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Introduction


So this is probably the most intimidating thing I’ve ever written.


I think I started writing plays as a way of expressing the things that I couldn’t say. I’m a constant idiot in conversation – I always seem to sound either smug or stupid. Writing plays was a way of winning the conversation by controlling the conversation. I became ‘super talk’ – the king of all arguments – impressing everyone with my wit and vivacity. Sadly, none of those plays were any good. I then went through a stage of utter self-hatred and destruction – where everything I wrote was about how disgusting I was as a human being and how much I hated the world and particularly me within the world. Those plays were still largely shit, but were slightly better. And then I think – I hope – I learnt how to write about other people – and then I think – I hope – I learnt how to write about myself again with a better sense of balance. Because these plays are, apologies in advance, overwhelmingly about me.


Anyway, this is my Plays: One but I’d written about twenty-two plays before the first play in this volume. I occasionally get them out and have a read – thinking maybe there’s a thought or an idea or even a turn of phrase that I could use for something new. There’s not. They’re dire. Even now I’m not quite sure why I persevered. Everyone told me to do something else – the criticism was wide-ranging, but mostly very critical. My endurance was partly due to love and partly due to utter dependence. I wrote my first play because I wanted to direct something at university and couldn’t afford the £65-a-night amateur fees. And from the moment I started writing, it was instant, I grew slightly obsessive about it. I was a terrible writer, but utterly obsessive. Before I got married I was a sixteen-hour-a-day, seven-days-a-week man. Now I’m ten-hours-a-day and my wife and I have a contract which states that I take at least half a day off a week. All of which is to say, I am entirely psychologically dependent on writing, it gives me stability when all else is failing. And I spend way too much time doing it.




I was taught, as many others were, by Simon Stephens as part of the Royal Court Young Writers’ Programme. He taught us all a huge amount, but there was one thing he said in particular which I’ve puzzled over ever since – that every writer has a myth. A story that they return to again and again – something which drives them – something which gives their plays a sense of themselves. That it’s not a writer’s job to identify his or her myth but that it’s there – in the background – if you look for it. Simon, when I asked him, said, after quite a lot of thinking, he thought his own myth was probably ‘listen to children’ – though he said he wasn’t sure and other people might be better judges, and when I’ve mentioned it to him since he had no recollection of thinking that. But watching his work through the prism of ‘listen to children’ I’ve found quite a beautiful experience. I don’t know what my myth is, and I’d struggle to nail it down, but I think it has something to do with help – what help is, and the struggle we all go through trying to help others, and perhaps what failure to help looks and feels like. Like I say, I could be wrong. And it feels self-important even guessing at it. But there is something about thinking that there’s something I’m trying to say – that I have a myth – that’s always felt somehow useful to me. Both in looking at others and worrying about myself.


The first time I thought I might have a future as a writer was as a result of a phone call from an amazing woman called Teresa Topolski (who Bunny is dedicated to). I’d been sending off letters to theatres for a while, and unsurprisingly not getting very encouraging letters back. In fact, I once got the opportunity to look through the Bush Theatre’s ‘reader pile’ and discovered the notes written on my first play I sent them which concluded with ‘This play is, on the whole, irritating.’ But Tessa thankfully saw something even in these terrible irritating plays – and called me up – this is the days before mobile phones – on my mum and dad’s phone – and said she thought my plays were interesting (I’d sent the same three to her at the Tricycle) – I remember playing the message to my little sister approximately twenty-four times. Every play I subsequently wrote I sent to her, for about three years, and she constantly stayed interested and un-irritated by me. She built my confidence, she encouraged me to look at my writing in a new way. She gave me the courage to approach agents and theatres again and I managed to secure an agent who  also saw something passably interesting in me – Rachel Taylor – who also proved brilliant at reading and who remains to this day the most ferocious of readers of my first drafts. And at the same time – through the Royal Court Young Writers’ Programme – I fell in with another writer – Laura Wade – who became a close friend. And we set up a system where I read everything Laura wrote (and everything she wrote was, of course, brilliant) and she read everything I wrote. These three worked me hard. They were perfect readers – tearing apart that which was important to tear apart. And eventually I sent out something – then called A Bedroom – which they thought might actually work onstage. Tessa thought me better suited to the Bush than the Tricycle. She took it to them. And the Bush commissioned me to rewrite it, which I did under a new title, When You Cure Me.


When You Cure Me was written partly as a result of this illness I was struggling with. I had (actually still have) a condition called Cholinergic Urticaria. Which is a strange version of a sort of chronic prickly heat. I’m allergic to heat in all its forms – natural, artificial and body – any stimulation left me covered in painful red welts. At my worst I was lying flat in my parents’ house with all the windows open – in December – in Wales – and every time I moved I was getting an allergic reaction – I was allergic to moving. It’s an unknowable condition that various doctors tried me on various medications for, and it came on very suddenly when I was twenty-one and caused me to drop out of my final year of university. Which was annoying and frustrating and made me feel like a failure. Now it’s under control, then it was brutal. And no one really knew how to help me with it. Friends who kindly wrote me postcards would get nine-page letters in reply, they’d write back again a week later and immediately get another nine pages, eventually I scared them all away through sheer exhaustion. My mum made me a cake a week but found my bedroom really upsetting. I was told by one doctor it was possible I might not get better, and by another that it was all in my head. I felt very very sorry for myself and angry with the world. So in the play Rachel is me, but so is Peter. And hopefully neither is me too. I think it’s a play less about someone getting better, and more about someone learning how to recover, and how to help the people around her recover too.




