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            Premiere Production

         

         Black Hole Sign was first performed at the Tron Theatre, Glasgow, on 19 September 2025, and at the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh, on 8 October 2025. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Crea  Helen Logan

         Ani / ‘Mary’  Dani Heron

         Lina / Isla / ‘Gloria’  Betty Valencia

         Billy / Mr Turnbull / Mr Ivan Hopper  Martin Docherty

         Mr Iain Hopper  Beruce Khan

         Tersia / NMC Panel Chair  Ann Louise Ross

         
             

         

         Director  Gareth Nicholls

         Set & Costume Designer  Anna Orton

         Composer & Sound Designer  Michael John McCarthy

         Lighting Designer  Lizzie Powell

         Movement Director  Emily Jane Boyle

         
             

         

         Black Hole Sign was commissioned by the Traverse Theatre and co-produced by the Tron Theatre Company and Traverse Theatre in association with the National Theatre of Scotland. vii
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            This play is dedicated to all nurses,

especially my auntie Susheelaix
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         I am indebted to the nurses I have interviewed in the process of writing this play, and to all the actors and nurses who contributed invaluable feedback during the development process. I would first like to extend my gratitude to Nicholls, Jemima Levick, Giles Smart, and Martin Robinson. Also: Tom Alexander, Ella Appleton, Maureen Boyd, Lee Byrne, Daniel Donnelly, Matt Green, Mazz Hamidi, Debbie Hannan, Rose Hilton, Ese Ighorae, Rosie Kellagher, Paul Laverty, Emily Ling-Williams, Eilidh Loan, Jane MacDonald, Jack MacGregor, Anna Russell Martin, Jim Martin, Jonathan Mesh, Anne McCluskey, Michael John McCarthy, Johnny McKnight, Lynn Nottage, Adura Onashile, Michael John O’Neill, Anna Orton, Silas Parry, Gabe Quigley, Shibani Sathiananthan, Louise Stevens, Joanne Thompson, and Jonathan Watson. To all the hospital staff I currently and have previously worked with, as well as the Tron Theatre, the Traverse Theatre, Faber & Faber, the National Theatre of Scotland, the Scottish Society of Playwrights and Playwrights’ Studio Scotland. xi
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            The Sibyl with frenzied mouth uttering things not to be laughed at, unadorned and unperfumed, yet reaches to a thousand years with her voice by the aid of God.

            Heraclitus 

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Antigone is right, but Creon is not wrong.

            Albert Camus 
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xiv
            Characters

         

         
            staff 

            Crea

Senior Charge Nurse (SCN), fifties

            Ani

staff nurse, thirties

            Lina

student nurse, early twenties

            Billy 

porter, early sixties

            
                

            

            patients 

            Mr Iain Hopper

intracerebral haemorrhage (palliative), forties

            Tersia

delirium secondary to UTI, late seventies

            Isla 

extensive bruising and knee and elbow fractures from reported fall, late teens

            Turnbull 

foreign object to gluteus maximus, early sixties

            
                

            

            other parts 

            Mr Ivan Hopper, NMC Panel Chair,

‘Mary’, ‘Sindhu’, ‘Young Crea’ 
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            Doubling

         

         
            The configuration below works for an ensemble of six actors:

            The actor playing the role of Lina

may also play Isla and ‘Sindhu’.

            The actor playing the role of Ani

may also play ‘Mary’.

            The actor playing Billy

may also play Turnbull and Mr Ivan Hopper.

            The actor playing Tersia

may also play NMC Panel Chair.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Time and Place

         

         
            Black Hole Sign is set across three generations of nurses over one winter’s nightshift.

            Pod B is one of four ‘major’ bases in the A&E or Acute Medical Receiving Unit of a busy regional NHS hospital. There is limited flow through the unit due to bed-waits, and Pod B is predominantly being managed by nursing staff.

            Two narratives move forward in linear time. The main action of the play is composed of the events of the nightshift of the 21st of December. The secondary action, taking place one year later, is a Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) Hearing, concerning the Fitness to Practice of Senior Charge Nurse Crea.
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            BLACK HOLE SIGN
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            Notes

         

         Casting should reflect the diversity of the NHS as an institution.

         
             

         

         In the original production, Apparition ‘Sindhu’ was renamed ‘Gloria’ to reflect the actor’s background.

         
             

         

         The ‘hole’ of the collapsed roof is real; however, it is seen by the audience from Mr Hopper’s perspective. Through his deterioration it becomes all-encompassing. This starts as a leak in Act One. It is a full-sized hole by the time Hopper loses consciousness in Act Two. By the death at the end of Act Three, there is perhaps no ceiling, just night sky. (See Martha Rosler, ‘Cosmic Kitchen II’ from the series House Beautiful: The Colonies, 1966–1972.)

