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            Premiere Production

         

         An earlier version of this play was performed at Griffin Theatre Company on 5 November 2021 at the SBW Stables Theatre, Sydney. A significantly revised and new version was produced and performed at the Almeida Theatre, London, on 11 June 2024.

         
             

         

         Leila Bahrami  Nathalie Armin

         Nikki Stewart  Phoebe Campbell

         Paige Hutson  Liv Hill

         Gerald (Ghazali) Amir  Liam Lau-Fernandez

         Michael Danfield  Nathaniel Parker

         Jo Mulligan  Lia Williams

         Tamara Beade  Susannah Wise

         
             

         

         Director  Polly Findlay

         Set Designer  Vicki Mortimer

         Costume Designer  Fay Fullerton

         Lighting Designer  Jessica Hung Han Yun

         Sound Designer  Ian Dickinson

         Composer and Vocal Artist  Alev Lenz

         Musical Director  Toby Higgins

         Movement Director  Shelley Maxwell

         Casting Director  Amy Ball CDG

         Costume Supervisor  Kate Hemstock

         Dialect Coach  Salvatore Sorce

         Dramatherapist  Wabriya King

         Assistant Director  Connie Treves vi
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            Characters

         

         
            Jo (Josephine) Mulligan

fifty-six, white, British, possibly American, Australian or New Zealander. Regardless, spent most of her adult life based in England.

            Michael Danfield

sixty-three, white, British

            Nikki (Nicole) Stewart

twenty, dual heritage, English

            Paige Hutson

eighteen, white, Welsh, possibly Northern Irish or Scottish

            Gerald (Ghazali) Amir

twenty, Malay

            Leila Bahrami

fifty-six, born in Iran, moved to the UK aged eleven

            Tamara Beade

forty-eight, white, British, middle-class

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Setting

            A fictional residential college situated on the grounds of a very old and very elite British university. viii
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            ALMA MATER

         

      

   


   
      2
         
            I thought too that, at fifty, I might have forgotten what it was like to be a young woman out in the world, constantly the focus of men’s sexual attraction … Worst of all, I wondered whether I had become like one of those emotionally scarred men who boast to their sons, ‘I got the strap at school, and it didn’t do me any harm.’

            Helen Garner, The First Stone: Some Questions on Sex and Power (1992)

            
                

            

            
                

            

            ‘she needs a good dicking, good luck finding it though’

            ‘fuck you feminist fucks you already have equality’

            ‘Someone needs to rape that bitch …’

            ‘These dumb whores could use a Max Hardcore throatfuck session, cures any feminism guaranteed.’

            3Comments left on the YouTube videos of activists. As quoted in Kate Harding, Asking for It: The Alarming Rise of Rape Culture (2015)

            
                

            

            
                

            

            You are the cause, I am the effect … If you think I was spared, came out unscathed, that today I ride off into the sunset, while you suffer the greatest blow, you are mistaken. Nobody wins.

            Chanel Miller’s Victim Impact Statement. Read in court, then published online at BuzzFeed News (2016) and then Know My Name: A Memoir (2019)

            
                

            

            
                

            

            and then Jen showed me the spot

            where the man with the knife

            might have killed her and

            now she comes to visit because

            she says a place like this needs regular care.

            There ought to have been a crouching beast

            of a monument. Or snake pits. Or Dante’s river

            of fire and blood. But it was an everyday

            kind of spot. Sunning itself by the roadside

            it continued placid, mute as the dirt next door.

            Jen had brought a picnic. We drank lemonade.

            Cynthia White, ‘She said stop here’, first appeared in CALYX (2017), published in Grabbed: Poets & Writers on Sexual Assault, Empowerment & Healing (2020)
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            Notes

         

         
            The action takes place in a variety of locations. These do not need to be more than suggested.

            Each scene begins and ends abruptly.