That play was directed by Mike Bradwell, who said there were three answers to every question I can be asked as a playwright: ‘yes’, ‘no’ and ‘moo’. ‘Moo’ was the get-out clause, the answer to the unanswerable question, or the question best left for the process rather than for the playwright’s head. It’s a system I still try to use to this day. I struggle quite a lot in rehearsals, partly because I’m shy, partly because I still don’t really understand the work that actors and directors do. I love the magic at the end, but the getting there – the wrong turns that are necessary to make something work – I find slightly beguiling and worrying. So When You Cure Me remains the only play I attended every day of rehearsals for. I remember watching the dress rehearsal from the back of the room, which was too hot for me to deal with. But that press night – I’ve never had a feeling like it – the actors did something extraordinary and I was floored by the whole thing.


Stacy is probably the play I most struggle to talk about but it is strangely personal to me. I think it’s probably about loneliness more than anything else. It was written concurrently with When You Cure Me but over a much longer period of time. I was living in Croydon with my brother while I was writing it, still ill, still unsure how to be, and I had decided I didn’t really need friends. I mean, any friends. It was an odd decision that made me slightly odd. Not that I’m capable of those acts that Rob does in the play, but that feeling of utter hopelessness and hatred to all others, I think is one I recognise from that time. Writing it, I think I was thinking a lot about Cambridge University, which I went to and didn’t have a very good time at. I went from a comprehensive school where I was known as being a kid who academically excelled, and found myself in a very exclusive environment full of very exclusively educated people, most of whom made me feel like a failure. For me, that’s the tragedy of Oxbridge – everyone that goes there goes defined by their cleverness and – surrounded by the cleverness of others – they feel their identity taken from them – and they drown. Or maybe that was just my experience. I think Stacy is about a drowning man who does something horrific. Something unforgiveable. I hope it never attempts to justify him and I really hope it doesn’t pity him. Bizarrely, it’s my mum’s favourite play. Read it with that in your head: ‘His mother really likes this one.’ It’ll make it an even more disgusting read.




Hamish Pirie and I actually had the opportunity to make the show twice – with two different actors. Arthur Darvill and then Ralf Little. It’s the biggest lesson I’ve ever learnt about what actors bring to roles. Because the two of them couldn’t have been further apart. Arthur was this beautiful mess of odd angles, wonderfully eccentric and deeply upsetting; Ralf, in contrast, looked the audience dead in the eye and pulled his skin off. Both did something magical. It was a quite extraordinary time.


I have tried, and am currently engaged in, trying to write an explicitly political play which expresses how I feel about politics. I find doing so very very embarrassing and exposing, mostly because it involves, as you can see from the previous sentence, a lot of the word ‘I’. I’m very nervous, as I think a lot of writers are, by the notion of the play as a soapbox. Those are the sort of shows I want to walk out of (I’ve never had the confidence to walk out of any of them, mind you).


2nd May 1997 was and is my attempt to write a political play without the politics. I was very involved in the Labour Party at the time, and, whilst delivering leaflets for the European elections, two different people came out of their houses to give them back. Saying we were all as bad as each other and they wouldn’t be voting. I found this very difficult. I grew up in a political household and engaging in politics was always seen as important. But more than that, I grew up admiring political people, of all colours. I like people who want to be heard. I’d also been reflecting quite a lot on Tony Blair and what he meant, because no one had broken my heart quite as he had. I have to this day his first election poster on his wall. Why? Because those May 1997 elections were quite an extraordinary thing to be part of, not that I’d done much. I’d delivered some leaflets for Martin Salter in Reading West (an election he won) and I’d stood for my school elections for the Labour Party (an election which I’d lost). I wanted to tell the story of that election from all sides. I was also frustrated by my inability to write a play about anyone else but me, so doing a triptych – inspired by David Eldridge’s Under the Blue Sky – felt like an opportunity to force myself outside of my comfort zone. Three political parties, three love stories, one night.


The starting point for writing it was a play I’d written for nabokov’s new-writing night, ‘Present: Tense’. A two-hander  about choice, which George Perrin and I worked up together. That, with a major rewrite, became the middle act, the Liberal Democrat one. The Labour one I always knew would be less of a struggle, I could safely write myself into that one. The Conservative story, which would become the first act, was the one that I lost sleep over. Although I’m a passionate Labour Party supporter, I didn’t want it to be a cheap point-scoring battle, I wanted it to be rather a way of telling the story of the tragedy of those men and women (mostly men) whose life had been defined by the Conservative Party and who were watching a landslide wipe away what they’d understood of their life, a rejection which must have felt so foreign to them after eighteen solid years of power. I still don’t think I’ve got it right, but I must have rewritten that act, with different characters, twenty or thirty times.


