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  Foreword




  Otherland is a play almost a decade in the making, although in some ways I’ve spent a lifetime building up to it. As Harry says: ‘I have been searching for you, friends, long before I had any conception of where to look.’ I’m at an extremely privileged point in my career right now where more often than not people approach me with projects – a potential adaptation, a specific brief, an exciting collaboration – but in this instance, it all started with me. That’s not to mistake anything here as autobiography – this is categorically a work of fiction – but it’s still the most personal thing I’ve ever written. During the rehearsal process we’ve talked a lot about theatrical honesty, and an honest play requires an honest introduction.




  When I first came out as trans, there was a (mostly well-meaning) presumption that this would have an immediate impact on my work – having embarked on such a zeitgeisty and dramatically rich personal transformation, why would I even bother writing about anything else? I instinctively resisted this – I was still the same person, the same writer, interested in the same things, and more to the point, painfully aware that artists can so easily get pigeonholed on the basis of their identities. This wasn’t the only reason for my reluctance – more than anything else, I was scared. Time and time again I’d seen how any trans person – particularly any trans woman – with even the smallest amount of public recognition was immediately monstered, ridiculed or harassed the moment they opened their mouths. Living as a trans woman was frightening enough – bringing that into my work just felt like asking for trouble.




  Being honest though, I had changed – to pretend I hadn’t would be absurd. My experience of the world and my own precarious position within it was shifting, I was actively unlearning decades of assumptions and privileges, and yes, perhaps for the first time my lived experience contained something worth writing about. Furthermore, not writing or openly talking about this aspect of my identity was becoming its own frustration, not entirely dissimilar to the frustration I’d felt for all those years before I came out. Despite all this, I was still very wary of writing my Big Trans Play™, even if there were a number of theatres interested in commissioning it. I set myself some loose ground rules: it had to be about more than just trans identity, it had to be theatrically expansive and full of ideas, it couldn’t be simple, it couldn’t be easily dismissed as navel-gazing life writing, it had to be as good as I had the capacity to make it. I challenged myself to be honest, to press on my bruises where I had to, to write with a vulnerability I probably never had before. Of course it had to have joy and gags and life in it too – it needed to be a roller-coaster, not a slog.




  I like to describe theatre as a machine for empathy – there is, in my opinion, no better medium for making people care about things. We gather in the dark to watch people who are like us but also not like us play out a story, we see a window into a different world, we imagine a different point of view. For this reason, I also knew this couldn’t be an angry or a hectoring play, full of resentments and accusations. Instead, I hope it can be taken as a plea for understanding. It is a play about womanhood in all its myriad forms, and all the unspoken rules, unfair restrictions and unreasonable demands that come with it. Through Jo and Harry, we meet two women who are trying to rediscover themselves after a lifetime spent following other people’s instructions. Neither of them are perfect, but they’re doing their best. Their stories are worth telling.




  Of course, a play a decade in the making doesn’t get anywhere without countless kind souls shepherding it on its way. I’m hugely grateful to Ann Yee for bringing it so gloriously to life, along with Jen, Fly, Milla, Anna, Pete, Amy, Heidi, Danièle and Grace, our unbeatable stage management, technical and production teams; our extraordinary cast: Fizz, Jade, Amanda, Jackie, Beth, Danielle, Serena and Laura (and superstar stand-in Eleanor Sutton); everyone at the Almeida, from Rupert and Steph down; every actor who took part in a workshop along the way; Guy Jones, who I first developed the idea with, and Clare Slater, who picked up that torch; the wonderful team at Nick Hern Books; and my ever-patient agents Matt and Alex at Berlin. I also need to thank Roni, my wonderful partner, and my always supportive family. It’s very important to get into print that my own mother is nothing like Elaine.




  When I was last at the Almeida, it was the winter of 2020 and we were (very cautiously) just starting to pick ourselves up again after a year of chaos. Yes, admittedly, the production in question (Nine Lessons and Carols: Stories for a Long Winter) was closed the day after we opened as London entered another tier of lockdown, but it remains one of my happiest theatre-making experiences. The joy and gratitude we all felt simply to be back in a room making work will always stick with me. There is no place I’d rather open Otherland than here, and I’m endlessly thankful that they were bold enough to programme it. This is a play I needed to write – I can only hope it finds the people who need to see it.




  Chris Bush


  February 2025
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  Written for an all-female cast. HARRY must be played by a trans woman. She is only ever represented as a woman. The broader casting should always aim to present as diverse a picture of womanhood as possible.