            A dash at the end of a line (–) indicates a slight overlap, a sharp interruption and/or a rapid conversation without space for breath. A forward slash (/) indicates the point where a longer overlap occurs. These are offers only. Pacing and delivery are yours to play with …

            
                

            

            Notes on Voices

            The Voices exist to provide an abstract or intangible sense of online discussion and as texture or underscore only. The extent to which they are embodied by the ensemble of actors and the specifics of delivery (i.e. pace, overlap, content) are all flexible, but the intent is that choral music may play some significant part …

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            This text went to press before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.
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               Act One

            

         

         
            
               Scene One

            

         

         Jo appears. A commencement speech. One year earlier.

         
            Jo ‘Cunts.’ ‘Dear Cunts.’ That’s how it began. A single typewritten page which slipped under the door of every new female student at this college.

            (Reading.) ‘Dear Cunts, Quims, Boxes and Holes. Your presence at this hitherto male-only institution compels us to treat you as our enemy. To maintain peace, several changes must be made. One, when eating in the dining hall, the upper part of your body must remain naked to the human eye. Two, your services as cooks, cleaners, bed-makers and bed-warmers must be available at all times.’

            I confess … it made me laugh. Not at the letter’s humour – which was underdeveloped, at best – but rather, its confidence. Its sheer audacity. I’ve always believed – continue to believe – that every attempt at conciliation, no matter how dim-witted, deserves some acknowledgement. In 1986, of course, this meant writing a note and then stapling it to the college noticeboard.

            (Reading.) ‘Dear Pricks, Cocks, Peckers and Bellends. Thank you for your letter of welcome. The pursuit of harmony is a collective mission deeply cherished by us all. Your letter, however, indicates you may never have known the ecstatic beauty of shared love that can exist between a man and a woman. To broaden your comprehension, I have placed several copies of Masters and Johnson’s Human Sexual Inadequacy on reserve in the college library. I encourage you all to delve into its wisdom …’ 6

         

         
            
               Scene Two

            

         

         Jo’s office. Start of the current academic year.

         Jo and Michael, mid-argument. Jo, a perpetual multitasker, tries to eat or assemble her lunch, rarely skipping a beat in the conversation.

         
            Michael No. No. No no no no no Josie, absolutely not –

            Jo It’s one room, Michael –

            Michael Which requires us to repurpose the games room –

            Jo They already have a common room, not to mention the college bar –

            Michael This is a place of learning. We create futures here. We enrich minds. Last time I checked; we were not in the business of providing religious services –

            Jo We have an eighty-seat chapel –

            Michael Because the college was founded in the Christian tradition. The building is Grade I listed – the chapel is the oldest part of it –

            Jo I’m aware – thank you –

            Michael It also happens to have one of the finest gothic interiors in the country –

            Jo Yes, but it’s not like the kids use it to pray in.

            Beat.

            Michael What do they use it for?

            Jo Nothing. Forget I said anything –

            Michael Josie –

            Jo Well, if you must know, these days, it’s mainly used for fucking in.

            Michael Josephine – 7

            Jo And before you blame any negligence on my part, it’s been happening since the mid-1980s and is still, I’m told, a firm and favourite college tradition.

            Michael The chapel has the only Arthur Thomas organ in the country.

            Jo I don’t think they care, Michael.

            Michael The windows are by Ferguson and Plank. Ferguson and Plank. The 1825 refurbishment was their first-ever commission –

            Jo So it should thrill you to know how thoroughly it’s being enjoyed –no, I’m serious. Think of everyone who’s been pressed up against the walls or laid out behind the pulpit. CEOs. Entrepreneurs. Artists. Even a certain high-profile politician –

            Michael Josie, a chapel is supposed to be sacrosanct –

            Jo Riiight –

            Michael A place for quiet reflection, and – and singing, and – and prayer –

            Jo Michael. When the Board hired me, you specifically asked me to diversify the student population –

            Michael Well, yes, but –

            Jo And now we have twenty-two students here who practise a religion other than Christianity –

            Michael And we’re very impressed by that, well done you –

            Jo And some of these students might also like a place for quiet reflection, singing, prayer – and if the Board won’t approve a separate multi-faith prayer room, then I will ask that we return to my first and preferred option: that we strip the chapel of anything Jesus-Christ-specific –

            Michael Strip the chapel, Josie – ?! 8

            Jo And we make it available to all.

