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            Premiere Production

         

         Boys on the Verge of Tears was first performed at Soho Theatre, London, on 11 April 2024, with the following cast:

         
            Matthew Beard

            David Carlyle

            Calvin Demba

            Tom Espiner

            Maanuv Thiara

            
                

            

            Director  James Macdonald

            Set & Costume Designer  Ashley Martin-Davis

            Lighting Designer  Peter Mumford

            Sound Designer  Ian Dickinson for Autograph

            Costume Supervisor  Zoë Thomas-Webb

            Casting Director  Amy Ball

            Intimacy and Fight Co-ordinator  Enric Ortuño

            Production Manager  Tom Nickson

            Lighting Associate  Claire Gerrens

            Assistant Director  Alex Kampfner

            Company Stage Manager  Sally McKenna

            Deputy Stage Manager  Olivia Kerslake

            Assistant Stage Manager  Jasmine Dittman

            Associate Producer  Eve Allinvi
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            For Sophieviii
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            Characters

         

         
            Father

            Boy

            Zaid

            Callum

            Billy Bonkers

            Jesse

            Ali

            Simon

            Charlotte

            Lola

            Jack

            Hamza

            Fred

            Oscar

            Owen

            Mr Thomas

            Ace

            Jay

            Liam

            Jo

            Dee

            Cal

            Milo

            Terry

            Marty

            Sid

            Patrick

            Kay

            Ollie

            Vanessa Feltz

            Maureen Lip-Manx

            Hunter

            Frank

            Oz

            Ola

            Jamal

            Fin

            Stepson

            Stepfather
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            BOYS ON THE VERGE OF TEARS

         

         2
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            Epigraph

         

         
            ‘Does that mean’, I said in some bewilderment, ‘that we must eat again of the tree of knowledge in order to return to the state of innocence?’

            ‘Of course’, he said, ‘but that’s the final chapter in the history of the world.’

            Heinrich von Kleist, On the Marionette Theatre
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            Notes

         

         
            This play is performed by a company of five actors

(and a sixth for the final page).

            All performers are adults

(aside from the sixth on the final page).

            Although the play is divided into three Movements, these should run continuously. No blackouts.

            *

            A comma (’) on its own line suggests a beat, or a pause, or a silence of some sort.

            An ellipsis (…) indicates a trailing off.

            A forward slash (/) indicates the point of interruption by the next speaker.

            An en-dash (–) indicates a cutting off.

            Sometimes the dialogue splits into columns. This signifies simultaneous action.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Movement One

            

         

         yesterday

         A toilet in a public place. Cubicles and urinals and sinks and hand dryers. Somewhere, a bin.

         The Father stands outside a cubicle. He is dressed for a summer’s day at the park. From inside the cubicle, we hear the voice of:

         
            Boy I don’t need any help.

            Father I didn’t say you needed help, I just asked if you were doing okay?

            Well?

            Boy I’m fine.

            Father Good.

            The Father waits, trying to listen.

            Boy Stop listening

            Father I’m not listening –

            Boy I can hear you listening –

            Father How can you hear me listening?

            Boy You’re making that breathing noise

            Father What breathing noise

            Boy That breathing noise you make when you listen

            Father You can’t hear someone listen –

            Boy I can I can I can I can –

            Father Okay, okay.

            Sorry. I will stop listening.6

            Boy Take a step back.

            Father What?

            Boy Take a step back you’re right up against the door.

            The Father takes a step away from the cubicle.

            Father How’s that?

            Boy Better.

            Father Have you lifted the seat up?

            Boy DAD!

            Father What?!

            Boy Shut up!

            Father Don’t tell me to shut up!

            Boy Don’t tell me to lift up the seat!

            Father (softly) Lift up the seat darling.

            We hear the sound of a toilet lid being lifted up.

            Good.

            Have you lifted up both?

            Boy What do you mean?

            Father The lid, and then the seat as well.

            Boy Yes of course I’ve lifted both I’m not stupid!

            The sound of a toilet seat being lifted. The Father smiles to himself.

            Father Good.

            Boy Now what?

            Father Do you want me to come / inside I

            Boy NO!

            Father Okay, okay.

            Unclip your belt.7

            Boy Obviously.

