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Characters


PETER GREATOREX, Conservative, early forties


JO LAMBERT, Liberal Democrat, late thirties


SAM HUNT, Labour, around forty


HANNAH, seventeen


Setting


The play is set in Spain, France, England and Belgium, in the spring of 2010 and the summer of 2014.


Note on the Text


A dash (–) means that a character is interrupted. A forward slash (/) means that the next character to speak starts speaking at that point.


The second half of the play concerns the future of the coalition government. This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




ACT ONE


Scene One


Friday 16 April 2010. Mid-afternoon.


The landside of the departure building at Malaga Airport in Southern Spain. There is a cacophony of announcements in Spanish, with the occasional burst of English, confirming that all flights to all Central and Northern European destinations are cancelled, advising passengers to contact their airlines and not to leave their luggage unattended.


JO, wearing headphones and a bridesmaid’s outfit, is standing with her baggage trolley, with her laptop propped up on her luggage alongside a rather battered bridal bouquet, watching something on her computer. Beside her is some unaccompanied luggage without a trolley, on top of which rests a grey top hat.


PETER strides in, wearing morning dress, but with his tie loosed, his collar open and his waistcoat unbuttoned, carrying a sandwich. He is in great annoyance.


PETER. Well, it’s seven kinds of hell out there.


JO shrugs.


Displays are still announcing final calls for flights which didn’t leave five hours ago. There’s no information at information and there’s queues to join the queues. The loos are an affront to health and safety. And that’s not to mention the cafeteria, where they have run out of anything with chicken, proper ham or cheese and pickle and are only serving rolls shaped like torpedoes full of rocket and chorizo.


He waves his sandwich as JO takes off her headphones.


JO. Sorry?


PETER. I was saying they’ve run out of cheese and pickle sandwiches.


JO. You should have done what I did, and nicked a stash from breakfast. (Hunting in her hand luggage.) Do you want a croissant, or a pain au chocolat. Or – I think, yes, a piece of cake.


PETER. Cake would be nice.


She hands over a piece of cake wrapped in napkin.


Thanks very much.


JO. Don’t mention it.


PETER takes a bite.


PETER. Mm.


JO. It was thrust into my shoulder bag by the best man as we left. In lieu of – whatever best men traditionally do to bridesmaids.


PETER. Ah. And you got the bouquet.


JO. Clearly, misdirected.


PETER. Like the volcanic ash. Is there any news on British airspace?


JO. I’m watching something else.


PETER (taking out his phone and dialling). What, you’re taking in a movie?


JO. A historic moment. The first prime ministerial debate.


PETER. I thought it was last night.


JO (obvious). So I’m watching it on iPlayer.


PETER. In that case, I will try to call our airline and find out what the hell is going on.


PETER listens to the phone ring.


JO. Oh, by the way. David Cameron has met a black man in Plymouth.


PETER (on phone). Hallo, is that…? Oh, bloody hell.


JO (putting her headphones back in). And he thinks we’re not locking burglars up enough. Hold the front page.


PETER. Oh, why not. (Dictating to a voice-recognition machine.) Malaga.


JO. Ooh, and Gordon Brown cracked a joke.


PETER (on phone). Yes.


JO. ‘It’s not question time, it’s answer time.’


PETER (on phone, scrabbling for documentation). FR213.


JO. And he agrees with Nick.


PETER (on phone). Yes. What?


JO. On everything it seems.


PETER (on phone). Hallo?


JO. And, hey. Nick used my line.


PETER’s line’s gone. He ends the call. JO pulls off her headphones. During this, SAM appears with his luggage. He’s tieless, but wearing a lightweight suit.


I bet you’re all kicking yourselves now.


PETER. Oh, what about?


JO (taps the screen). Agreeing to debate.


PETER. You should conserve your battery.


JO. What about your phone?


PETER. I am using it for an urgent purpose which touches directly on both our lives.


JO. Me too. And I have an European adaptor.


PETER. There’s queues for wall sockets. Longer than the queues for the cafeteria.


JO. That’ll be because of the torpedoes.


SAM has recognised JO.


PETER. What line?


JO. I’m sorry?


PETER. You said ‘he used my line’.


JO. ‘The more they attack each other, the more they sound the same.’


SAM. And do you think that’s true?


JO. Oh, gosh.


PETER. Um…


JO. Sam.


SAM. So, what are you…?


JO. I might ask you the same question.


SAM. Well, I’m not dressed as a debutante.


JO (gesturing at the bouquet). Try and work it out.


