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Introduction





Name the asshole who first invented mirrors.


I’m not actually posing that question, as I could quickly find out on my own by using my handy Google button or whipping over to Wikipedia, but I haven’t bottomed out that far as a writer (or a human being) quite yet. I still like to look things up for myself occasionally, even cracking open an old leather-bound edition of encyclopedias from time to time to get a piece of information. I know somebody invented mirrors – they exist, after all; no doubt some one’s ancestors are taking credit for the discovery – but I’m asking in a more general way, a sort of ‘Why did they bother?’ Do we really need to see ourselves that clearly? Or at all? We see others for who they are – physic ally, at least – and yet we never actually see ourselves outright, always catching a glance in a window’s reflection or in the glimmer off a lake’s placid surface. But we want more. We want to know what we really look like, what people really think of us; if we’re pretty enough, good enough, the best. We are creatures of desire – we want all the time. It’s endless, how much we crave things – compliments and cars and lotto tickets (because if we win we’ll have a lot of money, and then we can get more stuff) – and so we work and spend time away from our loved ones, always telling ourselves that this is the way of the world and everybody does it and my kids want it, and so life slips away. You attend your school of choice (if you’re lucky), and you get your job of choice (if you’re lucky), and you slave away at it until it’s time to retire and somebody else takes your desk two days after you leave, and you go to Florida a few times, and then you’re done. Gone. What will you leave behind, dear reader? Something, I hope.


Every so often I think that all that’ll remain when I’ve left this place is two great kids and six inches of library space taken up by my published works. There is a lovely line in A. S. Byatt’s novel Possession that sums it up very well: ‘To a dusty shelf we aspire.’ We writers stare into a variety of mirrors, studying the faces of people we don’t yet know as we make them up, working to create a series of believable psychological profiles for a bunch of folks who don’t really exist. I prefer it to life most of the time, as it’s much safer and a whole lot easier. These ‘people’ all seem to be the same as us, unfortunately – my flaws become theirs and their wants and loves grow out of my own, and suddenly I’m surrounded by the same miserable, lovely, lonely, sad, terrific people that I was escaping from in the first place. And all these characters stare in their own mirrors and wonder if they too are good and pretty and smart and liked. Or at least good and pretty and smart and liked enough. Am I just pretty enough? Enough to get by and not be laughed at, and to meet someone and be happy? All because we can’t be sure, having never really seen ourselves. Those damn mirrors are of absolutely no use to us, in the end. They tell us exactly what we wish to hear – everything, in fact, but the truth. What is it to be ‘pretty’? It’s not beautiful, and it’s certainly not ugly. Why do we care about it so much? Why do we get so caught up in what other people think? Probably for the same reasons we use Google and laugh along when somebody tells a joke that we don’t get and continue to go into debt but keep these stupid smiles plastered on our faces. Because we’re deathly afraid of being singled out for being anything but normal. We go to high school for three or four years, but it colours our entire lives – we continue to live some version of its schedules and cliques for the rest of our natural days. In school we were all desperate to fit in and yet desperate to stand out; the rest of life is merely a variation of all that. It’s a deadly game of push-pull.


If I could be anything but a writer – and I can’t, I’ve tried – I would be a braver person. One who just doesn’t give two shits about what other people say or think or feel; I don’t think that would make me callous or uncaring or stuck-up (to utilise a wonderfully high-schoolish word). I think it would simply make me hold my head up a little higher, look people in the eye for a bit longer, make my smile a little broader (and any picture of me will attest that smiling is not my strong suit). I hope this play makes a case for being yourself and standing up for what you believe in. For being brave. For making choices that are hard and adult and not easy. For going out and being a part of the world instead of a mere observer. I’ve written about a lot of men who are really little boys at heart, but Greg, the protagonist in this play, just might be one of the few adults I’ve ever tackled. The play talks a bit about our country’s (and, by extension, the world’s) obsession with physical beauty, but it’s really the first coming-of-age story I’ve writ ten. A boy grows up and becomes a man. I suppose every writer has one of those stories to tell, and this one is mine. It also concerns a very blue-collar side of the work population, like the friends and family I grew up with. I know what a dead-end job is like. I know exactly what it’s like to be eating your lunch at 3:00 a.m. and feeling like life as you know it is now officially over. I have a profound respect for work and workers and communities who live from pay cheque to pay cheque. The worst day I’ve had writing is better than the best day I ever had working in a factory, and the people who do it, year after year, because that’s life, and food and rent and child support must be paid, have all my respect. Writing is easy. Life is hard. It’s more than hard – it’s a bitch (as many bumper stickers are happy to point out for us). I suppose that’s why I like the person who spends more time working than on Facebook, the person who gets out there and lives his life rather than blogging about it or staring in the mirror wondering about anything so damn inconsequential as looks or hair or yesterday. The future is now. It’s time to grow up and be strong. Tomorrow may well be too late.




