over his amazement that the bits slotted together.


Ann   Lawrence loved truth and beauty. Stop this filthy talk. (Pause.) Stupid girl has run herself out.


They clap.


Elise   Well played.


Ann   Good innings.


Elise   Well done.


Ann   Very good.


Elise   How ugly she is.


Joanne   She can’t help that.


Elise   Never said she could.


Joanne   Why pick on me all the time?


Joanne gets up and walks off towards the returning batswoman offstage.


I say, Sarah.


Exit Joanne.


Ann   Now.


Elise replaces her own chair with an old deckchair she gets from the fence and sits down in another spot with her original chair.


Elise   There.


Ann   That one?


Elise   It’ll do what’s required. I prepared it.


Ann   It’s hardly fair to her.


Elise   Don’t weaken now.


Ann   Excellent. I have very high hopes of this joke.


Elise   This is awfully good fun.


Ann   Who is in now?


Elise points.


Oh, it’s her. She won’t score anything.


Elise   I hate her.


Ann   She’s not much.


Joanne enters.


Joanne   I said well done to that girl and she said that was no compliment coming from me as I hate cricket.


Elise   True.


Joanne   I get easily upset. (Joanne sits in the chair. It collapses.)


Elise   Hurrah, hurrah.


Ann   She fell right into it.


Joanne   What imagination.


Elise   Don’t be sarky. You fell right into it.


Joanne   Imaginative.


Elise   Don’t try and get out of it. You fell for it.


Joanne   I’m suffering, damn you.


Ann   Don’t take it so seriously.


Elise   Have a little fun.


Joanne   Doesn’t anyone realize how much I suffer?


Ann   We can see.


Elise   So can the whole school. All seven.


Joanne   You will not take me seriously.


Elise   No.


Joanne   Isn’t there a time to stop joking and –


Elise   No.


Joanne   You shun me, the girls shun me.


Ann   You’re making a ridiculous exhibition of yourself. Shut up and sit down.


Joanne   What have you got against me?


Elise   Relax.


Ann   You think we persecute you.


Joanne   You poison my food.


Ann   You think everyone hates you.


Joanne   It’s a pathetically ineffective way of poisoning anyone to put arsenic in their food, because it starts coming out in their hair. Look.


Joanne gets up, shakes her head down and runs her fingers through her hair.


Elise   Dandruff.


Joanne   Arsenic.


Ann   We love you.


Joanne   You collapse my deckchair.


Elise   Joke.


Joanne   It’s not just you, it’s the girls.


Ann   You think everyone is against you.


Joanne   Let me make myself clear. I didn’t come here to be liked. I came for different reasons and it wasn’t to entertain you or fartarse on your behalf. I was wrong to be sidetracked. I’m tough as leather as the children say – they hate me. OK. What I set out to do was educate this mob to be themselves. I’m here to teach isolation so I resent the fact I have to mix with you at all. I want every child to know that it’s a girl and different for being a girl and better for being a girl. I want a separate culture. I want a different way of life. We’re too far gone to want anything but everything – all the way out. I want a self-sufficient child. I want an alternative to everything men are. I left everything I loved, I haven’t been to the cinema for I don’t know how long, to come to Brackenhurst, to work in a community that was feminine by necessity and make it feminine by choice. You should want to be women. And I found – what did I find – Elise whose idea of the sexual revolution is to open her legs and say AAAAAH and Ann – what can I say? And a combined ability that keeps a tenuous grasp on just seven children. I’ll teach them all they need and I don’t care if you hate me for it.


Elise   It’s gone right past square leg.


Ann   Oh well hit.


Elise   And you teach them – sleight of hand.


Ann   Not that incident again.


Elise   You teach them dexterity with the Mum rollette.


Joanne   What a squalid mind you have.


Ann   Let me tell you something, Joanne, that I ought to have told you a long time ago.


Joanne   What’s that?


Ann   No, I can’t be bothered.


Joanne   You have nothing to tell me.


Ann   I’m putting you in charge of the School Corps.


Joanne   Over my dead body.