I’d sort of disappeared into TV and film when the opportunity for Bunny came around. It was quite easy for me to be seduced by screen, I find writing screenplays a lot easier than writing for the stage, I find the joy of being able to describe camera movement, of being able to write ‘cut to’, just wonderful things – and these are tools stage writers don’t have. Maybe it’s because I largely grew up watching TV rather than going to theatre, but for me – to this day – there is nothing harder than the blank page of the first draft of a stage play. So when Joe Murphy came to me with the idea of writing a play for nabokov, I initially baulked at the idea. Scared of going back to it all.


Bunny is my love note to Luton. Once I left my brother’s place in Croydon, I lived in Luton for seven-and-a-half years until my wife told me, quite flatly, she wasn’t going to move there. And people may not immediately see it, but the truth is, Luton is a wonderful town. I certainly would never have left, had my wife not made me. Maybe it’s that element of ‘Everyone hates us, but we don’t care.’ Maybe living there is the equivalent of supporting Millwall. But it’s always been – and seems like it will always be – a town with a lot of complication within it. My local Post Office was run by a Pakistani gentleman, and twice I was standing in the queue behind two different young kids, looking quite confused about life, wearing English Defence League tops. The strange thing is, both were polite to the Pakistani shopkeeper, and he was polite back. I wanted to tell a story about  that racial complication. How it’s not about race per se, but something much more intricate than that. We’ve kept Jenny Turner’s illustrations in the book, because the illustrations made so much difference to how we told the story. They’re wonderful.


Red Car, Blue Car came out of my time at the Bush, the only place that’s ever felt like a theatrical home to me. If such a thing is possible. When the time came to move from the old building to the new, the great Josie Rourke wanted to work out what the theatre could do, so she commissioned three writers to write three plays which could be staged in three different ways. To make things more complicated, she also gave us a set of props we had to include, and had luminaries of the theatre nominate stage directions which we had to include in the text. I cheated slightly by absorbing these into spoken word, but Tom Wells, one of the other writers, went all out, and his play was this truly magical maniacal thing.


There’s a strange thing when you’re set limits. It was in an Alan Ayckbourn collection that I read that the reason why Norman doesn’t appear in the first act of the first play of The Norman Conquests is because the actor he wanted to play Norman wasn’t available for the first week of rehearsals. Isn’t that brilliant? In my opinion, one of the finest contemporary comedies of my age – and someone not being around for a week of rehearsals changed the entire way it felt. I’m not saying that limits are always a good thing, mostly they’re terrible, but sometimes limits can be the making of you. I wasn’t sure whether to include Red Car, Blue Car in this volume, but I actually think it might be one of the better-written plays.


The final play in the collection is Mydidae. Which came out of my obsession with Phoebe Waller-Bridge. I love actors. In fact, I get weird obsessions with certain actors – Morven Christie, Mat Fraser, Johnny Harris, and Phoebe amongst many others. They’re part of a certain breed of actors – actors that feel a little dangerous – that feel like they could do anything. Phoebe can do amazing things with a line, but what’s astonishing about her, for me, is how incredibly cruel she can seem and how exposed she’s capable of making herself when perpetuating that cruelty. She’s also very funny. She and Vicky Jones came to me with a commission to write a play set in a bathroom. I thought I might  enjoy that and said yes as long as Phoebe would be in it. I told Phoebe that a bathroom, her choice, might involve more than a little exposure on the actor’s part – and she said something like: ‘Yes, darling, understood, everything’s on the table, though try to avoid the labia if you could.’ Vicky and her are best friends and a formidable double act. They sort of think with the same head, albeit one that can argue with itself. I learnt a lot about their version of femininity through the process, and found myself challenged in lots of ways I wasn’t expecting to be.


I think it’s less a play about intimacy than about fear of intimacy. It’s a play about exposing your wounds to someone else and hoping they don’t say ‘You’re horrendous.’ It’s a play that I wrote and then rewrote and rewrote. The last draft I started in Sweden attending a wedding, with my girlfriend in tow, and a month after finishing it, just as we were starting to rehearse, I asked my girlfriend to marry me. She’s now my wife, Rachel, and the woman to whom this collection is dedicated, even though most of it was written before we were together. She now knows more about me than anyone ever has, and I probably know more about her and she doesn’t hate me for that knowledge of my insides, despite my presumption she would, and we’re still doing okay. So more than anything, probably as bizarre as it seems when you read it, Mydidae is a play about falling in love or, perhaps more than that, working out you are in love. And that being in love is scary but okay.


So, to sum up – largely these plays – as a whole – are about the journey of a lonely ill man to a man who’s still a little ill but very much not alone. They could also be about someone getting happy. I hope that doesn’t sound self-indulgent. I would like – and am trying – to write plays that are less about me in the future – but these plays – my first good ones – are mostly about where I am – or was – at. For better or worse. I hope you enjoy them. I’ve loved writing them.


Jack Thorne


September 2014
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Characters


PETER, seventeen


RACHEL, seventeen


JAMES, seventeen


ALICE, seventeen


ANGELA, forty-two





Set


A teenage girl’s bedroom. The play takes place in Reading over a period of three months, from January to March.





Rachel’s Injuries


Rachel has a long inflamed scar down the side of her face. Surrounding the scar is severe bruising that puffs her eye. The cut gets less inflamed as the play progresses and by Act Four there’s no bruising at all, just the scar. Stiffness in the rest of her body also gradually dissipates. In particular, in Act One she has trouble with her left hand and wrist but by Act Three she’s moving it as if normal. But the main damage sustained is that Rachel can’t move her legs, and has very little movement in the base to the middle of her spine. She is bedbound and moving her body is very painful because the rest of her spine is forced to take a weight and pressure it’s not used to, but she does have some movement and some control of her bowels.