 





Neil LaBute, 2008



















Looking Forward to the Past





Even as you read this life has moved on. And again. And yet again.


We’re so busy living for the future that we rarely appreciate today until it becomes the past. Not exactly ground-breaking philosophy, I know, but at least it’s kind of true. So many things in my life have happened without me fully appreciating them (or worse, letting others know I’ve appreciated them) and then, to add insult to injury, the moment is gone. In the past. Vanished.


It’s the same with my work. I often find myself looking forward to that next film or theatrical production even while something else is up and playing to audiences – it’s such a human thing (or at least an American thing) always to be reaching for what’s next, what’s new, what’s ahead. If you’re not careful, it’s very easy to get caught up in that movement and to undervalue all that you’ve already been given or done or had.


A moment like this one – a play getting another production at a wonderful venue – is a pretty good reason to stop and smell the proverbial roses. I’ve had this chance before and with the same director, Michael Attenborough, to rethink a play of mine and to polish all the bits that needed attending to. I was very happy with Reasons to Be Pretty when it arrived off-Broadway and even in its Broad way incarnation (although I’m excited to be restoring the original ‘A moment with …’ monologues to the play, as I feel that they contribute to the thematic debate if not the plot itself). We have also cut and pasted and even added a few new things, including allowing Carly to be preg nant throughout the play rather than us finding out this news deep in the second act.


Mike has given me lots of food for thought as did my original director, Terry Kinney, before him and it’s made me a better writer. I don’t like getting pushed around and bullied – that happened enough to me when I was a kid – but sometimes it helps an artist to hear ‘no’ and ‘not good enough’ a few times. It wakes you up and makes you dig in a bit, or at least it does me. The quartet of great actors at the Almeida asked hard questions just like their American counterparts did and the play is that much better now as a result – I love how theatre, while ephemeral, is a living thing and a play can continue to grow through each incarnation. I’m not doing this to create a bunch of museum exhibits – if I’m successful at all it’s because I keep trying to grab the audience by their collective lapels (it’s much harder if they are wearing T-shirts) and give them fresh new voices and characters and situations to deal with.


While the play itself is deeply American in its lingo and people, I hope that there is a universal message buried in the laughs and anger and heartbreak. I always seem to be able to count on English audiences to tell me when I hit on the truth or if I’m just scribbling down a bunch of bullshit. The English are great at spotting bullshit (well, with the possible exception of Neville Chamberlain).


And if I do end up just writing bullshit, then I’m going to make sure that it’s the most progressive, provocative bull shit it can be.


And that’s a promise, my friends.




 





Neil LaBute, 2011
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REASONS TO BE PRETTY






















Act One





SCENE ONE


Lights burst on.


At home. Two people in their bedroom, already deep in the middle of it. A nice little fight. Wham!




Greg … No, no, no, no, no, uh-uh, no!


Steph Yes!


Greg No, that’s not it! / I didn’t say that!


Steph Don’t lie, you fucker! / Yes, you did!


Greg Steph …


Steph No, don’t, do not ‘Steph’ me right now!


Greg … Come on, Stephanie …


Steph Don’t do that, you prick! Don’t play the ‘Stephanie’ game, do not do it!!


Greg But I didn’t say anything, I’m telling you the truth here! And I definitely didn’t use that word, so … that’s …


Steph Bullshit!


Greg I didn’t! I would never say that about you, ever, and I’m not gonna be …


Steph Bullshit!! / BULLSHIT! Fucker …


Greg I did not, I don’t care what she said to you … / I didn’t say ‘ugly’! No. I’m …


Steph She was in the other room, you bastard! In the next room, OK, so don’t try and Lance Armstrong your way outta this one! 