         
             

         

         A billowing curtain haunts Hopper. The motion of the curtain is only sensed by the characters facing their own mortality, though their reactions to it differ. Hopper feels terror; Tersia views it sensuously; Isla is consumed by it.

         
             

         

         There are four patients featured in the play. However, as Nurse Ani states in handover, she is overseeing the care of fourteen patients in Pod B, on top of her admissions in Act Four. This should always feel clear to the audience, be it through action or sound design.
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               Act One

            

         

         
            
               1.1a

            

         

         21st of December. Nightshift. Eight p.m.

         Pod B is one of four ‘major’ bases in the A&E or Acute Medical Receiving Unit of a busy regional NHS hospital. The area consists of a few cubicles with disposable curtains, some plastic chairs and wheeled stretchers. There is also a linens cupboard, a drugs cupboard and a staff base with a swivel chair. 

         In the darkness, as the lights slowly come up, we see the figure of Isla, using her crutches to slowly cross the floor. She sings. Her voice is delicate and haunted. A draught ripples through the curtains as she passes. 

         As the lights begin to rise, we hear: Drip, drip, drip. There is a drip in the ceiling overhead. 

         Senior Charge Nurse (SCN) Crea enters. She is on her pre-nightshift walk around and is clutching a clipboard. She spots the drip in the ceiling. She dials a number on the hand-held unit phone and walks off. We hear the unit phone:

         
            Unit Phone Your call is important to us. You are number seventy-seven in the queue.

            Lights come up on Staff Nurse Ani entering. She’s nervous.

         

         
            
               1.1b

            

         

         Ani takes a deep breath and draws back a cubicle curtain.

         
            Ani Mr Hopper?

            Mr Ivan Hopper Yes?

            Ani I’m afraid the news isn’t good.

            Mr Ivan Hopper It isn’t? 4

            Ani Would you like to sit down?

            Mr Ivan Hopper sits. Stands. Sits.

            I’ve brought you a glass of water. The doctor has been caught up. But she’s asked if I could prepare you for what is to come.

            Mr Ivan Hopper What do you mean? What is … to come?

            Ani The doctor is on her way. She will discuss the results of your scan in more detail. She just wanted me to lay the groundwork.

            Mr Ivan Hopper What exactly are you telling me?

            Ani Um. I’m not qualified to –

            Mr Ivan Hopper Just tell me what you know.

            Ani (hesitates) They’ve seen something on your CT scan. A shadow.

            Mr Ivan Hopper A shadow.

            Ani Your scan shows an imaging marker called a Black Hole Sign. It’s a bleed in your brain – a haemorrhage.

            Mr Ivan Hopper A Black Hole?

            Ani It predicts that the bleed is likely to expand. Spontaneously.

            Mr Ivan Hopper Spontaneously?

            Ani Yes.

            Mr Ivan Hopper Just like that.

            Ani Yes.

            Mr Ivan Hopper How long do I have?

            Ani She said it was difficult to tell. But. Given your symptoms.

            Mr Ivan Hopper What does that mean? 5

            Ani I’m not qualified to speculate. The doctor will be down any minute. She just wanted me to prepare you for the conversation to come. Is there anyone I can call for you in the meantime?

            Mr Ivan Hopper There’s the obvious person that you should call, but I’ve just realised I … I don’t even like them.

            Ani Well. Um. Is there anyone else?

            Mr Ivan Hopper There are people that I love dearly. Yes. But I don’t speak to them. The reasons for that suddenly seem petty.

            Beat.

            What scan?

            Ani Oh I was referring to the CT scan you had an hour ago.

            Mr Ivan Hopper I haven’t had a scan since I broke my arm when I was a wee boy.

            Ani Mr Hopper can you confirm your name and date of birth for me please?

            Mr Ivan Hopper Ivan Hopper, 12th of July 1972. I came in here with –

            Ani A tummy bug. Flip.

            It’s the wrong Mr Hopper. 

            Beat.

            I’m afraid there’s been a bit of a mix-up.

            Entirely my fault.

            Mr Ivan Hopper Wait. Am I not. Am I going to die?

            Ani Not imminently. Not from a sore tummy.

            Removes a box of tablets from her pocket.

            If you follow the instruction on the label, your symptoms should clear up within a week. 6

            Mr Ivan Hopper It’s a lot to take in. I’m not going to – ?

            Ani I’m sorry. I imagine you’ll want to make a complaint. I’ll get you the relevant paperwork.

            Mr Ivan Hopper No. You don’t understand.

            Beat.

            I think you’ve cured me.