ACT ONE


1.1


17th January.


In the blackout.


PETER (soft, so soft). You awake…


The lights rise gently. She’s not awake, she’s just sort of stretching her mouth, so he sits back. This takes for ever.


She moves again.


Rach…


Pause.


Rach…


Pause.


(Louder.) Rachel…


Pause. The lights are at full brightness.


Rachel, you awake…


RACHEL. Wha…


PETER (reaching out and touching her arm again, his hand rests on the side of the bed). Hi.


Pause.


Rachel?


RACHEL. Uh… Di’ you?


She retches like she’s about to throw up, but stops herself.


Pause.


PETER. Bad dream, or…




RACHEL (takes his hand in hers). No.


Pause. He tries to take his hand away, but he doesn’t know how.


I need to pee…


PETER. Okay.


RACHEL. I, uh…


PETER. Shall I call your mum or…


RACHEL. No. Don’t call her.


PETER. Okay. Are you…


RACHEL. Can you do it?


PETER. Really? Sure.


RACHEL. There’s a pan under the bed.


PETER. Okay.


He grasps under the bed, which is pretty cluttered, for the bedpan.


(Desperately casual.) What does it look like?


RACHEL. Blue.


PETER. Yeah.


He re-emerges with it.


RACHEL. There should be a, there’s a insert under there too – just cardboard – there’s a stack of them – they just slot in – the insert should…


He finds the cardboard insert.


PETER. Is this…


RACHEL. Yeah. Pass it here, it sort of clips in.


PETER. No. I can do it…


He inserts it clumsily and then he goes to the end of the bed and lifts her legs, quite roughly. He’s improvising and being slightly rough with it, so that when he attempts to slide the  bedpan underneath, she immediately falls off.


RACHEL (warning). Peter…


PETER. Am I… What?


RACHEL. You’re being rough… a bit…


PETER. Oh…


Beat.


RACHEL. Um. My knickers…


PETER. Yeah.


He does so gently, and blindly, sliding them off her by the knicker-straps, and being careful not to look. Then he holds the knickers, unsure of what to do with them.


RACHEL. Do you want to… get Mum…


PETER (puts the knickers in his pocket with confidence). It’s okay.


He hesitates and then gently lifts her legs and slides the bedpan on.


RACHEL. You have to keep hold of me, so I don’t – Sorry, I don’t want to slip off.


PETER. No. No. It’s fine.


RACHEL. I just don’t want Mum sniffing…


PETER. It’s fine. I’m pleased.


He holds her by the hips, trying to keep this as non-sexual as possible. From the floor below we faintly hear the sound of The Archers theme music kicking off.


Pause. She hasn’t started peeing yet, she’s sweating slightly, this is very difficult.


Okay?


RACHEL. Yeah.


Pause.


I’m slipping, grip tighter…




PETER. Like this.


RACHEL. Yeah.


PETER tightens and doesn’t know which way to look, so he just looks at her, and she stares at him and they’re stuck like this and it’s perfect and horrible. Then, finally, she starts to pee. It’s hard for her to pee, and she only gives up a pathetic amount, but it seems to make a huge clattering noise as it dribbles into the cardboard bedpan. PETER doesn’t breathe until she finishes.


You need to get me the toilet tissue.


PETER. Is that…? Are you balanced?


RACHEL (moves her own hands in order to steady herself). Yeah.


He gently lets go, leaving her balancing on the bedpan whilst he finds the toilet paper. He finds it.


PETER. Do you…


RACHEL. Yeah. Give it here.


He hands her the toilet roll, she wipes herself whilst looking precariously balanced. He moves as if to help at one point, but holds back. She deposits the tissue in the bedpan.


You empty it in the toilet – and there’s a bin in there – for the, uh, insert.


PETER. Okay…


He reaches in again, helps her balance herself, and then slides her off the bedpan.


RACHEL. Don’t look at it – there’ll be blood…


PETER. Okay.


He takes the bedpan out of the room, carefully averting his eyes. We’re left with just her. She shifts on the bed and winces. She touches the scar on her cheek, she traces it with her fingers. She tries to shift up on the bed, but she winces again and gags, this really hurts.


(Re-entering.) Okay…




RACHEL. Yeah.


PETER sits by her bed. They sit in silence, then she takes his hand.


PETER. There wasn’t much blood.


RACHEL. Wasn’t there?


PETER. I thought you’d want to know – there wasn’t…


Beat. She watches him.


RACHEL. You need to give me my knickers back…


PETER (laughs through his nose). Yeah. Um…


He finds the knickers in his pocket and starts putting them on her legs. He’s rough again, like he was with the first attempt at the bedpan. She waits until he finishes and then moves her own hands down to straighten up his attempts.


They sit in silence for a moment.


I could get you some of those Baby Wipes. For your hands, so that when you go to the loo, you can clean them too. Because you don’t want them dirty – I thought –


RACHEL. Okay.


PETER. I’ll get them tonight. When I leave… or…


RACHEL. Yeah. Okay.