Greg I’m not! / I barely mentioned you, that’s all. In a nice way. It wasn’t, like, some big …


Steph Back-pedalling like some … / Fuck you.


Greg Look, God, I just wanna go to … bed …


Steph … I don’t care what you wanna do. Dick.


Greg OK, would you stop, please? / Steph …


Steph I’m not gonna stop, no, for what? Huh?! What for? / For you? Fuck that.


Greg No, because I’m, so I can explain the …


Steph You don’t need to, I’ve already heard all the explanations I wanna hear and I don’t believe you. You get that? / I-do-not-ever-believe-the-shit-that-comes-out-of-your-mouth. Ever.


Greg Yes. / Yeah, well, that’s fucked. OK?


Steph No, you’re fucked, that’s what’s fucked here, mister, you are … you are fucked. Big time.


Greg This is just stupid, so I’m not gonna …


Steph Don’t do it! Do not walk out of here when we’re fighting or I swear to God I’ll … I will murder your fish when you’re gone. I’ll flush them or I’ll, I’ll do whatever it takes but I will hurt you and you will not like it! That’s what I’ll do so you’d better just stay right there – no, I don’t want you to come over and hold me, God no – but you better stay around and argue this shit out or I’m gonna … wreck your life a little bit. Swear I fucking will – I don’t care if I’m late going in or not. So.


They both stop for a moment, letting this sink in. Steph angrily piles her hair into a makeshift bun-type thing.


Greg Man, this is … You’re talking nuts now. / Seriously.


Steph Don’t say that, either. / I mean, boy, if you’re looking for things to get shitty, then OK, but otherwise I wouldn’t say a thing like that, not anything about being psycho or that sorta junk. / Uh-uh. No.


Greg Stephanie, listen … / Please …


Steph Fuck ‘please’. Please is shit. Please is like something you crap out in your pants and are too embarrassed to clean up … I’m not gonna even listen to ‘please’. No.


Greg OK, then, I don’t know what to say to you about this … because …


Steph The truth. I might be willing to overlook your general fuckheadedness if I felt as if the truth might be on its way at some point here …


Greg I’m telling you the … whole …


Steph Don’t say it if it’s not because I will know and you know that I’ll know. You’ll know it and I will pounce on you like I was death itself if you’re lying to me … Seriously. Like fucking death.


Greg Ya know, you swear a lot when you’re mad.


Steph Fuck. You. / Cocksucker.


Greg See? / I’m just saying …


Steph And I’m saying ‘fuck you’. If that’s all you can do right now, try and dilute the issue at hand by sidetracking us … / Or getting us all turned around by …


Greg … I’m just pointing it out … / I’m not, I swear I’m not, but you’re being all …


Steph … Or, or trying to make me smile or any of that shit that you usually do, then ‘fuck you’ is what I have to say! To you.


Greg … Fine then.


Steph Yeah, fine.


Greg OK.


Steph O-kay. Don’t you fucking laugh at me. (Beat.) So?


Greg What? And don’t you have to be at work?


Steph Don’t deflect me, asshole …


Greg I’m not! I’m just trying to be …


Steph What did you say that she heard and then called me about? / Hmm? What?


Greg I didn’t … / God …


Steph I’m telling you the truth about what I’ll do to you. I am.


Greg Steph …


Steph Greg …


Greg I really didn’t say anything! (Beat.) It’s not, I mean, did she say that I … ? What?


Steph You don’t remember? Hmm?


Greg No. I mean, I was talking to Kent and we were laughing about stuff, about, like, I dunno – work and how this new guy who’s a real goof has been begging us to join our baseball team so we’re joking about whatever and … that’s all. / Come on, Steph, you know how we are when we get …


Steph Yeah? / What?


Greg Just talking!! Jesus. Going on about our lives and situations and … / Nothing! It’s no big deal, anything we said, and if she is gonna call you every time I open up my mouth over at their place, then I’m never gonna go there again! Alright? I’m not …


Steph And? / Wow, bet she’ll be crushed.


