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  Backstroke was first performed at the Donmar Warehouse, London, on 15 February 2025, with the following cast:
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    Ronnie.


    This play isn’t about you but it is for you.


    Thank you, darling.


  




  

    

  




  




  Characters




  BETH, early twenties to mid-seventies




  BO, five to fifty-one




  JILL, fifties




  CAROL, fifties




  PAULINA, forties




  LENGTHS SWIMMER, fifties, on film only




  PARAMEDIC ONE, fifties




  PARAMEDIC TWO, fifties




  PARAMEDIC THREE, fifties




  KELLY GREEN, funeral director, fifties




  TED, fifties, on film only




  SKYLAR, eight




  Note on Text




  Forward slashes (/) at the end, and start, of a line indicate speech should be interrupted.




  Bold text indicates a filmed sequence, to be projected above Bo’s head. They reveal her, mostly, immediate memories.




  The action runs seamlessly from scene to scene.




  This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  

    

  




  




  ACT ONE




  Scene One




  The set’s part-kitchen, part-hospital. The back wall’s used to project film on. The action runs seamlessly.




  A hospital emergency, underscored by music, distorted as if underwater. On film: a car hurtling down a country lane. We hear Bo: ‘I have to get there so I can get back.’ Film out.




  Lights up on a hospital bed, containing a vacant and still BETH (seventies). BETH has filthy hair and nightwear. BO (fifty-one) enters.




  BO. Beth?




  BO studies her dying mother, sniffs her, contemplates touching her mother’s face. Can’t. Sits.




  Above BO, film flicks into life, it shows a memory of last night.




  Bo’s bedroom. Night.




  Bo at home in bed with Ted, her sleeping husband. Bo’s awake. Skylar (Bo and Ted’s child ) calls, terrified, from a different room.




  SKYLAR. Come, come, come!




  Bo shoots upright.




  On stage, BO stands.




  Sound and film out.




  BO fires into action, removing disintegrating clothes from a bag.




  I’m not tidying you up. I’m going to wash these, they…




  The dress BO’s holding is so decayed it looks like lace. BO’s halted.




  Christ!




  She shoves it in the bag. It’s horrible and BO is scared.




  Your clothes are made of holes. Your clothes, Beth. They’re useless.




  PAULINA (consultant), CAROL (nurse) enter.




  PAULINA. Good morning. How’re we getting on in here? I’m Paulina Markham, consultant.




  BO jumps, semi-hides her bag.




  BO. Yes, hello, hi, I remember, hello…




  PAULINA. And, this is…




  BO. Yes. Hi…




  PAULINA. Carol.




  BO. Yes, come in, bit cosy but obviously thank you for the room, it’s…




  PAULINA. Space, we have a little more of that than a London hospital.




  BO. Yes.




  PAULINA. Well. We’d like to do some tests, then Carol here would like to give, what’s that, Carol?




  CAROL. Yogurt. You love your yogurt, don’t you, Beth?




  PAULINA. How are you doing, Bethan? I see here you are seventy-six, is that correct, Bethan? You are seventy-six years of age? Are you making sure she’s getting all the liquids you can /




  BO. / I don’t want to be rude but, sorry, she doesn’t like yogurt.




  CAROL. She likes her cherry.




  PAULINA. Thank you, Carol. What about liquids?




  BO. Sorry but she doesn’t.




  PAULINA. And what about liquids?




  CAROL. She had a nice little go of cherry in the night, gave me such a lovely thank-you smile for it too.




  BO. She doesn’t like yogurt, sorry. She hates cherry, and, sorry, I’m not sure how much she wants liquids.




  PAULINA. It’s important she gets them.




  BO. Okay. But.




  PAULINA. Bethan? Hello? Bethan?




  BO. Beth.




  PAULINA. Thank you. Beth? I’m Paulina Markham, I’m a consultant here at the Community Hospital, we met briefly when you were admitted. Beth? I’d like you to tell me who this is?




  Indicates BO. Nothing from BETH.




  Who is this? Can you say her name? What’s her name?




  Nothing.




  Tell me who this is?




  Nothing.




  BO. She has no idea who I am.




  PAULINA. This is your daughter, Beth. What’s her name?




  BETH. Bh, Bh.




  PAULINA. Good.




  BO. What?!




  PAULINA. Thank you, Beth, we’re now going to take a small amount of blood. We will do our best to make it as painless as possible. Carol?




  CAROL takes blood, it causes BETH discomfort and worry.




  BO. Just a sec, what’s it for? Sorry, can you tell me?




  PAULINA. Beth’s been showing some surprising shifts. It appeared, on admission, she quite possibly only had a few /




  BO. / Do you mind if? (Gesturing to the doorway.) I know she probably can’t hear, or isn’t registering but, could we?




  BO and PAULINA clump in the doorway. CAROL stays.




  PAULINA. The results of the scan have come back, Beth’s stroke was surprisingly, impressively, small.




  BO. Impressively?




  PAULINA. It can happen, this temporary paralysis of what you might think of as personality, even in dementia patients, the brain readjusts to /




  BO. / She’s not dying?




  PAULINA. With the right care she could live for /
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