PETER. Just say when you’ve had enough basically…


Pause.


RACHEL. I’m really pleased… you’re here.


PETER. Yeah? I spoke to James last night…


RACHEL. Okay.


PETER. He asked after you. He sounded worried.


RACHEL (non-committal). Okay.


PETER. They’ve got back together, him and Alice. He sounded really pleased about it, she said some really nice stuff to him too, about it all…




RACHEL. Okay.


They sit in silence again. PETER takes a Ventolin asthma inhaler from his trousers and takes a squirt.


PETER. Everyone’s being really nice about it… you. I mean, everyone’s saying nice things…


RACHEL (soft). There’s no reason, for the legs – it’s just me –


PETER. Yeah?


RACHEL. It’ll go away –


PETER. Okay.


RACHEL. They think it’ll go away soon – sometimes it just does – they basically promised. Will you help me sit up…


PETER. Yeah. You just want another cushion behind you or…


RACHEL. No. Just sitting up…


PETER. Okay.


He leans over her, and holds her by her armpits. He starts to haul her up the bed, so she’s higher on the headboard. But then she screams and he stops. He doesn’t speak, he just makes a noise.


Pause.


RACHEL (getting her breath back). It’s fine.


Pause.


PETER. I didn’t –


RACHEL. It’s fine.


Pause. They both get their breath back.


Pull me up a bit higher, would you?


PETER. What? No! It hurts you.


RACHEL. I want to be up higher.


PETER. No, I…


RACHEL. Please, Peter.




PETER. Why?


RACHEL. Can you help me, please?


He gingerly fingers his arms around her armpits and attempts to pull her higher on the headboard. He starts carefully, but he has to tug her up, so he can’t be gentle. She gags slightly at the effort, but manages to stop herself from screaming.


(Again waiting a moment for breath.) Thank you.


They sit a moment longer. PETER is white-faced. He pulls out and takes another tug from his inhaler.


PETER. Are you okay?


RACHEL. I feel older, do you know that?


PETER. Yeah? I don’t particularly. Is that –


Beat.


RACHEL. Will you get in with me?


PETER. Yeah?


RACHEL. Will you…


PETER. It won’t hurt?


RACHEL. No.


Beat.


PETER. That wasn’t what that was about, was it? Getting up higher.


RACHEL. No.


PETER. You weren’t making it so I could get in. Moving up, so…


RACHEL. Will you get in?


PETER. Yeah.


He squeezes himself onto the bed, so that his hips are just on the side of the bed. She pulls him in closer, and partly curls what parts of the body she can around him.




Can you, uh –


RACHEL. This is nice.


PETER. Yeah.


RACHEL. I can feel your heartbeat, it’s going quick actually…


PETER. Is it?


RACHEL. Yeah. (Takes his hand and puts it on his heart.)


PETER. Yeah.


RACHEL. You’re nervous, that’s all –


Beat.


(Soft.) Do you mind the scar?


PETER. No.


RACHEL. It’ll fade. I mean, I’ll look the same…


PETER. You’re really pretty. You still are.


Beat.


RACHEL. This is nice. I like it like this.


She feels her hand around and sort of pats him.


PETER (giggle). Oh. Um. Mr Norris asked if you wanted work set, by the way.


She giggles.


And Mr Edwards, though he was weird about it, he said I had to talk to him, well, if I wanted to, and that I had to call him Geoff…


RACHEL (giggle). Geoff!


PETER (giggle). Yeah.


Pause. She tries to snuggle up.


RACHEL. I’m really happy just like this…


PETER. Yeah.


RACHEL. Geoff!




PETER (giggle). Yeah.


RACHEL. What did you do?


PETER. I don’t know. Ran away.


She smiles. Pause, a long luxury pause. They breathe into each other.


RACHEL. I wish we could just stay like this…


PETER. Yeah.


Pause.


RACHEL (suddenly whitens). Peter. Is that… Peter. Have you got an erection?


PETER. No.


He shifts his groin backwards.


RACHEL. Yes. Ow.


PETER. No.


RACHEL. Peter – you can’t – ow –


PETER. I can’t – I’m sorry –


He moves his arms back, he tries to find space, he can’t. She growls like a cat, pure frustration. He’s almost in tears.


Sorry – I can’t…


RACHEL. I can feel it – uh – uh –


He’s trying to pull everything away from her.


PETER. Don’t, don’t, I’m sorry. I’m sorry.


Beat.


I’m sorry.


Beat. He’s as far back as he can be, yet he still flurries some more, trying to find more space.


I’m so sorry. Rachel… Rachel…


RACHEL (half-spoken). Okay.




Beat. She’s struggling to control her tears. He concentrates on holding his stomach in.


PETER. Sorry –


RACHEL. No.


PETER. Sorry, shall I get off –


Beat.


RACHEL. Hold me.


PETER. Sorry. I’m so sorry.


Pause. She moves towards him. He tries to evade as much of her as possible, but she’s more aggressive than he is.


Pause.


RACHEL. No. Get off.


PETER. Sorry. I’m really…


He half-falls off the bed in relief.


It’s not. It doesn’t mean I expect… it’s not like a signal or…


Beat. She can’t speak. He tries to stand in a way that minimises the erection. He takes another squirt from his inhaler, he’s in a panic.