Greg I’m just saying … I’m sick of her acting like a cop even when she’s off duty. She isn’t one, OK, she’s not. / She’s a – it’s basically like being a hall monitor.


Steph Fine then. / And so you’re talking …


Greg Honey, come on … don’t be all …


Steph No, tell me. Tell me what you said.


Greg I didn’t say any—


Steph About me. You said it loud enough for her to hear it, for her to repeat it to me in complete detail – verbatim, as you like to call it – so you can say it to my face …


Greg Oh … fuck …


Steph Nope, that wasn’t it. (Beat.) Go on.


Greg Stephanie, stop it …


Steph You want me to say it? How ’bout if we do it that way – I say it to you and you tell me if it’s true or not?


Greg I’m not, no … that’s stupid, so no.


Steph You sure? Maybe it’s easier that way – treat you like a pre-schooler.


Greg I don’t need anything to be easier, OK, I don’t … Look, I’m not scared of you or about anything I said because it wasn’t a big deal; we’d had a few beers and maybe we’re a bit loud out in the garage where we were talking, but I didn’t say … shit.


Steph She was in the kitchen, Greg. Door to the kitchen was open. Voices travel. They’re made up of sound, case you didn’t know …


Greg Yeah, I’m down with the basic scientific principles, Steph, thanks very much.


Steph And so she’s cooking up some ground beef for tacos on the stove and she hears you, plain as day, going on about me and there is no doubt in her mind – that’s none, no doubt of any kind – that you said exactly what she repeated to me …


Greg I see. (Beat.) Over the sound of hot meat she can hear me talking?


Steph … Awwwww, you’re so … / You asshole …


Greg I’m just asking! / Don’t I get to ask any shit here or is it just a one-sided deal we got going now?


Steph Don’t be a complete dick, alright? Don’t. I know that’s your soup of the jour but, please, just give me a little …


Greg Fine! So she can hear me talking – she’s suddenly like Wonder Woman or something and from an entire room away she hears me and what I’m saying to Kent as we’re out there banging away on his Chevelle. Is that it?


Steph You mean the Bionic Woman, not Wonder Woman – who had various powers but hearing wasn’t one of ’em – I mean, of course she could hear, she wasn’t deaf, but not in any special way. The Bionic Woman had the super hearing … smart guy …


Greg Whatever! You know what I mean …


Steph I do, yeah, that’s why I just corrected you on it. / Bionic Woman. Lindsay Wagner.


Greg Great. / Thanks.


Steph Doesn’t matter, you’re just deflecting it again … Yes, she heard you guys, clear as day. / Or a bell, or whatever …


Greg Fine. / OK, and? And?


Steph What?


Greg What’d she say? I mean, that I said?


Steph Oh, so now you want me to say it …


Greg If you need to so bad …


Steph I thought you didn’t want me to, thought you said it was stupid.


Greg That was before …


Steph ‘Before’?


Greg Yeah, before.


Steph ‘Before’ what?


Greg Before … you pissed me off.


Steph Oh. Oh, I see … (Beat.) Before I pissed you off? You’re pissed off now?! Fucker! / God, you are such a prick, Greg …


Greg And again with the mouth. / Stop!! My God, you’re like an Eddie Murphy concert or something … with all the …


Steph Fuck you, asswipe! AHHHH!!


Greg Can we not make the entire building aware of your psychotic break with reality?


Steph Fuck you, fuck you, FUCK YOU! FUCK YOU!!


Greg OK, you know what, I don’t need to stand here and take this … I don’t. Throw the fish in the toilet again, it’s not like I’m gonna be surprised – I’m not about to hang out here and get abused like this. / I’m not. (Beat.) You’ve got a real issue with your temper there, Steph …


Steph No, don’t you … / Don’t you even …


Greg I’m sorry but it’s true – you’re acting crazy now! Like a fucking nutcase!


Steph Shut up, fuckhead. / You fucker …


Greg I mean it. / You’re crazy – a goddamn loon!


Steph Tell me what you said. / TELL ME, I just want you to say it and then I’ll stop!


Greg No … / No, you’re … What is up with you?!


Steph Say it! / SAY IT!!


Greg It’s not … / I didn’t say … How did this happen, why are you such a freak? I mean, this is like a serious personality glitch you’ve got there …
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