            Beat.

            Michael Where do you propose we get the money for this room – ?

            Jo I’ve already sorted it. Last year’s budget had two hundred and fifty thousand set aside for ‘general wear and tear’ –

            Michael Yes …

            Jo A quarter of a million pounds … for ‘general wear and tear?’ What the fuck are they doing –

            Michael Three years ago, I believe, a group of first years engaged in some kind of vomiting competition in the junior common room, so we had to re-carpet –

            Jo And we paid for it?

            Michael Of course.

            Jo Of course?!

            Michael It’s all part of the experience, Josie. One of the main draws of the place, if I’m honest with you. A little bit of silly behaviour is to be … well … expected … encouraged even.

            Jo I’m taking fifty.

            Michael Josie, that is not how we –

            Jo I’m taking fifty thousand pounds, which still leaves two hundred thousand for ‘silly behaviour’, we are creating a multi-faith prayer room, and when I go into that meeting, you will support me on this, do you understand me –

            A knock. Jo moves to get the door.

            Michael We’re still talking, Josie, don’t you dare answer that –

            Jo She made an appointment – 9

            Nikki appears.

            Hello – Nikki –

            Nikki / Oh … hi …

            Michael Josie, I refuse to be bustled – Hello Nikki, lovely to see you again –

            Nikki / Um … you too.

            Jo I’m sorry, did you just use the word bustled?

            Michael What’s … What’s wrong with bustled – ?

            Nikki Do you want me to wait outside, or –

            Michael That would be lovely, dear, I just need five more minutes –

            Jo (on her phone, typing) No, Nikki, you stay exactly where you are – (Reading.) ‘Bustle. Late Middle English. To move in a noisy, energetic and often obtrusive manner’ –

            Michael Right. I’m leaving to speak to your secretary –

            Jo (reading) / ‘Bustle. Later definition, eighteenth-century, a pad or framework worn under a woman’s skirt to provide further rotundity or prominence to’ –

            Michael (overlapping) I am leaving to speak to your secretary, Josie, and I hope, between Louisa and I, we’re able to find some room in your very busy schedule for an appointment later today –

            Jo Wonderful –

            Michael Later today, Josie –

            Jo I’m looking forward to it.

            Michael exits.

            (Indicating her phone.) ‘Artificial intelligence chatbot.’ My goddaughter taught me how to use it last week. Of course 10I don’t condone its use in academia, but as a random facts dispenser – absolutely marvellous. Now, what can I do for you? You wanted to speak to me about something?

            Nikki Yes.

            Jo And is this the kind of conversation we can have while I eat my lunch?

            Nikki Uh –

            Jo No? Yes?

            Nikki Yes.

            Jo Okay –

            Nikki I think – ?

            Jo Well, let’s see, shall we?

            Jo dives into her food.

            (Not unkindly.) Go on … I’m listening.

            Nikki Okay. Um. So …

            Nikki takes a deep breath, then launches in:

            Last night, um … I was in the common room um … organising the Welcome Packs, and uh … there were a bunch of guys in there, um … third years, I – I think they were all members of the social committee – ?

            Jo (moving her along) Okay –

            Nikki They were supposed to be creating an events schedule for Freshers Week, but instead, they were, um … They were looking up pictures of girls on the internet, which wouldn’t actually be that unusual at all, except

            I realised … I realised the girls are tomorrow’s incoming students.

            She pauses to allow Jo to take this in. 11

            You gave all the Student Reps a list of names, remember? Well, I think they used that list to look up all the girl’s social media profiles, most likely to check how uh … hot or um … not … she is, and uh … yeah … I uh … I thought you should know.