I’m really really sorry, I just don’t know what to do… That’s all. Sorry.


Beat.


RACHEL (swallow). Okay.


PETER. I feel sick. I’m really sorry.


Pause. PETER can’t decide whether to leave or not. He’s determined not to look at the door until he does.


(Soft, his mouth doesn’t work properly.) I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do…


Pause. He straightens his back, the erection has finally subsided.


Rachel…




Pause.


Rach…


RACHEL (looks up finally, meets his face). Yeah?


PETER. Sorry? Sorry.


Blackout.


1.2


21st January.


JAMES and ALICE are beautiful people. RACHEL is enjoying them, despite herself. PETER is a little cluttered. All except RACHEL wear school uniform.


JAMES.… He was having a go and he put his hand down her trousers and he couldn’t find what he was looking for so he kept looking and then he put his finger in, but it wasn’t the right hole –


RACHEL. What?


JAMES. Went for the pink and potted the brown, Mary Gill, though this isn’t from either of them. Anyway, so she slapped him.


ALICE. Did she?


JAMES. Didn’t I tell you this? Yeah. Apparently she slapped him.


RACHEL. Mary?


JAMES. Yeah.


ALICE. She’s fancied him for ages.


JAMES (opens his bag and brings out cheap vodka). Well, he’s not going near her now – probably not until he smelt his finger that he realised. (Takes a swig of the vodka.) Actually,  he smelt his finger and he’s either realised, or he thinks she’s seriously unwell, can you drink?


RACHEL. Yeah.


PETER. What?


JAMES (mimicking PETER as he hands her the bottle). ‘What?’ Have you got any music?


PETER. James –


RACHEL (to PETER). What? (To JAMES.) Nothing good.


JAMES (laughs). I’ll find something.


RACHEL. Okay.


PETER sits down on the side of the bed. He turns on the bedside light beside RACHEL, then looks around at the rest of the room and turns the light off again. ALICE smiles at him. RACHEL looks at ALICE. ALICE doesn’t know what to say.


ALICE (gesturing the vodka bottle). Can I borrow that?


RACHEL. Yeah.


ALICE takes a swig. PETER stands up and tucks an errant bit of sheet in, with a complicated smile.


ALICE. Suzy and Mike have finally got together –


RACHEL. Have they?


ALICE. Yeah.


RACHEL. I don’t really know Suzy that well…


ALICE. Oh, she’s great, I should introduce you –


RACHEL. Yeah, I’ve met her.


ALICE. No. I mean, you should, you should definitely come out with us some time –


RACHEL. Okay.


PETER. Girls’ night out? You should definitely do that.




ALICE (swinging a grateful grin in PETER’s direction). So you’ll come?


RACHEL. Okay.


ALICE. Brilliant.


JAMES. This is a shit music collection, you know –


PETER. James –


RACHEL. Yeah, I know.


JAMES. Pete, take an interest, mate, sort your girlfriend’s music collection out.


RACHEL. Yeah.


JAMES. No, I’m not being serious. Your mum’s really lovely, by the way, she tried to invite us to dinner –


RACHEL. Did she?


JAMES. Yeah.


Beat. JAMES tries to touch ALICE surreptitiously. RACHEL notices. ALICE notices RACHEL notice and steps away from her boyfriend’s grasp.


Pause. RACHEL smiles. She looks at ALICE directly. JAMES notices and takes a step away from ALICE, and then, because he doesn’t want it to look obvious, he takes another step, and then he walks to the other side of the room.


This is nice, this room –


ALICE. This is really nice actually –


JAMES (turning to his girlfriend, all hips). Which is different from nice how?


ALICE. What?


PETER. By being ‘really nice’ I think, mate…


JAMES (small exclusive chuckle). Okay.


ALICE. We think Mr Taylor might have been sacked.


RACHEL. Yeah?




JAMES. Well. Yeah. Alice thinks he might have touched up Rebecca –


ALICE. She’s been telling him about her period.


JAMES. Apparently he’s ‘really good to talk to’. Which means he’s a pervert. I mean, she’s got nothing even to talk about neither – though it could be her period, I suppose, if there’s some discharge in it – he’s a pervert whatever, I think. Anyway, he’s off at the moment, someone’s taking his lessons –


PETER (turning to RACHEL). Are you okay?


RACHEL (with a funny face). Yes.


PETER. It’s good, isn’t it? Having everyone here –


RACHEL. Is it?


JAMES. Leave her alone, mate…


PETER. What?


JAMES (to RACHEL). More vodka?


Beat. He takes the vodka from ALICE, who lets him, and gives it to RACHEL, who lets him. She wipes the lid and has a swig. PETER then tries to take it from her, and she reluctantly lets him. He puts it on the chest of drawers, away from everyone.


Oh, and Colin Jackson is coming to school, that’s the other thing, to do prize-giving – Nightingale’s really excited – it’s really funny actually – he’s not Colin Jackson, he’s ‘World-Record-Holder Colin Jackson’. He’s given an assembly about you too –


RACHEL. Has he?


JAMES. Yeah.


ALICE. We had a policeman come in and tell us about safety and everything –


RACHEL. Who?




PETER tugs on his asthma inhaler. He looks around to see if anyone’s watching him. JAMES moves over towards the vodka.