            Father Okay. And now undo the buckle on your shorts and unzip your flies.

            We hear this happen.

            Good, and now –

            Boy Go to the other side of the room.

            Father What?

            Boy Go to the other side of the room.

            Father Why?

            Boy Because you’re too near.

            Father Okay I am moving to the other side of the room.

            The Father moves further away.

            Now does / your

            Boy Further.

            The Father walks a little further still.

            Father How’s this?

            Boy Fine.

            Father Good. Now. Does your willy reach above the toilet seat?

            Boy (quietly) I think so.

            Father Very good. Now what you need to do is make sure that it’s aimed towards the right place.

            Do you understand?

            Boy (very quietly) Which place.

            Father What was that darling?

            Boy Aimed where?8

            Father At the bit with the water.

            Does that make sense?

            The sound of pissing into a toilet bowl.

            The Father stops and listens with pride.

            The pissing stops.

            Very good now shake it / so

            The pissing starts again.

            The Father waits.

            The pissing finishes.

            Good. Now what you need to do is you need to shake it a little bit. So if there are any drips on your willy they come off.

            Good. And then you can close the lid and then reach up and flush the chain. Are you okay doing that? Because now you’ve done all the important bit yourself like a very brave boy I can come in and flush if you’d / like

            Boy No!

            And don’t call me a brave boy that’s what you call babies.

            Father I’m sorry.

            Can you close the lid and flush the chain because Mummy is waiting for us and we can get an ice cream from the man in the hat.

            Darling?

            Okay I’m going to come in now because we can’t keep Mummy waiting for us all this / time can we

            Boy STOP!

            Father (accidentally stern) Come on this is ridiculous it’s just a piss let’s be done now.

            Boy Something went wrong.

            Father What do you mean something went wrong?

            Boy With the wee.9

            Father How could something’ve gone wrong?

            Boy I got some on me.

            The Father fights back a laugh.

            Father Well that’s alright mate. Sometimes that happens. And you’ll get better and better as you get older.

            Boy Don’t laugh!

            Father I’m not laughing.

            Where did it go?

            Is it on the floor?

            Boy Yes.

            Father Well worse things have been on this floor I’m sure.

            Boy Like what?

            Father … Don’t worry. Is it anywhere else?

            Boy My shoes.

            Father Right. That’s okay. Do you want to know a little secret?

            Well? Do you?

            Boy Yes.

            Father Sometimes Daddy gets a bit of wee on his shoes too.

            Boy That’s disgusting.

            Father It’s not darling it’s normal.

            Boy You wee on your shoes?

            Father Well not / always

            Boy You’re an adult you shouldn’t be weeing on your shoes.

            Father Come on out you come let’s wash our hands.

            Boy It’s all over the Green Ranger.

            Father Excuse me?10

            Boy I’ve gotten wee all over the Green Ranger.

            The Father tries to process this.

            And on the Dinozord and on the Blue Ranger and on the Sabertooth Tiger too.

            Realisation.

            Father Your T-shirt

            Boy Yes of course my T-shirt!

            Father comes to the cubicle to open the door.

            If you come in here I’m going to SCREAM!

            Father Calm down.

            You have to come out here and then we can go to Mummy by the swings and she’s got a change of T-shirt for you, okay? Then we can have ice cream and then we can go home and we can watch as much Power Rangers as you like, how about that?

            Well? The Green Ranger, the Blue Ranger, the Unicorn …

            Boy The Unicorn Thunderzord –

            Father The Unicorn Thunderzord, yes. All of it. We can watch all afternoon, how about that?

            Boy Dad?

            Father Yes?

            Boy I need a poo.

            The Father makes a silent ‘OH MY GOD I WANT TO SCREAM’ gesture to himself.

            What’s the matter?

            Father Nothing’s the matter.

            Boy Then why did you just put your hands in the air and do that scary face?11

            Father I didn’t.

            Boy Yes you did I saw you there’s a gap in the door don’t lie.

            Father It’s just that Daddy’s quite tired.

            Boy Tired people sleep they don’t make scary faces and throw their hands in the air.

            Father Well sometimes they do.

            Boy That’s strange.

            Father People are strange sometimes. Now why don’t we go home and you do your poo in the toilet there.

            The Father smells something.