            Beat.

            Jo Why?

            Nikki Why?

            Jo Why should I know?

            Nikki Sorry, I … I don’t um –

            Jo Is it so I can have a general awareness, or because you want me to do something about it?

            Nikki Um … do something about it – ?

            Jo What, in particular, would you like me to do?

            Nikki I don’t know … Maybe you could talk to them, like, like firmly, or –

            Jo Take a few things away from them? Their positions on the Social Committee, for example –

            Nikki I mean … probably not, but if you think it’s necessary –

            Jo And what reason should I give them?

            Nikki I don’t know, that, um … that this is a residential college? Which is supposed to offer a safe and secure um … learning … environment? But actions like this might make new students, particularly, particularly female students, feel slightly … I don’t know … uncomfortable?

            Jo Did you try telling them this yourself?

            Nikki Well … no, but – 12

            Jo Why not? You just explained it better than I could?

            Beat.

            Nikki Sorry, I … I guess, I … I guess I thought this was going to be a different kind of conversation –

            Jo The ability to navigate difficult conversations is an essential journalistic skill, Nikki – no – an essential human skill – and you are not going to learn that skill if you keep asking me to / intervene in relatively minor instances of …

            Nikki Okay, but I haven’t … twice, I … Okay, um, ‘relatively minor’ – ?

            Jo I’m on your side, Nikki; I’m just … I’m suggesting a change in approach.

            This? Whatever it is you’re doing … ? It doesn’t work. Men hate it. Women hate it. Every single sub-faction of feminism hates it. Try it too long, you’ll find yourself locked in a room with a whole bunch of us, everyone tearing strips off the other because no one – and I mean no one – can sustain the many, many rules you’ve set –

            Nikki (genuinely) So what do I … What do I do, because –

            Jo Use your wits. Use that big ol’ brain in that extraordinarily beautiful head of yours. I know; why don’t you download pictures of all the boys on the Social Committee – staple them to the noticeboard? Then you could have the student body rate their attractiveness on a scale of one to ten –

            Nikki You’re giving me permission to –

            Jo This is your last year as an undergrad, Nikki. Put a hat on a statue, cling-film a toilet – I don’t care what it is, just – just make sure it costs less than two hundred thousand pounds –

            Nikki What – ? 13

            Jo A joke, a joke, I’m sorry.

            Beat.

            I want you to try and have some fun this year … okay?

            Beat.

            … Okay?

            Nikki (smiling, charmed) Okay.

            Nikki is obviously desperate to discuss something else.

            Jo Is there something (else) –

            Nikki Yes, actually.

            Nikki takes out a photocopied article from her backpack and hesitates.

            Um –

         

         
            
               Scene Three

            

         

         Paige’s new college bedroom.

         
            Paige (singing the Harry Potter theme song) Da daaa da-da-daaaa da daaa da … da … da-da-da da … daaaaa … Please tell me you know what Harry Potter is –

            Gerald No, I … I’ve seen the movies, yeah –

            Paige Okay, so … Hogwarts … right? Don’t you think it looks like Hogwarts?

            Gerald Um, maybe –

            Paige Come on, the fireplaces, and the … the castle walls and the … the cobbled streets, it’s like going to a real university, like … like a proper university –

            Gerald Well Hogwarts isn’t a university, or uh, real so – 14

            Paige Yeah, I … / I know …

            Gerald And the college has fireplaces because it’s old. Six hundred and seventy-seven years old –

            Paige Yeah, I … / I kind of knew that too …

            Gerald And just between you and me, um … try not to be, like … try not to be awed by it, okay – ?

            Paige Oh – okay –

            Gerald But you don’t need to make fun of it either –

            Paige I wasn’t making fun of it –

            Gerald It’s normal, just … pretend all of this is like … completely normal –

            Paige Sure, like it’s totally normal to wear a wizard cape to dinner –

            Gerald Gowns. They’re called gowns, and … and it’s actually kind of an important tradition, so –

            Nikki (entering) Ghazali –

            Gerald Nikki – hi –

            Nikki Why are there no event schedules in the Welcome Packs?