  

    

  




  




  Suggested Doubling for Eight Actors




  1. JO




  2. HARRY




  3. GABBY




  4. ELAINE, HERA, WAITRESS




  5. CHORUS 1, EVE, RECEPTIONIST, JEN, ASH, CAPTAIN




  6. CHORUS 2, LILY, WOMAN, CLERK, TEENAGER, BOSUN




  7. CHORUS 3, RUTH, TESSA, TATTOOIST, GAYLE, MAN, DOCTOR 3, PROFESSOR, DOCUMENTARIAN




  8. CHORUS 4, LEIGH, DOCTOR 1 and 2, MOIRA, ASSISTANT, MAYA, BETH, TECHNICIAN




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




  

    

  




  




  ACT ONE




  1.




  HARRY and JO are getting married. They are extraordinarily happy. Music plays as JO walks down the aisle, something akin to Pachelbel’s Canon. All their friends are there. They speak to us as CHORUS.




  CHORUS 2. This is Jo




  CHORUS 1. And this is Harry




  CHORUS 3. And they are in love.




  CHORUS 4. They are beautiful.




  CHORUS 3. They are unbearable.




  CHORUS 1. They are the best of us. Hashtag-couples-goals.




  CHORUS 2. Their love is a blinding, brilliant, beautiful thing.




  CHORUS 4. And it is a privilege to witness.




  The music moves rapidly through various different forms: a romantic first dance, a wild ceilidh, a late-night disco. Full of energy and excitement and love. HARRY and JO could take on the world right now. Then another shift – something stranger, ominous, foreboding:




  CHORUS.




  YOU ARE MY ANCHOR




  WEIGH ME DOWN




  YOU ARE MY ANCHOR




  WEIGH ME DOWN




  DON’T LET ME DRIFT AWAY




  DRIFT AWAY, DRIFT AWAY




  HOLD ME TIGHT




  HOLD ME TOO TIGHTLY




  Then as abruptly as it started, the moment ends. We return to the uplift and ecstasy of the wedding disco, as the GUESTS head off into the night. Sharply into –




  2.




  Years later. JO and HARRY are amidst boxes. JO holds a piece of crockery.




  JO. I think that’s everything from the kitchen.




  HARRY. Right.




  JO. We have so much shit. When did that happen?




  HARRY. It just happens, doesn’t it? You accumulate shit.




  JO. You accumulate. You hoard. (Holding up the crockery.) This is the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.




  HARRY. Be nice. My sister gave us that.




  JO. Really? (Trying hard to make HARRY laugh.) What a stone-cold bitch.




  HARRY smiles.




  What happened to the big red one? Wasn’t there like a big red one – big, rectangular, for… like for lasagne and things?




  HARRY. I’ve not seen anything like that.




  JO. Yeah, but have you just done man-looking? (Beat.) Sorry.




  HARRY. That’s –




  JO. I’m sorry.




  HARRY. It’s okay. Um. I’ll, uh, if anything like that turns up –




  JO (putting the crockery down). Don’t worry about it.




  HARRY. Any stuff you want –




  JO. I don’t. (Beat.) I really don’t. Stuff is… oppressive. I don’t even think I want internet in my new place.




  HARRY. What?




  JO. I mean it – I just want my CDs, that’s all. (Beat.) Have you gone through yours yet? We could do it now? We don’t have to, but I would like to get it done, and I don’t want to take stuff that’s yours – anything you think is yours –




  HARRY. Yeah.




  JO. And I know you say you don’t mind, you say ‘take anything’ now, but –




  HARRY. Yeah, we can look at CDs. Sure.




  JO. I’m not enjoying this either.




  HARRY. I know.




  JO. I’m not trying to upset you.




  HARRY. I know.




  JO. I love you. (Beat.) Harry? I do. I still –




  HARRY. Then what are we doing here? Because if that’s true –




  JO. Don’t –




  HARRY. No one’s making us do this.




  JO. We can finish up another time. You can go through CDs by yourself, when you’re less upset.




  HARRY. Just –




  JO. But you do have to do it. You have to accept that this is happening. You have to respect me when I –




  HARRY. What if we just pressed pause? What if we… we… took the pressure off, put everything in storage, bought some breathing space to –




  JO. Harry –




  HARRY. To… to re-evaluate, re-acclimatise –
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