            Boy Too late.

            I want you to go away now. I want you to leave I want Mummy now.

            Father Mummy’s busy with your sister.

            Boy No they’ll be done now I want Mummy.

            Father I thought you said you were grown up enough to do it by yourself?

            Boy (quietly) I am.

            Father What was that?

            Boy I AM!

            But you’re bad at it.

            You’re so bad at it and I want Mummy.

            Father Well she can’t come in here darling this toilet’s for boys, remember? And you said you wanted to come into the boys’ toilet because you’re not a baby any more. And you’re not a girl, are you? You’re a big boy.

            Boy I won’t listen to an adult who pisses on his own feet.

            The Father takes some time to process this.

            Father … I don’t …12

             I only said that to make you feel –

            That’s a very naughty word darling you shouldn’t use it

            Boy You did.

            Father I know I did and I was wrong.

            Boy Not for the first time.

            Father Let me come in and help you.

            Boy I want Mummy I don’t want you to wipe my bum I want Mummy to wipe my bum

            Father She can’t come in / here

            Boy Why not??

            The Father puts his head in his hands and crouches on his knees.

            Do tired people put their head in their hands and crouch down on their knees too?

            Father Yes. They do. And angry people too.

            Boy Get. Mummy.

            (Suddenly very vulnerable.) Please.

            Father This is the last time, you know that?

            Boy I know.

            Father Big boys have got to grow up, don’t they?

            The Father leaves, calling out as he goes:

            Mum!

            (Off in the distance, to someone.) Looks like we have a very small boy doing a very big shit in there.

            
               ’

            

            The Boy kicks the cubicle door from the inside.

            
               ’13

            

            Zaid, a slightly older boy, comes in. He is wearing a party hat and eating a packet of crisps.

            He goes to a urinal, tucks his crisps under an arm and undoes his trousers, letting his pants and trousers fall to his ankles as he pisses.

            Using a urinal is fairly new to him, but he just about knows his way around.

            He finishes and moves to the mirrors. He starts eating his crisps again, without washing his hands.

            Zaid Boring in there, isn’t it?

            My party last year was way WAY better. You weren’t there because I was at a different school then so we didn’t know each other not that we know each other too much now but anyway the old school I was at was definitely worse but the parties were better and there’s no way there’d be a party at a sports centre as small as this.

            (Suddenly.) FUCK!

            He giggles.

            You’ve probably heard that I got expelled. Well it’s true. I was too clever? Like I was too clever and so the other kids complained and I was like yeah whatever I don’t actually care your parties might be quite good but this is actually quite a bad school? My dad said don’t worry they’re all cunts anyway that’s what he said: don’t worry son they’re all cunts anyway.

            Cunt is a bad word you know?

            Like a really bad word.

            Fuck is bad but cunt is like way WAY worse.

            You probably don’t know any swear words though, do you?

            Are you dumb or something?

            I know you’re in there. Well? Are you dumb?

            From inside the same cubicle the Boy has been in, a new voice: Callum’s. He’s a little older-sounding than the Boy.14

            Callum No.

            Zaid Right I thought you might be dumb because you weren’t saying anything.

            Callum I’m busy.

            Zaid Busy doing a shit?

            Shit’s a bad word too but you probably know that one everyone knows that one, not everyone knows cunt though that’s more rare. Like a tiger or something. Yeah. Shit is like a pigeon, like everyone sees pigeons they’re just hanging about aren’t they in the park and stuff. But a tiger! WOW! A tiger people go on holiday for. Cunt is rare, cunt is a rare magical tiger you have to go ages away to get a look at … you’d have to go to like … France or something to see that.

            Callum There aren’t tigers in France

            Zaid Yes there are

            Callum No there are not they’re found in three different kinds of places: grasslands, jungles and rainforests.

            Zaid Rubbish.

            Callum No not rubbish. They wouldn’t be found in France on account of the landscape. They’d be found in India and China and then sometimes in a place called Indo … Indo … Indo something.

            Zaid Shut up.

            Callum Maybe Indiachina? Or Indichina. No that’s not right. It’s Inda … Inder –

            Zaid SHUT UP.

            Callum Okay.

            The sound of the toilet flushing.