            Gerald Because I’m going door to door passing them out now.

            Nikki Yeah, but … why aren’t they already in the Welcome Packs – ?

            Gerald Jo-Ma suggested we maybe wait until after all the parents had gone before we hand them out – ?

            Nikki What? / Why?

            Gerald (to Paige) Jo-Ma is the Master here –

            Paige Yeah, I – 15

            Gerald I was the one who actually came up with her nickname because her first name is Jo and her last name is Mulligan, but she’s also the Master, so –

            Paige So ‘Jo-Ma’, yeah –

            Gerald She’s great. Last year, she gave this commencement dinner speech in which she said the actual C-word, like, like the worst word you can think of; she said it, and during a formal dinner –

            Paige Wow – okay –

            Gerald And then she used like three other different words for it – ‘quims, boxes, holes’ – it was amazing – you definitely picked the right college –

            Paige Oh – great –

            Nikki Yeah, it’s the only college where a student has actually been murdered, so …

            Beat.

            Gerald Fuck … Nikki –

            Nikki Sorry, I –

            Gerald It’s her first day –

            Nikki Yeah, I … I actually don’t even know why I said that –

            Paige Someone was murdered here – ?!

            Gerald Yeah, great job, Nikki – ‘Welcome to college, Paige’ –

            Nikki It was like thirty-something-almost-forty years ago, so –

            Paige In this building, or –

            
               
                  
	
                
                              
                              Nikki No –


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              Gerald No – 16







            

            Nikki It was somewhere near the edge of the sports ground –

            Gerald Nikki – !

            Nikki Which is like several hundred metres away from the building, and hardly anyone knows about it, and I shouldn’t have said anything, and … Hi, I’m Nikki …

            Paige Paige – hi –

            Gerald Okay, you’ve reminded me about the schedule, so –

            Nikki (ignoring him, to Paige) What are you studying?

            Paige Um … Computer Science – ?

            Nikki Whoa. Why Computer Science – ?

            Gerald Come on, Nikki, / she just got here, you don’t like … You don’t need to interrogate her …

            Paige I guess because none of my friends wanted to take Computer Science for A-levels, but all the boys did, and I just … I really hated the idea that instead of learning a language responsible for building like – like any system imaginable, all the girls just wanted to take, like … like beginner Spanish, so …

            Beat.

            You’re taking Spanish, aren’t you –

            Nikki Not … beginner Spanish –

            
               
                  
	
                
                              
                              Paige Oh … God …


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              Gerald (delighted, to himself) Holy shit …







            

            Nikki I also study Politics and Philosophy –

            Paige Genuinely, I wasn’t trying to offend you –

            Nikki (unfazed) Creo que es realmente genial que sepas cómo programar – 17

            Nikki Um … what?

            Nikki (translation) I think it’s really cool that you know how to code.

            Paige Oh … thanks, and –

            But Nikki is already on to her next task –

            Nikki (to Gerald) Please don’t forget the / events schedules –

            Gerald Events schedules – got it – yeah –

            Paige (calling after Nikki) I’m uh … I’m really sorry if

            I kept Gerald from doing whatever it was he was supposed to be doing – ?

            Nikki (stopping) Gerald?

            Beat.

            Gerald Yeah … Gerald … Gerry … (To Paige.) The guys call me Gerry –

            Nikki ‘Gerry’ … okay –

            Gerald (to Paige) Gerald’s a nickname –

            Nikki Except it’s basically the same length as Ghazali –

            Gerald There’s nothing wrong with Gerald, Nikki –

            Nikki There’s nothing wrong with Ghazali – you can shorten it to Ghaz –

            Gerald I like Gerald – !

