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            Characters

         

         
            Two single people, about thirty.

            Man

He is a nice person. He is popular and good and fairly well behaved. He is, somewhere inside, very sad and maybe weird tucked under many layers of normal. There’s some fear there.

A man with open arms inside a man with hands in his pockets. He often loses confidence in what he’s saying partway through.

            Woman

She is amazing, and a nightmare, and knows she is amazing, and a nightmare. Loved fiercely and fiercely difficult.

Hyper-sensitive and paranoid. Wounded. Feeling hard done by about the woundings. She loathes herself, and also lives with a profound sense of her own (massive) value.

            They’re both great people.

            There is chemistry between them. Whatever, the fuck, that is.

There is it.

         

      

   


   
      
         STRATEGIC LOVE PLAY

         ‘I don’t want to be this unyielding thing’

         Amy Key, Arrangements in Blue

          

          

         ‘Sorry for being shit, I’ve just got a lot on’

         Anon

      

   


   
      
         
            Notes

         

         
            Generally, the dialogue should be spoken boldly and dispassionately, the humour is dry. Toss out the words and itch through the silences. The punctuation is a map for speech pattern. Everything, even to the ‘um’s and ‘like’s, in the script is very intentional, and should be heard. There is no need to overly naturalise sentences.

            Italicised words are stage directions. (Italicised words in brackets) within dialogue are indications of speech.

            Lines in (brackets) are almost inaudible utterances, to oneself, they can be omitted.

            Lines in [brackets] are unsaid, thought loudly but unspoken, inferred, perhaps communicated non-verbally.

            Generally, words in “double quotation marks” are said with the use of air quotes.

             

             

             

             

             

             

            This version of the text went to print before the end of rehearsals and may differ slightly from the version performed.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Strategic Love Play

            

         

         
            Two strangers and a table. Two pints. She has literally just sat herself down and –

            Woman – so we got here and sat down. Well done us. Shall we hold hands and start promising shit now and skip this bit yes?

            He laughs at her funny joke. He is smiling, warm and generous and not entirely convincing. She’s a little anxious, masking it with bravado and noise. 

            Man Sure!

            Woman Great! What a delight! That was easy!

            She stands then, holding her hand out. He keeps laughing. Her hand remains. He just keeps laughing. Oh. She retracts her hand. 

            Woman (to herself) Oh okay then. (just comedy.)

            She sits down a bit disappointed. 

            Man You okay?

            Woman Haha yeah.

            He is smiling, blank, unsure. Her face falls. 

            I mean. No. God no. Are you?

            Man Yeah? Uh. Yeah?

            Woman That’s good. That’s good. I mean that’s quite bold.

            Man (still smiling) What? Why?

            Woman Cos you’re sitting across from a stranger hoping to engineer a relationship out of talking shit? Like, don’t you have any dignity?

            Man (not understanding, kind) What, sorry?

            Woman (Nothing at all) – ‘How was your journey?’

            Man Good, thank you. Quite a quick cycle.

            Woman Oh me too! I cycled! That’s something!

            Man Oh cool!

            Woman Yeah! Sun on the old hands. Squeaky old knees. Car honked at me at a T junction which spoiled it a bit but otherwise, very pure.

            Man I hate that. Cars should never do that ever.

            Woman I mean I was probably making some sort of error

            Man Yeah but they shouldn’t be allowed to honk at cyclists

            Woman I was definitely being bad at roads

            Man Doesn’t matter

            Woman (laughingly) Cyclists are piss annoying though. Like. I’d honk at us. I’d run us down, bunch of, shrink wrapped wetties.

            Man (sort of shocked, but smiling) Aw you can’t say that.

            A beat. 

            Woman Oh. Oh, well obviously I can’t I was just. Never mind. Sorry.

            A bit of a bum note. He sips quietly. She sips too, hates it. 

            Don’t know why I got this. Cup of sink

            Man You don’t have to drink it

            Woman No I. I need it to be inside me so I. Experience the effects. “How was your day then?”

            Man Uhhh. Yeah, it was, fine. Work, blah.

            Woman What do you do? (Misspoken.) What is blurk blah?

            (Laughing.) blurk blah? What is blurk blah?

            Man I, blurk for the NHS.

            Woman (not laughing at all) Hey! That’s funny!

            She points at him, twice. 

            That’s quite funny! That’s good news!

            A beat. Suddenly dead. 

            Are you like a doctor then?

            Man Haha everyone asks that.