            Mr Ivan Hopper walks out – a new man.

            Ani Wait! Don’t forget your medication!!

            Ani sighs. She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a can of energy drink. She necks it in one.

         

         
            
               1.1c

            

         

         Ani draws back the curtain to the next cubicle. 

         Mr Iain Hopper stands in front of her. 

         A spark of connection. The way that two strangers can instantly fall into rhythm.

         
            Mr Hopper Hi.

            Ani Hi.

            Ani Are you Mr Iain Hopper?

            Mr Hopper Yes.

            Ani Can you confirm your name and date of birth for me please?

            Mr Hopper Iain Hopper, 20th of December 1973.

            Ani Would you like to sit down?

            Mr Hopper I saw you downing that energy drink. You might need a seat more than I do.

            Ani I’m all revved up. Raring to go. 7

            She pauses. Motions to the chair.

            Um. Please.

            Mr Hopper sits down. 

            The first gentle undulation of the billowing curtain. Mr Hopper shudders.

            Mr Hopper What’s this about?

            Ani Mr Hopper, I’m afraid the news isn’t good.

         

         
            
               1.2

            

         

         Drip, drip, drip. 

         The ceiling has worsened. 

         Crea pulls a chair over and climbs on top of it to inspect the hole. 

         Light shines down on Crea. A shift.

         
            
               NMC Panel Hearing: Section One

            

         

         Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) Hearing. The linens cupboard transforms into a boardroom, from where the NMC Panel Chair speaks into a microphone. Crea remains in the world of the play while addressing the NMC Panel Chair.

         
            NMC Panel Chair This is a Nursing and Midwifery Council Hearing with regards to your Fitness to Practice.

            Crea I have been haunted by the events of the night of the 21st of December since their occurrence and have been waiting for this moment ever since.

            NMC Panel Chair If you could confirm your name, role and registration number please.

            Crea Crea Harrower. Senior Charge Nurse. Registration Number S05324X. 8

            NMC Panel Chair The charge is Misconduct, leading to an untimely and avoidable death. Is that your understanding, Ms Harrower?

            Crea Yes. It is.

            NMC Panel Chair Let’s begin.

            Crea Wait. Before we start, I would like the panel to note that I assume sole responsibility for the untimely and avoidable death that occurred on that nightshift.

            The events of that night cycle through my mind over and over again.

            We fade back into the unit: 

            Crea is on a chair inspecting the ceiling. 

            She gently taps a bit of the surrounding area to assess its structural integrity. 

            A small chunk of ceiling falls on her.

            Bugger.

            Billy, the head porter in his early sixties, enters. He’s pushing Tersia in her wheelchair, returning her to A&E from the CT department.

            Billy Crea!

            At the sound of Billy’s voice, Crea immediately dusts herself off.

            Crea Billy. Hi.

            Billy parks Tersia’s wheelchair near to Crea. 

            Tersia looks up and is struck by the hole in the ceiling. She is acutely delirious because of a raging urinary tract infection (UTI) and has had a fall at home. 

            Tersia is older in age, glamorous and casually prophetic.

            Tersia And so it begins.

            Billy You’ve got a hole in your ceiling. 9

            Crea I’m on hold with an external contractor. The out-of-hours service doesn’t seem to function out-of-hours.

            Crea checks the phone.

            Unit Phone Your call is important to us. You are number seventy-six in the queue.

            Billy (looking up at the hole) It’s a shame it’s been outsourced. The Estates Department would have fixed that for you on site.

            Tersia (to herself) It all comes falling down.

            Billy Oh. Um. This is Tersia. We’ve just come back from CT.

            Crea Cheers, I can take her round from here, Billy.

            Tersia (to herself) And then the endless darkness.

            Crea Oh, it’s nothing to worry about, Tersia. Just a wee draught. We’ll get it sorted.

            Tersia (Or so she thinks.)

            Billy I didn’t realise you were in tonight.

            Crea I had a Band Six call in sick. I needed someone to fill the gap. Night five.

            Billy Five nights in a row. You look –

            Stops himself, aware of Crea’s gaze.

            You know you really wouldn’t know it from looking at you.

            Crea tucks a strand of hair behind her ear.

            Tersia (having caught this ‘preening’) Christ almighty.

            Crea I’ve just done a risk assessment. There are currently ninety-six patients in the department. Closing this Pod will have a knock-on effect, likely causing more harm than keeping it open. Assuming the hole is … stable.

            Crea scrutinises the hole. 10What do you think …?

            Billy I’m a porter, Crea, not a bloody structural engineer.

            Beat.

            I’ll get one of the boys to pop up on the roof and take a look.

            Crea Cheers, Billy. That’d be a help.
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