SAM. And shouldn’t you be back at Cowley Street ironing out the kinks in your Pet Passport policy?


JO. And shouldn’t you be back in Downing Street running the country even further into the ground?


SAM. No, actually, when they call a general election –


JO. My sister’s wedding. Mijas Costa, a little way along the coast. They’d just cut the cake when we heard a rumour that French airspace was going to be reopened in an hour for an hour. And you?


SAM. A post-Copenhagen pre-Mexico climate-change briefing in Kolkata. Diverted to Tbilisi, Istanbul and here. When you say ‘we’?


JO. Uh – this is Peter.


SAM (registering PETER). Best man?


JO. Bridegroom’s cousin.


PETER. Uncle, but thank you. And when you…


SAM. A Family Connection?


JO. Merely geographical.


PETER. When you say –


SAM. Yeovil?


JO. Well, congratulations.


SAM. And everybody else?


JO. Is ‘making a weekend of it’.


PETER. When you say ‘Downing Street’?


Slight pause.


JO. Sam advises Gordon Brown.


PETER. So why were you at a climate-change event in India?


SAM. We multitask.


PETER. In the middle of a general election?


Pause.


SAM (turning to JO, changing the subject). So, apart from being your childhood chum…


JO. Sam Hunt, Peter Greatorex. Peter was a big wheel in the ’05 Conservative campaign.


SAM. Ah, the Victor Meldrew Manifesto?


PETER. That’s the one.


SAM. ‘How hard is it to clean a hospital?’


PETER. Indeed indeed.


SAM. ‘It isn’t racist to talk about immigration.’


PETER. Yes, well –


SAM. But it helps.


JO. And ‘are you thinking what we’re thinking?’


SAM. Answer ‘no’, as I remember.


JO. Since when, he became MP for –


SAM. Wiltshire South-West?


PETER. South-East.


SAM. A by-election in… ’08?


PETER. Correct.


SAM. And the Telegraph got you for flipping, right?


PETER. The Telegraph made certain unproven alleg/ations –


SAM. Floor reinforcements for a billiard room? Some construction in the garden?


PETER. A pergola. And it was pool not billiards.


SAM. And you’re confident enough to take / a weekend off…


PETER. – to take two days off to attend my nephew’s wedding. Yes.


SAM. Well, good luck. Hey, that’s the debate?


JO. Sure is.


SAM. Let me guess. Clegg killed Cameron on change.


JO. Oh, did he ever.


SAM does the ‘yesss’ gesture.


(Nodding to SAM’s laptop.) You didn’t see it?


SAM. My battery ran out at 19.20 British time.


JO. I’m afraid mine’s nearly gone as well.


SAM. Now all I need is to find a socket. Good to meet you, Peter.


PETER. Good to meet you, Sam.


SAM picking up his bags and striding off.


JO. Uh, Sam… Do you have an adaptor for your charger?


SAM. Hence being able to use my phone in India.


JO. A European adaptor.


SAM stops. JO realises SAM doesn’t really want to ask, so she finds her adaptor and holds it out to him. He puts his bags down and comes to her.


SAM. Ta.


JO. You could leave your bags. We’re unlikely to be going anywhere.


SAM. Well, ta again.


He takes the adaptor, and finds his phone and charger in his shoulder bag.


PETER. There are queues for sockets.


JO. Longer than for the cafeteria.


SAM. Well in that case… the plane didn’t load the catering.


He makes to go, has a thought, turns back.


Um… cafeteria.


JO. Yes, apparently they haven’t got…


SAM. The ATM refused my card.


PETER. Oh, that’ll be because you’re in an unexpected place.


SAM. Ain’t that the truth.


PETER. All you do is ring them up.


A moment before PETER gets the problem with this strategy. JO takes out a euro note and hands it to him.


SAM. That’s – kind. So, how are you guys planning to get home?


PETER. We exercise our right to free accommodation and go out – God willing – in the morning.


SAM. You don’t sound that desperate to get back to Wiltshire.


PETER. I am naturally keen to return to my constituency. But I am not desperate at all.


SAM. Well that’s good.


PETER. Why?


SAM. Because there’s over twenty-five thousand flights through European airspace every day, and this has been going for two days. So assuming an average of a hundred people on each flight, that’s five million people grounded by the Icelandic ash, half of whom will be trying to get home. So I am going to hire a car and drive to Calais or Boulogne and get on a ferry. It shouldn’t take me more than thirty hours. I’ll be back in London by Sunday morning.