            Woman Oh. okay. (oh no)

            A brief beat. Then –

            Man No I work for a sort of, uh, audit company, that sort of, well yeah, audits, the NHS, so I don’t actually work for the NHS I work for a like um – oh my god what’s the word – I’ve completely forgotten the word – umbrella? No.

            He gestures for a moment. ‘Sister.’ ‘Sister.’ 

            No I don’t know.

            A beat. He smiles again. She goes to speak. Suddenly –

            Sister!? Sister company!!! To the NHS. Yes. So basically I don’t work for the NHS. But I do.

            A brief pause. He goes back to big smiles. 

            Woman Cool. Understood. I understand accurately. And I think that is cool.

            Man What do you do?

            Woman (laughing) Hey! The violence of that turn! No, your work section can’t be done like that – else we’ll be done in – cos we get two pints right? Absolute baseline. Anything less would be – a bit unmerciful can you – would you be willing to provide some detail?

            She beams at him. 

            Man I don’t know what – to say!

            Woman Whatever it is I’ll like it.

            A beat. 

            Man (sudden) We’re allowed to bring dogs!

            Woman Oh fun! What dog do you have?

            Man Oh no I don’t!

            Woman Oh!

            Man Yeah! Yeah! It’s actually kind of a nightmare!

            Woman Oh no!

            Man Yeah! Like!

            (Weirdly loud.) This is a place of work! And you stink of dog!

            A pause. He sort of laughs at himself, quite a big whoop of laugh, tries to collect it in. She laughs too, surprised, and suddenly, from the bubble of laughter –

            Woman (conspiratorial) Wouldn’t it be fun if we didn’t have to talk such shit?

            Man (nice) pardon?

            She is briefly stilled with that –

            Woman oh it’s so nice that you say pardon

            They look at each for a brief beat. Then she’s off again –

            Like if we could be ‘who’ we like ‘are’ et cetera. Not just – I must seduce them by pretending I’m normal! But I must also fog them! with all of my not normal! in a motherfucking cabaret! so they’ll never be shocked or disappointed or, leave later, when I’ve properly put both my feet in – why are you looking at me like that?

            He has stopped nodding and has a sort of blank brave smile on his face. 

            Man I’m – listening – uh – I’m enjoying myself

            Woman You smile a lot.

            Man Do I?

            Woman Smiley boy. What’s going on. Am I – Is something going on?

            She looks around and back at him. 

            Man What?

            Woman Oh are you a happy person or something?

            Man (with a laugh) Uh. Yeah? I dunno –  

            Woman Why are you here then?

            Man (not hearing) Huh?

            Woman (immediately rerouting) I mean what are you looking for?

            Man Oh. Just. Seeing what’s out there, I guess.

            Woman And when you see what’s out there. What do you want with it.

            Do you want to fuck it. Like, weekly? Or do you want to sort of. Put your hands in its pockets. Take it to your mother. Love it until you die. Sort of thing.

            A brief beat. He’s a bit evasive. 

            Man I guess it … kind of depends on the person?

            She nods, disappointed. Sensing a losing battle. 

            Man What about you?

            Woman (impatient) Me? I dunno, I dunno, I just want a love story with a big boring man. He doesn’t even need to be that big – (Looking round.) are we getting food or is that too much?

            She looks back at him. He is regarding her a little strangely. 

            Man Are you um?

            Woman What.

            Man (sort of laughing a bit) Are you um, okay? Like, yeah haha, are you okay?

            Woman Are you asking if I’m like mentally altered.

            Man (awkward smile) uhhh? [kind of?]

            Woman I’m specific.

            A beat. Then –  

            “So when was your last relationship?”

            He is briefly stunned by the change of tack.

            Have you just got out of a big one.

            Man Uh no, I. Have you?

            Woman (finding this funny) No I mean. I mean I haven’t.

            A beat. He doesn’t know what to say. He blinks a few times. Then offers –  

            Man I mean my last thing –

            she moved to Washington for this job and there was this whole, like, maybe we were going to keep seeing each other but we sort of stopped messaging and then she got a bit, no but I think it was just a misunderstanding and she was in, like, Washington, so. Anyway now she’s with some American guy, well I think he’s American, he’s got an American mouth. I really liked her a lot.

            A pause. She blinks at him. This offends her greatly.

            Woman Why did you tell me that?

            Man ? You asked?

            Woman The liking her a lot. Why did you tell me that bit.

            Man Just. Giving some, detail.

            Woman Weird detail.

