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Characters


DOCTORS


VASHTI, Urology Registrar, mid-thirties, Indian, RP


JOHN, Cardiology Registrar, mid–late thirties


BRIAN, Urology Consultant (Junior), mid–late thirties


EMILY, FY2, A&E, twenty-seven


MARK, CT2, Surgical, late twenties


JAMES, CT2, Surgical, late twenties


REBECCA, FY2, mid-twenties


MR LEFFE, Senior Consultant, A&E, fifties


PATIENTS


MRS BRACKEN, sixty/seventy upwards


GILLIAN, sixty/seventy


GILLIAN’S HUSBAND, sixty/seventy


BINDU, fifties


MR MERCER, sixty/seventy upwards


OTHER HOSPITAL STAFF


LAKSHMI, Theatre Sister, middle-aged


OLGA, Senior Nurse, middle-aged


COMFORT, Nurse


ROSIE, Senior Nurse, middle-aged


And ANAESTHETISTS, RADIOGRAPHERS, PORTERS, PARAMEDICS, other NURSES, etc., to be played by members of the company.





Staff can and should play patients – doubling suggestions as follows:


OLGA / GILLIAN (sixties)


MRS BRACKEN / NURSE / ROSIE / SURGICAL REG (sixties)


ANAESTHETIST / GILLIAN’S HUSBAND / MR LEFFE / MR MERCER (sixties)


LAKSHMI / BINDU / VARIOUS NURSES (forties)


REBECCA / COMFORT / NURSE (late twenties)


JOHN / PARAMEDIC (late thirties)


BRIAN / MAN OFF A LADDER (mid–late thirties)


The play can be done with a cast of ten.


Note on the Staging


The stage to be left as minimal as possible. A neutral, dark, empty space, that can shrink or expand as it is lit. One set of swinging doors, at the back.


Since everything in a hospital is on wheels (chairs, beds, drips, trolleys of equipment), these are wheeled into scenes as required. Doors, when specified, need not be represented literally.


When we enter the invasive, investigative world of the hospital, as in the operations, and particularly when the echocardiogram is carried out, the images the doctors see should if possible be blown up as back projections.


N.R.


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




ACT ONE


A Day in the Life


VASHTI stands, with a polystyrene cup of tea in her hands. Next to her stands JAMES, a junior doctor. She drains her cup, squints at the bottom of it.


VASHTI. Ever read your tea leaves?


JAMES. Can’t say I do.


VASHTI. My grandfather used to read mine.


Out in Bhopal. He was the town healer.


A pause. JAMES holds out a purple form.


JAMES. You’ll be pleased to see the DNR form.


VASHTI. I see the DNR form – but it’s not… (Inspects her watch.) eight o’clock yet, thank you.


She does not take the purple form, but swirls her cup, looking into it.


He’d go like this…


He’d cover the cup with his hand… he had massive hands… (Covers the top of the cup with her hand.) like this… read off the vibe, the atmo… and he’d go… (Taking her hand off, inspecting the bottom of the cup, speaks in an Indian accent.) ‘Ah, I see…Behta… You are going to heal people… just like me, Vashti. You have a pain in your shoulder – I feel where it is, with my hand – until I feel the pain in my shoulder. I take away your pain.’


They laugh. She stands up, stretches.


Maybe I should try it.


JAMES. A shaman, was he?


VASHTI. A bullshitter. Still, it worked; I believed it all when I was ten.


She looks at her watch. Eight o’clock. Takes the purple form, squints at it.


‘Not for Resuscitation.’


Who?


JAMES. Mr Doon.


VASHTI. Oh, God.


And I suppose I’d better go and talk to him.


She looks out.


What a lovely way to start the week.


She takes the form, signs it. As she does so, people appear around her, with a roaring surge in the sounds of the hospital.


LAKSHMI. Patient’s ready. Good to go?


BRIAN (in scrubs, crossing the stage as he ties on a cap). Can’t find my effing clogs!


MR LEFFE is looking in a brown folder. He smiles.


MR LEFFE. Mr Hall, I have good news for you. No sign of any cancer.


REBECCA (to no one in particular). I’ve got a lady, sixty-five, chest pains, can I refer her to the medics please?


OLGA (loudly). Ethel? Can you hear me? Do you want to open your eyes for me and see who’s talking to you?


MARK (out). ‘We don’t have a bed’ never means ‘We don’t have a bed.’ If I get angry, you’ll find me a bed. (Starts to dial a number into a phone.)