Ann   If necessary. I’m appointing you Sergeant Major. It’s a position of some responsibility. At Brackenhurst we control the minds of the young. We have the influence to shape their lives. I have listened to you for some time now, Joanne. I’ve heard your views on power, responsibility, education, the British Press, constitutional monarchy, the race to the moon, the emancipation of women, Lord Thomson, the Archbishop of Canterbury, cricket, dancing, smoking and masturbation and I’m glad having listened to judge your opinions pure balls and your mind irretrievably shallow.


Elise   That’s strongly put.


Ann   I’m so tired of the political mind.


Joanne breaks away fast to the back.


Joanne   Where’s the gap in this bloody thing?


Joanne darts back and forth, gives up trying to find a gap, throws herself up on to the wire instead. Ann gets up.


Ann   Come back here.


Joanne   I’m getting out.


Joanne clambers up towards the top. Ann pursues, catches her leg, pulls at it, brings her to the ground. Joanne up on her feet launches at Ann. Ann throws her over her shoulder to the ground. Helps her up, leads her forward.


Ann   Karate specialist, you see. Simple skill worth knowing.


Joanne is sat down gently.


Joanne   You hurt me.


Ann   Everyone tries a breakout at one time or another.


Elise   The third mistress always tries.


Joanne   You’ve let them go before.


Ann   The mistresses, not the girls.


Elise   The girls are easier to catch.


Ann   One girl reached the village but the uniform gave her away.


Elise   I thought this was meant to be the ideal community.


Joanne   If we are to be grouped together for some social purpose …


Elise   Social theory.


Joanne   But this is a repressive …


Ann   You are hardly likely to get any farther than anyone before you.


Joanne   Masculine …


Elise   Not on those legs!


Joanne   Does no one listen to anything I say?


Elise   No.


Joanne   I feel victimized.


Ann   This school …


Joanne   Don’t bother to go on.


Ann   This school …


Joanne   Don’t bother to go on.


Ann   This school …


Joanne   I don’t want to hear. We don’t want to hear.


Ann   This school …


Joanne   Don’t finish that sentence.


Ann   This school …


Joanne   I won’t let you.


Ann   This school …


Joanne   You’re not to.


Ann   This school …


Pause. Surprise.


This school has some standards to keep up. And I will murder to maintain them.


Pause.


Joanne   I think that sums up things pretty well. From now on war.


Joanne tries minimally to break again, but Ann is on her feet almost before she moves.


Vicious.


Joanne edges back towards Ann’s old chair, which she moves away from the other two. Ann is left without one.


Ann   Education should be lethal. I think of teaching as a knife.


Joanne   Vicious.


Ann   We must be very careful what they hear and see. The sight of you, Joanne, is therapeutic. They thank God they’re not like you.


Elise   It’s true.


Ann   I use you in my social adaptability classes. Some of the girls have very advanced theories about you.


Joanne   Such as.


Ann   I use you as an example of the modern woman.


Joanne   What about her?


Elise   Me?


Joanne   Permissiveness.


Elise   I wish it was.


Joanne   Debauchery, love of body. Isn’t she in your classes?


Ann   Elise is the Assistant Headmistress.


Joanne   That’s not what it says on the lavatory wall.


Ann   It is really of no consequence. You and I know that, Joanne. We are above such things. I look at Elise.


Elise   Don’t bother with me.


Ann   And pity that pathetic dependence on the body.


Joanne   Pathetic.


Elise   I’m just backward.


Ann   You shudder she’s so retarded.


Elise   I’m just backward, I like cricket and sex.


Ann   Cricket, my God.


Ann runs out to the front of the stage, peers out. Sigh of relief. Claps.


I completely forgot.


Elise   Shot.


Ann   Very good.


Joanne   Nothing has changed.


Elise   Excellent.


Ann   Excellent. Doesn’t it make you glad to be alive? After all your bickering and complaint? It’s criminal not to enjoy yourself. I’m so sorry for you, my love.


Joanne   Forget it.


Ann   But I must ask you to do your duty now. That dreadful woman is signalling which means you must go out and umpire.


Joanne   I hate it.


Ann   It’s your turn.