JO. And the campaign is saved!


Slight pause. Maybe JO and PETER wonder if SAM might offer them a lift.


SAM. Exactly.


JO. Well, that’s that then.


SAM. Yeah.


As he goes, he descants on the Conservative poster campaign.


‘I’ve never voted Tory before, but this fox stew is delicious.’


PETER (still in SAM’s hearing). ‘I’ve never voted Tory before, but then I worked for Gordon Brown.’


SAM is gone. A moment.


Keen to get back home.


JO. No doubt he thinks he knows how to turn it round.


PETER. As you do, I imagine.


JO (tapping her computer). Not sure we need turning round.


PETER. So, what’s the story?


JO. What about?


PETER. Well, you.


JO. Me singular?


PETER. ‘You’ plural.


Slight pause.


Did I not detect…


JO. We were at university. He’s Union President, I but a lowly footsoldier of the revolution, but we’re on the same demos protesting for Free Palestine and picketing veal-calf exporters. We once even got arrested and spent the night banged up in the same nick. Then we meet up ten years later at a residential crime prevention conference in Bristol, which I attend as a London Borough Councillor and he as an adviser to the Minister. But then we win the council, and suddenly I’m not a nice sweet thing he spent a night in jail with but hard evidence that no Labour seat is safe. So no we didn’t and now can we change the subject please.


An announcement in Spanish.


PETER. So Clegg got us by the goolies.


JO. Well, you won’t take Winchester.


PETER. Hm.


JO. And you’ll have to keep your eye on Wells.


PETER. So you reckon you’ll retain the Iraq diaspora?


JO. The dreaded ‘multiculture metrograds’.


PETER. Our boffins called them ‘Blair Betrayeds’.


JO. Well, we’ve got enough of them to hang on to Cambridge.


SAM is coming back, with two big sandwiches, one of which he’s eating.


And how are you inroading into the ‘outwardly mobiles’?


PETER. Fine, I’d imagine. Though we like to think of them as ‘middle-England aspirational’.


SAM. So who are they?


PETER. Junior professional self-actualising homeowners with kids and above-average incomes, living in digitally equipped detached private housing in South-Eastern and mid-England.


SAM. Ah. ‘Smug subtopia.’


PETER. So have you got the car?


SAM. Not yet. But the café’s got these great chorizo sandwiches.


He realises he looks a bit greedy. He offers his second sandwich.


Do either of you…?


PETER. Absolutely not.


JO. I’m still a vegetarian.


SAM. Well, I’m going to hit the road.


JO. Bonne chance, un autre temps.


SAM. Oh, that reminds me. The thing they’ve just announced is that all Fly Rite customers needing overnight accommodation should go to their desk in arrivals, which is two floors down. I’d shift, before they get round to repeating it in English.


JO. Right.


She is making her trolley flight-worthy.


(To SAM.) Uh, ta.


PETER. Yes, thanks.


SAM. Don’t mention it.


He tosses the adaptor to JO.


JO. But won’t you need…?


SAM. This is Europe. There are public phones.


JO thinks of kissing him goodbye, thinks better of it, and heads off. A moment between SAM and PETER.


So you think it’s all sewn up?


PETER kneels, opens his suitcase, and packs his suit jacket, as –


PETER. I’m quietly confident.


SAM. You know, the civil service is war-gaming outcomes. In the event of a hung parliament.


PETER. ‘War-gaming’?


SAM. Role-play. ‘I’m Nick Clegg, you’re Gordon Brown.’


PETER. Well, are they now.


SAM. They are.


He affects to make to go.


PETER. And, um – what outcomes did they…?


SAM. Well, they looked at several possible results. And the negotiations that might follow. Minority governments, coalitions.


PETER. And…?


SAM. Well, on the basis of the manifestos, if there is a choice, the Lib Dem’d go with us.


PETER. Oh?


SAM. You don’t think so?


PETER. No, I don’t.


SAM. Why not?


PETER. Because – in the unlikely event that we are short of an overall majority – Mr Clegg has assured the electorate that he would speak first to the party which won the most votes and seats. Which means that, unless / you seriously think –


JO enters with her trolley. PETER turns to look at her.


JO. Right. Hotel Cala Chico. A pool. Meal vouchers. One night definite. The inaptly named courtesy bus efectuará in tres minutos.


JO wheels her trolley out. PETER picks up his top hat and case and makes to go.


SAM. Presumably, the key word in that sentence is ‘speak first’.
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