            Man Oh, sorry

            Woman Why are you saying sorry?

            Man I don’t know

            Woman Kinda weird move, D.

            Man My name is Adam.

            She blinks. 

            Woman What?

            Man My name is Adam. Not D.

            She blinks. 

            Woman Why did you call yourself D then?

            Man Um. I dunno? Just. A fake name. Or whatever.

            Woman You don’t even have a quirky little, funky little, quirky little thing to say about it?

            Man Um. No? No funky little – my name is Adam.

            She looks at him, disappointed. He produces what’s left of his brave smiles. 

            Woman (perplexed now) Why are you smiling now? This is going quite badly.

            Man (lightly) You can’t say that

            Woman Are you – ?

            She peers at him, trying to put the jigsaw together. 

            Oh you’re. Ohhhhhh. You’re being very kind to me. Aren’t you.

            A flat beat. 

            Man But that’s. That’s a good thing. No?

            Woman Sure. Nice kind boy. Sitting there. Trying not to die.

            He is not smiling any more. She looks at the table –

            (Faux bright.) It’s okay of course. Emma said If He Doesn’t Like You As You Are Then You Don’t Want Him Anyway.

            – Emma’s got a boyfriend who cooks and picks her up from everything. He’s called Fabien. If that’s relevant. It is relevant.

            She goes for her drink, changes her mind –  

            Aw no.

            She suddenly balls her fists into her eyes, places her fists on the table. 

            Man What’s – happening right now?

            Woman (head on the table) Not much evidently.

            A beat. She picks up her drink and manoeuvres herself as little as possible so she is able to drink from it. Puts it back. 

            We should have gone dancing

            Man (clutching at straws) Oh! Do you like? that?

            Woman (head on the table) No. Not at all.

            Man Oh

            Woman I don’t know why I said that

            I think I’d probably die if you saw me put my hands in the air.

            A pause. 

            Man (very nice) Okay. Um. Hey.

            Woman (tiny) oh. the Hey.

            Man We’ve sort of. Got off to an odd start.

            A beat. 

            It’s my fault. I’m just really tired. Like I was only thinking one drink anyway and

            A beat. She says nothing. He ploughs on, hope she will rescue him. 

            But this has been great and.

            He waits for something. It doesn’t come.

            It’s been great to meet you and.

            A beat. She suddenly sits up. Says nothing. 

            I’m thinking, maybe we should just.

            He says nothing for a beat. Hoping she’ll save him. She doesn’t. 

            Sorry if I’m being a bit.

            A beat. 

            Like um.

            She cocks her head. 

            Nothing’s Bad. No one’s done anything Bad.

            She just stares at him. Waiting for more. He laughs a little, maybe. Stops. 

            I’m just – y’know

            Woman Really busy?

            Man What?

            Woman Right now are you really busy?

            Man that’s not what I

            Woman Have you got mental health stuff then?

            Man Uh. That’s not cool –  

            Woman Oh right so have you got that then?

            Man No?

            During the next he can’t help but laugh a little in recognition – 

            Woman Oh. So are you moving to Berlin soon? And are you maybe starting counsellor training? Oh are you – a monk? Getting your monk on? Or are you like um like um just like um not looking for anything serious unless I’m ‘like um’ hot enough for serious?

            Man I’ve just got a lot on.

            Woman Ah yes. The infamous Lot. That is On.

            Man What? I’ve got – (Shaking his head.) I’ve got a lot on.

            She looks at him quite calmly. 

            Woman You’re lying to me.

            He grimaces a little. It is outrageous to point this out. 

            Why don’t you just say it. Say the thing. Not the thing in front of the thing.

            Man It’s nothing to do with you. You’re great.

            Woman Horrid. Did no one teach you that lying is bad?

            Man I’m not!

            Woman You can say it you know.

            We did know the risks tonight. We really ought to have stayed home and got an early night. But we didn’t. We came out in our nicest tops, didn’t we, we came out fightin.

            So say it.

            Man Ahhhhwhat do you want me to say man?

            Woman Man? Lord.

            Man (oh come on)

            Woman Well you know what I want you to say but that’s unfathomable. That exists in another realm where I don’t get fucked lamely and then told I’m fun looking. No. I ask you to tell the truth. In this realm. Around this table. Here. Please. Don’t do me the indignity. Of not liking me. And then. Just lying to me.

            A beat. 

            Man No.

            Woman No?

            Man No! I refuse! I refuse.

            Woman Why?

            A beat. He’s folded his arms. 
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