ALICE. The policeman?


RACHEL. Yeah.


ALICE. I don’t know.


RACHEL. Okay.


PETER. I wasn’t there, it was just for the girls…


Beat. ALICE walks over to where JAMES is, just because she wants to stand close to him. JAMES picks up a hairclip from the top of RACHEL’s chest of drawers, studiously avoiding the vodka. He puts the hairclip down again. He fiddles with one of the drawer knobs, but he doesn’t open anything.


JAMES. Everyone’s been talking about you…


RACHEL. Saying what?


ALICE. Just loads of nice stuff.


JAMES. Pretending you’re their best friend. It was getting boring… I mean, it’s stopped now basically…


RACHEL. Yeah?


JAMES. Everyone’s been really dumb about it.


RACHEL. Yeah.


Pause. ALICE takes JAMES’s hand. PETER moves closer to RACHEL.


JAMES. Has the police said anything?


Beat.


RACHEL. No. Not much. I’m just – we did… a photofit.


JAMES. How come they aren’t showing that around the school then?


RACHEL. I don’t know.




JAMES. Probably just want to catch him, that’s what’s wrong with the whole thing actually. They should be showing us and saying, ‘Fuck catching him, let’s just prevent this happening to more girls.’ Shouldn’t they?


RACHEL. I don’t know.


JAMES. Not my problem, I suppose. How come you don’t have a TV up here?


RACHEL. I didn’t want one.


JAMES. So what do you do? When Peter’s not here –


RACHEL. Oh. I can’t remember.


Beat.


ALICE. Okay.


Beat. PETER wakes up and moves half a step closer to RACHEL, both JAMES and ALICE watch him. Then RACHEL’s mobile phone goes off. She picks it up and rejects the call.


PETER. Who was it?


RACHEL. I didn’t know the number…


PETER. It could have been the police…


RACHEL. No.


JAMES. Listen to him! All responsible now, are you, Petey? Peter told you about county trials… Baylis thinks he’s a shoo-in…


PETER. No. I’m not –


JAMES. He couldn’t get picked for the school team before this year. I think he did a soccer-skills thing during the summer and never told anyone –


RACHEL (to PETER). You didn’t tell me – That’s good, isn’t it?


JAMES. Yeah. It is.


PETER. It doesn’t mean anything.


JAMES. You watch him. He’ll get the lead in the musical next –




ALICE (giggle). We watched them do the auditions, you could just sit there if you were auditioning too, so we just sat there…


PETER. You auditioned?


JAMES. No, mate, you go for it. It was funny watching though – (Sings.) ‘Maybe this time…’


ALICE. It was pathetic.


JAMES checks his watch, RACHEL notices him. He notices RACHEL noticing him and blushes.


RACHEL. You better go. I’m pretty tired.


PETER. Yeah. She’s pretty tired.


Beat. JAMES shrinks slightly. ALICE dwindles too. RACHEL, annoyed with PETER, tries to help them.


RACHEL. Going somewhere nice?


ALICE. No. Everyone’s just meeting at The Dog and Goat.


RACHEL. Are you going, Peter?


PETER. No.


JAMES. Aren’t you? Okay.


Pause.


ALICE. Are you two closer? Would you say? Now this has all happened? I mean, me and Jay got closer just because when he got ill, I went round there a lot. But that wasn’t a proper illness…


RACHEL. Yeah?


Pause.


JAMES. We got closer because she let me shag her but she won’t say that –


ALICE (giggles). Shut up.


Pause. JAMES moves closer to ALICE, ALICE sways towards him.




JAMES. There’s nothing we can do, by the way? Like, you want lifting or anything…


Pause. RACHEL looks at PETER accusingly.


RACHEL. Where?


JAMES (looking at PETER too. Laughs). I don’t know.


Pause.


PETER. I think everything’s fine, isn’t it?


RACHEL. Is it?


JAMES (laying it on thick). Is it?


PETER. Yeah. I mean, I don’t know.


RACHEL. Yeah. It’s fine.


PETER. Okay.


Blackout.


1.3


24th January.


PETER is sitting, watching RACHEL sleep. He doesn’t move a muscle. He just sits in his seat and watches her. It’s dark, we can barely see anything.


ANGELA enters ever so quietly.


ANGELA. She asleep?


PETER. Yeah.


ANGELA moves to the bed and sits gently beside her daughter. She traces her daughter’s outline with her hand. But she never touches her. PETER just watches, unsure what to do.


ANGELA. How is she?




PETER. Yeah. Okay.


ANGELA. You’re speaking quite loudly, Peter –


Beat. PETER lowers his head slightly.


(Trying to correct herself.) Arsched says this is all perfectly normal –


PETER. Yeah?


Pause. She silently pulls up a chair and sits beside him.


ANGELA. You know better than any of us really…


PETER. Yeah?


ANGELA. Well, that’s a good thing, isn’t it? Will you call me Angela, Peter?


PETER. What? Okay.


ANGELA. They all call, and she says she won’t have them. All her other friends…


PETER. Yeah?


ANGELA (gets up from her chair). Have the police spoken to you?


PETER. No.