            Zaid What do you know about anything anyway.15

            The cubicle door opens, revealing Callum.

            He is dressed in a head-to-toe tiger costume, face paint and everything.

            Callum Hi.

            Zaid Hi.

            Guess you do sort of know about tigers don’t you.

            Callum They’re my favourite animal.

            Callum moves over to the taps and washes his hands methodically. Counting the seconds under his breath.

            Zaid You want a crisp?

            Callum I’m saving space for cake.

            Zaid This party is SO BAD.

            Callum I like it –

            Zaid Really? Why?

            Callum I like Billy Bonkers.

            Zaid Oh my GOD how old are you, five?

            Callum I like when he ties the balloons into animals. He gave me a tiger once.

            Zaid My dad says Billy Bonkers is a paedo.

            Callum What’s paedo?

            Zaid I don’t know I think it’s got something to do with dinosaurs? But it’s definitely not good.

            Callum I like dinosaurs.

            Zaid Well maybe you’re a paedo then.

            Callum I hope not.

            Zaid Are you scared of me?

            Callum just looks at him.

            I think you’re scared of me.16

            Callum I’m scared of quite a lot of things.

            Zaid I don’t have many friends.

            Callum It takes time. That’s what my mum says.

            Zaid You’re quite tall for our year.

            Callum Thanks. So are you.

            Zaid Not really.

            Callum Yeah not really I was just saying that to be nice.

            Zaid takes out a huge kitchen knife.

            Zaid I stole this would you like to play with it?

            Callum stands there. Frozen.

            It was next to the cake and nobody was watching they were all busy looking at Billy Bonkers do his weird thing where he piles all the presents into the birthday boy’s arms so I thought it’d be fun if we played with this in here instead.

            You scared or something?

            Callum That’s not allowed.

            Zaid Doesn’t matter nobody saw me.

            Callum It’s wrong to steal.

            Zaid We’re not stealing because I’ll put it back after so we’re just borrowing.

            And it’s good to share, remember.

            You really are very tall for our year. Your arms are so long and I like your skin.

            Callum Thank you.

            Zaid Why are you looking at me like that?

            Callum Like what?

            Zaid Like I’m a baddy.17

            Callum Don’t know.

            Zaid Would you like to hold it.

            Callum shakes his head.

            Go on I promise it’s fun you should hold it.

            Zaid holds the knife out.

            I like your hair it looks really cool for a tiger.

            Callum takes the knife.

            Callum Wow.

            It’s.

            Wow.

            Zaid Cool huh?

            Callum nods.

            Callum I feel like a samurai.

            Zaid What’s a samurai?

            Callum It’s a special Japanese fighter

            Zaid You’re very clever, you know lots of things.

            Callum Thanks. My mum says I like facts.

            Zaid I followed you in here because I’ve seen you at school and I thought we should be friends.

            Callum swings the knife like a samurai.

            Zaid finds this very funny. Callum is very pleased to have made Zaid laugh.

            Callum That’s my impression of a samurai.

            Zaid That was really good.

            What shall we do now?

            Callum I don’t know.

            You’re kind of naughty aren’t you.18

            Zaid That’s not very nice.

            Callum Sorry. I mean … Sorry.

            Zaid That’s okay. What do you want to do now?

            Callum I wonder what it feels like against our skin?

            Zaid What do you mean?

            Callum I wonder what the knife feels like against our skin.

            Zaid We could try?

            Callum Okay.

            Callum puts the flat of the blade against his arm.

            It’s cold.

            Zaid Wow. Cool.

            Callum Yeah. It feels really cool actually. Do you want to try?

            Zaid Yeah.

            Callum holds out the knife.

            Do it for me.

            Callum Huh?

            Zaid Yeah hold it against my arm for me.

            Zaid holds his arm out, wrist up. Callum puts the knife down on Zaid’s forearm.

            Wow. Feels like glass.

            Callum This one time me and my brother were playing football and we smashed a window in the kitchen and then I picked up a bit of the glass and I put it in my mouth and it felt kind of cold but then my mum saw me and she was SO SO angry she screamed she was like SPIT IT OUT SPIT IT OUT and so I did.19

            Zaid That’s funny. The way you said ‘spit it out’ like you were your mum. That was really funny. You’re good at impressions.