JAMES (looking at a patient’s notes). God, not another one. (To LAKSHMI, passing by.) Everyone’s trying to kill themselves today.


JOHN, coming on from the other side of the stage, also to LAKSHMI.


JOHN. – Chest drain to do on the guy in seven.


ANAESTHETIST (urgently, pushing his head round a door). Okay, she’s arrested, can we put out a crash call please?


The assorted alarms of the crash call sound out. A flurry of activity.


ROSIE (her voice amplified over a Tannoy). Can we have a doctor in resuss now, / please?


A bed is wheeled through the doors, people around it so we cannot see who is in it.


REBECCA (running across the stage in the opposite direction). Okay, okay, I heard you! I’ve got no trolley, no drugs, how the fuck am I meant to lead an arrest?


As she passes JAMES she grabs his stethoscope off him.


JAMES. Hey!


REBECCA (without stopping). I’ve got a crash call / coming.


OLGA (crossing hurriedly in opposite direction, proffering a bag of blood). Who wanted blood?


A knot of people has gathered around the bed.


ANAESTHETIST (at the head of the bed, he is wearing surgical hat and scrubs). What’s her history? Does anyone know what drugs she’s on? We need to know who’s leading this arrest!


REBECCA (arriving at the bed). I’m leading this arrest!


ANAESTHETIST. Then start bloody leading it!


MARK (standing apart, on his own, into the phone). No, you see, ‘We don’t have a bed’ means, ‘In ten minutes there’ll be a bed’, it means, ‘We’ve got a bed, but there’s a dead person in it.’


So get me a fucking / bed!


The defibrillator has arrived at the bedside.


ROSIE. There are too many people round this bed!


Everyone ignores her.


REBECCA (holding pads aloft). I’m clear, clear at the end, clear at the sides, everyone clear, oxygen away, shocking at two hundred, now!!


She plunges the pads down and with the electric shock, we freeze.


Operating Theatre


MARK is at the operating-theatre sinks, scrubbing up, showing EMILY how to do it.


MARK. Scrub from the hand down to your elbows. And let the water drip down. That way the bugs drip off your elbows. Not down onto your hands. Then you turn the tap off with your elbow. (Does so.) Not with your hands or you have to start all over again.


EMILY. Yes, I know. I’m not going to be doing anything, anyway.


MARK. Vashti never lets anyone do anything. All I’m allowed to do is stitch up after her. (Mimes camp, fussy stitching.) ‘Home Sweet Home.’


He strides over to a small, sterile parcel that has been unfolded for him and lies on the top of a small trolley – a theatre gown. He gingerly pulls on the gown.


Do me up.


She does up the Velcro at the back of his neck.


So – where were you before?


EMILY. Brighton. Care of the Elderly.


MARK. And they’ve put you straight on call for general, covering A&E?


EMILY. Yes.


MARK. Let’s hope you’re a quick learner. It won’t be like Care of the Crumble-on-Sea.


Take the tag.


EMILY grudgingly ties the ties at the back of the gown.


EMILY. Do I get one?


MARK. No.


EMILY (shuddering). It’s freezing in here.


MARK. And each of these costs thirty quid. Ten quid to make, twenty quid to sterilise. It’s not a bloody cardigan.


MARK has his forearms crossed across his chest, his fingertips pointing to his shoulders.


EMILY. Why’ve you got your arms like that?


MARK. To keep myself sterile.


EMILY and MARK make their way over from the sinks to the operating area, where the patient lies on the operating table. He is mostly covered in blue paper tenting, only the narrow strip of flesh just above his crotch is revealed. VASHTI is already busy there. Not masked. At her side stands LAKSHMI, passing her instruments. Masked.


VASHTI (looks up, curtly). You’re late. We’ve already started.


MARK. This is Emily. She’s here to observe?


VASHTI (curtly). Whatever.


The atmosphere is intent, concentrated. A short pause during which VASHTI works briskly, with quick, jerky movements. We cannot see what she is doing but hear the sharp ‘tsst’ as she cauterises the edges of the incision, and the hum of the equipment monitoring the patient. The ANAESTHETIST, masked, stands at the head of the patient, studying this equipment for any signs of disruption. But all is calm. MARK inhales the smell of the cauterised flesh.


MARK. Mmm… someone burnt my bacon.


VASHTI (ignoring him). So, ladies, we’re taking out this man’s wasted testicle…


Pause.


Lakshmi, can I have the self-retainer, please…


MARK has positioned himself at the other side of the patient and starts to help, taking the clamp from LAKSHMI and using it to hold the incision open for VASHTI.
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