ANGELA. I keep phoning them up. I imagine it’s really very annoying for them. Rachel doesn’t seem that… worried. Still, I suppose that’s perfectly natural. She doesn’t want me involved. Social services sit with her whenever they come. Arsched says it’ll all be okay with that. The police are very kind about it too. I just want him caught, you know.


Pause. ANGELA circles RACHEL slightly, she’s now closer to PETER.


Now. (Small presumptive sniff.) Do you… kiss… still?


PETER. What?


ANGELA. I, uh, it’s not my business, but I still want her to still be normal… with you… I know she’s making you do… you’re having to nurse her. You’re doing brilliantly.




PETER. Yeah?


ANGELA. Arsched tells me to respect what she wants. But I know I should be up here.


PETER. I’m not, really. I mean, we’re pretty normal…


ANGELA (quiet). Will you try and get her to talk to me?


PETER. Yeah? I think, I mean, I don’t want to upset her…


ANGELA. Okay.


PETER. Sorry. I mean, yeah…


Beat.


ANGELA. It is quite… strange… isn’t it – why she wants you here?


PETER. Yeah?


ANGELA. They tell me she can’t move her legs because she’s afraid of her… vagina. Of the whole… sex, of her sex. And if that’s true then why does she want her boyfriend here? I think you’re doing brilliantly though… you really are…


ANGELA gets up and walks to the door. PETER takes a tug on his inhaler. The lights start to slowly fade.


(Speaks so quietly it’s difficult to make out what she says.) You’re right, I don’t want her getting upset, if she wakes up… finds me…


PETER. No. I didn’t mean that.


ANGELA. No… you’re right.


Pause. She’s finding it really difficult to leave. PETER looks round at her.


I sometimes think we should force her – just tell her they can work – because they can – medically – but then they tell me that this is medical too – her thinking her leg’s dead is somehow… medical…


PETER. She’s going to get better.




ANGELA. I know…


PETER. No. I mean, you’ve, uh… I’m going to try really hard…


ANGELA. Okay. Well. Come down when you’re ready.


PETER. I’m going to make sure she gets better. I know what I’m doing. Really…


ANGELA. Okay. I’ll cook you something if you like.


The lights are in blackout. ANGELA exits.


PETER. Okay.




ACT TWO


2.1


30th January.


The lights ping on, full beam. The scene change is instant (there is nothing to change, though perhaps RACHEL’s duvet has been pulled up over her feet – just slightly). PETER is standing where the previous scene left him.


RACHEL (soft, she can’t get enough liquid in her mouth, every time she opens her mouth we can hear it – a soft shtick on every word). He had a knife, he said, I didn’t see that till – he just told me, I didn’t see it till later. And he just stood in the… path, and he said about the knife, and then ‘You’ve got to follow me.’ Polite and everything, very… honest. He said I had to follow him. That he wasn’t… He wasn’t going to be behind me, he was going to be in front of me and that I had to follow him. So I did, he was maybe three or four steps in front and I was just – following – and we came to this small – there was some swings and some – this big – and he took me to basically a shed, I followed him, to, I don’t know, a shed, basically, I mean, probably the allotments, but not, definite, and he turned a light on, it was this – bulb – and then, like, undress…


Pause. She paddles backwards with her shoulder, she turns as if to look at him. He turns towards her too. But they don’t quite make it. She paddles with her shoulder again.


(Her voice is full of snot.) And then he, uh – (Clears her throat, it doesn’t work; clears her throat again.) I wish I could – I can’t even see the inside of… it. I mean, it could be a shed or a… It could have be… They can’t even find it.


Pause. Both of them keep very still now, as if being judged.


PETER (soft, flicking himself out of the softness). You don’t have to – tell me…




RACHEL. I had to stand in there – I had to be slow, taking off the clothes, I can’t remember how he said it, but he told me which bits he wanted off first… He spoke really detailed…


Beat.


He said – uh, he wanted my T-shirt off – saying how he wished it was a shirt, he liked buttons… How can I remember this and not the – shed? And then he wouldn’t let me take off my underwear for ages because he said he liked that. He kept telling me what he liked. And I threw up sometimes and he made me clean it up with my T-shirt. He tried to do it through my knickers because – and then he asked if it was my first time, saying he was pleased it was him because he could – appreciate it. And he put his fingers all over me, I remember these… They were so scratchy, like, old skin and, he never used his nails.


Pause. She looks up at him, frightened. He takes a tug on his inhaler, she watches him.


Do you want to know the worst bit? Do – you – that sounds such a – but… (Giggle.) The worst bit was – was when the doctors examined me afterwards, because then I felt it… all. They put me in this room, they call it a suite but it’s a room – the police – and then the doctors come and… They had to – take samples from me – my – me – vagina, my… bum, my mouth, my – they had to take cuttings of my pube… And the doctor had this latex, his breath smelt of latex too – or rubber or whatever it is – like an uncle with his face up close… It felt like the dentist. It was then… after… that I couldn’t get off the table, they couldn’t get me off. It was then my legs didn’t work. And he just smiled and then frowned. And there was this woman, police officer, and she was just sitting there watching it as if he was normal. And that was the… Is that terrible? That that’s the… That I think that?


Beat.


Peter?


PETER. I don’t… Have you got – is there anything I can ask?




RACHEL. What?


PETER. For – the – is there anything you’d like me to ask? Anything you want me to know but want me to ask the questions for?
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