Joanne   I make all the wrong decisions. Everyone gets so angry with me.


Ann   Quite right. It makes for a game of chance. Better by far for the character.


Elise   I’m always fair.


Ann   I always try to throw in some errors of judgement to spite all those frightful girls who are all skill and no charm.


Elise   They think it’s favouritism.


Ann   I’ll do your umpiring for you, Joanne, if you’ll do my shower duty in return.


Joanne   Thank you.


Exit Ann.


Joanne   All right, tell me now.


Elise   Do you really want to know?


Joanne   She trusts you, doesn’t she?


Elise   She believes I love Brackenhurst.


Joanne   It’s all a bit improbable.


Elise   I don’t know the details but I can tell you this much. There are no men at Brackenhurst.


Joanne   Tradesmen.


Elise   Let’s not get political. Tradesmen aren’t real men. Who comes here? A few corn and meat merchants, hardly virile, hardly material for Ann. But … she is definitely having an affair with the butcher.


Joanne   The butcher!


Elise   She says he has capable hands. I’d call them murderous. Real butcher’s hands with black hairs on the finger joints – they attract her.


Joanne   How disgusting it all is.


Elise   She thinks of him a lot. He’s called Haskins.


Joanne   There’s an alliance, a union?


Elise   Of course.


Joanne   Intercourse on some, on several occasions?


Elise   Of course.


Joanne   The pig.


Elise   Ann told me he was an energetic man.


Joanne   Things are definitely happening.


Elise   Oh yes.


Pause.


Joanne   I knew that it would all come out.


Elise   She’s a woman of character.


Joanne   I can see her across the field. Look, look. Everything other people would have wanted her to be. I daren’t be too rude for fear you won’t like me.


Elise   It’s all too far gone for that.


Joanne   I feel silly.


Elise   It’s never stopped you before.


Joanne   You don’t like me anyway.


Elise   I do.


Joanne   She’s capable, lovable, would even be a good mother to a child. She’s a fool because she wants to be, like so many old people.


Elise   She’s 32.


Joanne   She’s old. Why do they all choose to be like that? The trouble with Ann –


Elise   Tell me the trouble with Ann.


Joanne   The trouble with Ann –


Elise   The trouble with Ann is the trouble with most people. Her life stopped at the age of 18.


Minor uproar on the field.


What’s happening?


Joanne   Hard to say. I think Ann called a no-ball some time after one of our lot was caught.


Elise   Typical decision.


Joanne   We must never accept things, never give in.


Elise   What use is Ann to you?


Joanne   No use. What’s the time?


Elise   Tea time.


Joanne   I haven’t worked everything out yet. You must remember I have survived an English education. To have any plan of action at the end of an English education is a triumph.


Elise   But you don’t have a plan for Ann?


Joanne   Brackenhurst is a pure ideal, pure idealism. I had a dream last night. It concerned you. Would you like to hear it?


Elise   No.


Joanne   I’ll tell you.


Elise   I should think it was a ballet dancer in flames or a snake in a custard pie.


Joanne   Not quite. This was the dream. You were about to have a child, and the rest of us – there were a lot of us – gathered round a table and waited for you to give birth. You were not much inflated, simply we knew you were pregnant. You didn’t look it. We knew it in the way you can be sure in dreams. You suddenly asked to be excused, to slip out for a few moments, but I protested. I took an active part because I felt involved which is unusual. I felt so strongly, not towards you, but about you. I wanted to see you have the child. You lay down on the table and the first animal came out. There was some discussion among us as to who should have the first bite, but a man interrupted and ate your first child which was a chicken. The second was a fish and I had some. You lay on the table and the wet animals came regularly from you. And we all ate.


Elise   You really are a fraud.


Joanne   It’s true.


Elise   You muck around stamping about in our lives.


Joanne   I’m just trying to help.


Elise   Listen, help yourself.


Joanne   How?


Elise   Ann’s changed. She’s gone weak in the heart from knowing Haskins … He’s your man.


Joanne   I want to get at her somehow.


Elise   Use the butcher.


Joanne   Yes.
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