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Foreword


The first production on which Sam and I collaborated took five months to get from genesis to premiere. It changed and grew a huge amount over the course of several iterations following its first performances, but its initial journey from something which barely existed in our heads to something very much happening in front of an audience was almost inconceivably brief.


Not so this time around. We first spoke about the bare bones of the idea which would eventually become the play you are holding now in September 2015. We were in a warehouse in Manchester, we were playing table tennis, and no doubt Sam was winning. In the years since, various other ideas have come and gone but this one stuck, and gradually evolved. The process has been slow and fitful and has occasionally felt a touch impossible, but to my mind the resulting play justifies the climb. As irritatingly good as Sam continues to be at receiving perfectly good serves and converting them into devastating returns, so he is somehow able to take the nub of a concept and shape it in rich and unexpected ways.


As we rehearse, that shaping continues apace. The play is in no small part about the possibility of change in certain real and imaginative spaces, and since rehearsal rooms are both of those things, it feels right that some of the text’s most potent moments have sprung from our time spent with three brilliant actors on the sixth floor of an office building in London Bridge. I write this at the end of week two of rehearsals, as challenged and excited as I have ever been by a project, already anxious for Monday to roll around so we can dive back in.


A Table Tennis Play represents a conscious attempt to write a one-act play which eschews breakneck pacing in favour of restraint and quietude. It is a coming-of-age play which wonders when we actually come of age; a play about connection and empathy which for my money is also an examination of loss, and perhaps a kind of ghost story to boot. Its still waters run fathoms deep, and I am enormously proud to be directing it.


Ed Madden


July 2019







For Ed Madden


‘Our weird little mutant play’







Thanks


To the cast and creative team who have inspired, crafted and realised this play with such creativity and delicacy. Beth, Euan and Rosa have as much ownership over these words and characters as I do, and the ingenuity with which the team have achieved this show on a small scale has been a joy to watch.


To Howard Ward and Luke MacGregor for their brilliant guest appearances.


To Ellice Stevens for another wonderful cover design.


To Jess Bray for buying me a beer and reminding me that table tennis is a smaller version of a bigger game.


To Caroline Steiner, the Barley Mow and the town of Hove for a much-needed breath of fresh air.


And to David Prescott and Theatre Royal Plymouth for all their support.


S.S.






‘The arena, the card-table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court, the court of justice, etc., are all in form and function play-grounds, i.e. forbidden spots, isolated, hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules obtain. All are temporary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of an act apart.’


Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens


‘We got one last chance to make it real…’


Bruce Springsteen, ‘Thunder Road’










Characters


MIA, eighteen


CALLUM, twenty-nine


CATH, thirty-two


And DAD and MAN, voices off.


A forward slash (/) indicates the point of interruption in overlapping dialogue.


An en-dash (–) indicates an interruption of speech or train of thought.


Ellipses (…) indicate either a trailing off, a breather or a hesitation.


Punctuation or lack thereof is written to suggest delivery rather than to conform to the rules of grammar.


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







Notes


An underground World War II air-raid shelter. Buried underneath flowerbeds. Untouched for twenty years. Curved tin plating on the walls. Maybe a drip of water from a pipe. Tons of discarded household items from pre-1990s. Paraphernalia from a dozen different lives. A knackered old table tennis table in the middle of it all. There’s a lantern hanging from the ceiling. It would be nice if the play was entirely lit by this lantern, and light coming in from the door (when it’s open).


When the door is open we should be able to hear sound from outside. This can be literal or figurative. When it is closed it should be silent.


In the original production all of the clutter, with a couple of noted exceptions, was represented by thousands of table tennis balls. The script has been written to take advantage of that.


Mia always wears her tennis whites and carries an enormous tennis bag on her back – it looks like she could overbalance at any second. Except in the final scene.


Maybe the stage gets progressively clearer as the play goes on.


Maybe scene changes are really quick. A buzz and a flicker. Like the next scene is interrupting the previous one. A shunt forward in time.




BEFORE


When the audience have taken their seats, the stage is plunged into darkness.


Quiet for a few moments.


Eventually we hear the sound of digging. And an old man’s muttering. Unintelligible. It’s coming from above us. It sounds as if someone is walking on the floor above the ceiling of the theatre.
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