            Nikki It’s the name of every old white man ever –

            Gerald Really – ‘every old white man ever’ –

            Nikki There is not a single person under the age of sixty-five called Gerald –

            Gerald Sure there is – 18

            Nikki Okay, you find me an eight-month-old Gerald; prove me wrong –

            Gerald (shaking on it) Challenge accepted –

            Paige Sorry, are you guys like … together, or … ?

            Nikki What – ?!

            Gerald No … no –

            Nikki No – definitely not – gross –

            Gerald Um … gross, Nikki – ?

            Nikki (to Paige) We’re friends – just friends –

            Gerald Correction: used to be friends.

            Nikki Well that’s clarity at least –

            Gerald Come on, Nikki – I meant until you called me gross –

            Nikki (to Paige) Gerry and I – we spent most of first year hanging out together, but then halfway through second year, he discovered polo shirts and decided he was too cool to play video games with a girl, so –

            Gerald / Whoa – okay – that’s not …

            Paige Wait … Do you game?

            Nikki Um. Sometimes? Not like … ‘religiously’, or –

            Paige I game so much my mum refused to let me bring my headset to college.

            Nikki Well that’s the thing about college: you don’t have to listen to your parents any more, so –

            Paige Yeah, but she made me promise her, like, like while I’m here, I’m under explicit instructions to only engage in activities more or less based in the real world, so –

            Nikki You think this is the real world?! Fucking Game of Thrones / Middle-Earth – 19

            Paige It’s like Hogwarts – I know!

            Beat.

            Gerald Great. Well it was nice knowing you, Paige –

            Nikki I’m sorry, Gerry, I didn’t realise you were still here –

            Gerald It’s Freshers Week, no one should be talking about video games –

            Nikki No, instead you should sample the diverse array of events the Social Committee has set for you – (Reading the events schedule.) Oh, what the fuck, Ghazali –

            Gerald (to Paige) I’ll see you tonight, yeah – ?

            Paige Yeah – okay – maybe –

            Nikki Joma said you needed to give the girls some options this year – !

            Gerald (leaving) They have options, Nikki –

            Nikki (calling after him) Yeah, lace, leather or latex!

            Gerald exits.

            Paige I uh … I actually think tonight’s theme is kind of clever?

            Nikki ‘What were you wearing when the police raided the brothel?’ That’s the theme, that’s the actual theme –

            Paige I mean we could totally subvert it? Brothel madam … female pimp … all out dominatrix suit and uh … whip.

            Nikki Yay … ‘options’.

            Paige Or … I don’t have to go at all, like … maybe we could hang out, or –

            Nikki No – no – you should definitely go. You need to spend three years with these people; you should probably make friends with at least some of them – 20

            Paige Oh – okay. No – sure. Yeah.

            Nikki He likes you. By the way.

            Paige Who? Gerald – ?!

            Nikki Gerald, Gerry – whatever his name is –

            Paige Uhh why would he like me?

            Nikki Uhhh I don’t know, have you looked in a mirror lately – ?

            Paige What – ?

            Nikki You’re really pretty –

            Paige Noooo, I’m not –

            Nikki But you are – like – you really actually are –

            Paige No, I’m really actually not –

            Nikki Can I teach you something?

            Paige Um … okay –

            Nikki Brace yourself though because all the wisdom you’re about to inherit, this is like … groundbreaking stuff –

            Paige Okay –

            Nikki So whenever someone compliments you … even if you don’t believe it … you have to resist the urge to deny it, and instead, you say this one thing and one thing only …

            Paige … What?

            Nikki ‘Thank you.’ Paige, I think you’re really pretty.

            Paige Thank you. I think you’re really pretty too –

            Nikki Nooo, you don’t have to compliment me –

            Paige Aren’t you just supposed to say, ‘Thank you’? 21

            Nikki Thank you. Even though I know you were just –

            Paige Hey!

            Nikki Thank you. (Then, genuinely.) Thank you.
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