            Callum What’s impressions?

            Zaid I don’t really know but you’re good at them.

            Callum smiles.

            Callum Thanks.

            Zaid You’re really funny.

            Callum puts the knife against his leg.

            Callum Wow. That feels cool too.

            He puts it on the back of his neck and then on the side of his face.

            Zaid lifts up his T-shirt.

            Zaid Do you want to put it on my tummy?

            Callum Yeah that would be so fun.

            Zaid Do it.

            Callum puts the knife on Zaid’s belly.

            WOW.

            Callum What’s it like?

            Zaid So so cold.

            Callum Wow. That feels so cool.

            Zaid Yeah.

            You can take it off now.

            He does.

            What shall we do?

            Callum Do you want to see my willy?20

            Zaid Erm –

            Callum pulls his trousers and pants down.

            And stands there with the knife in his hand.

            
               ’

            

            Callum My brother told me they’ll have hair on them one day.

            Zaid What like on our heads?

            Callum Yeah.

            Zaid Wow. I hope your brother’s wrong.

            Callum Same.

            Wonder if it …

            Callum puts the knife against his penis.

            Zaid Wow. What’s it …

            Callum Really. Really. Cold.

            Do you want to try?

            Zaid pulls his pants and trousers down.

            Callum holds the knife out and moves to touch it against Zaid’s penis …

             Suddenly, the door swings open. Callum hides the knife behind his back.

            Billy Bonkers, a children’s entertainer in full costume, enters.

            He looks at the boys. Zaid pulls his trousers up. Callum just stands there.

            (Whisper to Zaid.) It’s Billy Bonkers.

            Zaid (whisper) I know it’s Billy Bonkers I’m not an idiot.

            B. Bonkers Well. What have we here?

            Zaid Nothing.

            B. Bonkers Doesn’t look like nothing.21

            Zaid We were just …

            B. Bonkers Just …?

            Zaid Just playing.

            B. Bonkers Oh yeah?

            Callum We weren’t doing anything we / were

            Zaid (whisper) Put your trousers on

            Callum realises his trousers are still down. He pulls them back up. As he does so, he manages to secretly drop the knife in the bin.

            Callum was just telling me about tigers.

            Callum And then we / were

            Zaid Shussh.

            B. Bonkers You missed me putting all the presents in the birthday boy’s arms.

            Callum I like that bit.

            B. Bonkers He held on to ten presents.

            Zaid (to Callum) Let’s go.

            Zaid takes Callum’s hand and walks him towards the door.

            B. Bonkers Were you doing something naughty in here boys?

            The boys stop, still holding hands.

            Hmmm?

            Zaid No.

            B. Bonkers Other boys’ bodies aren’t to be played with.

            Zaid Can we go now?

            Callum (to Zaid) Do you think Billy Bonkers does wees?22

            Zaid (ignoring him) Can we go now please?

            B. Bonkers So long as you agree to keep yourselves to yourselves.

            Hmmm?

            The boys nod.

            Good. Off you go then. Cake time.

            The boys leave.

            Billy Bonkers walks into a cubicle. As he shuts the cubicle-door behind him, the front door swings open. Jesse and Ali enter. They are a little older than Zaid and Callum.

            Jesse We don’t want to be too early that’s why it’s perfect to be in here for a bit –

            Ali Yeah I heard that being like half an hour late is the best way of doing it

            Jesse Definitely definitely.

            Ali goes to piss in a urinal. He does not lower his pants and trousers to his ankles. Jesse goes to the sink and starts taking things out of his bag and neatly laying them out: shirts, jeans, hair gel.

            Ali Do you think the St Mary’s girls will be here?

            Jesse Course they will. They wouldn’t miss something like this are you kidding? The St Mary’s one only goes until eight p.m. which is SO LAME

            Ali Oh my God that is SO SO LAME.

            Jesse Plus I heard the parents like stay in the gym? Like they have this upstairs gallery bit and the parents all go up there and like watch so they can like see their kids getting numbers and stuff it’s actually so weird

            Ali Oh my God I would like kill my mum if she did that23

            Jesse (an attempt at a ‘your mum’ joke) Yeah your mum!

            Ali (genuinely confused) What?

            Jesse Nothing.

            Jesse goes to the clothes.

            Okay. So. Whose is whose?

            Ali The ripped jeans are mine and the blue shirt as well

            Jesse No the ripped jeans are mine

            Ali No they aren’t I stole them off my brother remember?

            Jesse Yeah you stole them off your brother for me

            Ali Really?

            Jesse Really.

            You can have the blue shirt.

            Ali Fine.

            Ali takes his top and trousers off so he is just in his pants.

            Jesse stares at him.

            What?

            Jesse Are you gay or something?

            Ali No.

            Jesse Why would you take your shirt AND trousers off at the same time?

            Ali Quicker.

            Jesse Obviously you take off your T-shirt, put on the new shirt, then you take off the trousers and put on the new trousers. Weirdo.

            Jesse takes his pile of clothes and goes into a cubicle.

            Ali is stood there in his pants feeling a fool. He picks his clothes up and takes them into another cubicle.24

            Ali (from inside) Those ripped jeans were supposed to be for me.

            Jesse (from inside) Why don’t you just rip the ones you’ve got?

            Ali My mum got them for me last week.

            Jesse So?

            Ali Yeah that’s actually a good point.

            The sound of Ali ripping his jeans.

            Jesse This is going to be crazy Ali.

            Ali I know.

            Jesse Who do you think will get the most numbers?

            Ali Probably Charlie.

            Jesse Damn. Yeah you’re right.

            Ali But you maybe second most.

            Jesse Thanks.

            You as well.

            As they are talking, Simon comes in. He is dressed in a very well realised James Bond costume.

            Dinner suit and bow tie. Hair slicked. He looks very sweet.

            He hears the other two talking in the cubicle and excitedly gets into position. He pulls out a plastic gun and points it at the cubicles. He waits and waits as they talk.

            Ali Yeah, thanks.

            Jesse Shirt tucked in or out?

            Ali Out, definitely out.

            Jesse Yeah. In is for school. Out is for the disco.25

            Ali Exactly.

            Jesse How many buttons undone do you think?

            Ali Two. My mum said two.

            Jesse Oh my God you’re so gay who cares what your mum says.

            Ali Yeah fair.

            Jesse Right come on, let’s do our hair.

            They both come out of their cubicles, Ali has ripped his jeans in a way that only a boy on the verge of puberty could. Jesse’s clothes are way too big for him.

            As they come out, Simon steps forward and BOOMS in his very best voice:

            Simon THE NAME’S BOND. JAMES BOND.

            Simon is very, very proud of himself.

            Jesse and Ali stare at him, processing what they are seeing …

             And burst into hysterical laughter.

            They laugh long and hard, maybe one of them rolls on the floor. Simon increasingly deflated as they do so.

            What?? WHAT?

            Shut up it was a joke.

            Stop it.

            OH MY GOD WHAT?

            Jesse (turning to Ali and pointing a finger gun at him) The name’s Bond.

            Ali Gay Bond.

            Jesse fake shoots Ali and he falls to the floor.

            They laugh even more.

            Simon Well what are you even dressed as? You look like my brother.26

            Ali Oh my God –

            Jesse We’re not dressed as anything

            Simon Why not?

            Jesse Oh I don’t know, why aren’t we dressed as anything Ali?

            Ali Erm. Maybe because we’re not eight years old Jesse.

            Jesse CORRECT!

            Simon It’s a fancy-dress disco

            Jesse / Oh my God.

            Ali Simon everybody knows that it’s only the year fives who actually come wearing fancy dress. Nobody actually plays by those rules.

            Simon Oh / no.

            Jesse You, my friend, are going to look like a total idiot

            Simon Oh God this is going to be worse than my brother’s bar mitzvah.

            Jesse Nothing can be as bad as your brother’s bar mitzvah.

            Simon Do you think I have time to go home?

            Jesse No way.

            Okay guys. Come on. Here we go.

            They all turn to the mirror and inspect themselves. Perfecting hair. Choosing how many buttons to do up etc.

            Ali Our first proper disco.

            Jesse Actually my second.

            Simon Being in the car when your mum picked up your brother from last year’s doesn’t count Jesse.27

            Jesse … Erm he brought me back three J20s from the drinks table and I drank all of them that night. I think that counts.
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