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‘I love this world, even in its hard places.
 

A bird too must love this world, even in its hard places.
 

 So even if the effort may come to nothing,
 

You have to do something.’
 

Mary Oliver, ‘For Example’  
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Characters
 

NOBLE, male, fifteen, can turn into a bird
 

ELLIS, male, fourteen, plays fast and loose with the uniform code
 

CLEO, female, twenty-three, a zoological field assistant for the British Antarctic Survey
 

FIONA, female, fifty-four, teaches biology in a secondary school
 

Note on the Text
 

The play is set in July. It takes place in a rural town in the UK (where it is summer), and Bird Island in the South Atlantic Ocean (where it is winter). The island can only be reached by ship, has little protection from Antarctic storms, and in winter the temperature hovers at around 0ºC.
 

The scenes bleed into each other – we never settle, never one thing nor the other.
 

This is a creaturely play. Everything is real.
 

Note on the Dialogue
 

A dash ( – ) at the end of a line indicates an interruption from the next speaker.
 

A forward slash ( / ) indicates overlapping dialogue.
 

Lines in bold and unattributed to characters should be the responsibility of the whole cast. These moments should move at quite a pace and have the charge, rhythm, and fervour of a flock of birds.
 

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





 


 

PART ONE: CLOUDS GATHER
 

Silence and darkness. Then, slowly, the sound of birdsong. Individual voices at first: a lone blackbird, a jackdaw… Gradually more join – chattering, chirruping, and cheeping. A chorus forming. Sudden light. This is the spell that conjures the play…
 

He woke up –
 He woke up –
 He woke up on his fifteenth birthday
 And the world was not as he had left it
 Going to bed the night before.
 He knew –
 He knew –
 He knew this without knowing it –
 A flickering, fledgling sense of a shift
 A singing simmering shiver, a song
 Something
 Somewhere
 Sometimes
 The biggest things happen
 In the quietest of ways
 And we don’t even notice
 Don’t even see it
 Don’t make a fuss
 Or a song
 Or a dance
 Until…
 

The birdsong gets louder, louder, LOUDEST! Falls silent. We are left with FIONA, teaching a biology lesson. The kids are rowdy.
 

FIONA. Okay! Bell’s gone and that means we’re listening. Eyes on me, please. Four, three, two…
 

We’re picking up from Friday with evolution and adaptation. Adaptation is…? When organisms evolve through natural selection to fit their environment.
 

Now, we’re looking at a kind of adaptation which isn’t strictly on the syllabus, but – all together now – what senior management don’t know, won’t hurt them. So. Migration.
 

Suddenly, somewhere else, ELLIS is running. His nose is bloody. He trips to the ground, watches a fight occurring offstage.
 

ELLIS. Hey! It’s fine, it’s – hey!
 

Thump. A dead bird lands before him.
 

FIONA. Migration is a form of adaptation. For example, birds need food and nesting sites, but these change with the weather, so they go where they face the best chance of survival. Though in recent years a lot of migration has been disrupted, just like my lesson – Ryan. Talking. Thank you.
 

NOBLE comes after ELLIS, breathless, a cut on his forehead.
 

ELLIS. Shit, you’re bleeding.
 

NOBLE heads straight for the bird. He scoops it up.
 

Don’t pick it up, it’s dead, the wings are broke – hey, wait for me.
 

NOBLE starts walking, cradling the bird to his chest. ELLIS scrambles to his feet.
 

FIONA. Does anyone know what triggers bird migration?
 

ELLIS. That was brilliant. D’you do karate? I did karate for a bit. Nearly did my green belt but I got appendicitis. I’m Ellis.
 

FIONA. Hormones. When the environment changes, when things get unfriendly, the birds release hormones. And these hormones make them restless, they gather into flocks, they get hungry and very sexually excited… Yes, okay, hilarious.
 

ELLIS. It’s Noble, right?
 

FIONA. Quiet, now, please – I said – thank you. They don’t know what’s causing it, but their hormones are telling them to move. They just need the weather to give them the cue.
 

ELLIS. Good name. S’true that Miss Harris is your mum?
 

NOBLE. No.
 

ELLIS. Yeah, but she is though. She’s cool.
 

NOBLE. She’s not / cool.
 

ELLIS. That’s why people don’t take the piss out of you. If your mum was a teacher and a bitch, people would take the piss.
 

FIONA. Ryan. Still talking.
 

ELLIS. There was a boy at my old school – Paul Gallagher – had to leave cos his mum taught RE and she thought the earth was flat. He got so bullied. Absolutely terrored. Pushed him over the edge. (Beat.) That was a flat-earth joke.
 

FIONA. If they leave at the wrong moment, it could be disastrous. The weather needs to be perfect: clear skies and calm winds.
 

ELLIS. Who even throws a bird?
 

NOBLE. Your fault.
 

ELLIS. They chased me.
 

FIONA. Oi. You. Final warning. Now, when the conditions are right, they just up and go.
 

ELLIS. Where are you going?
 

FIONA. And when the seasons change, they come back. So let’s have a look at –
 

ELLIS. Will you just stop for –
 

FIONA. Okay. That’s it. Get out. Out. Put that down and leave my classroom. Now.
 

FIONA disappears and we are outside – a track nearby some woodland. NOBLE stops abruptly.
 

NOBLE. Did anyone see?
 

ELLIS. See what?
 

NOBLE. The – what happened.
 

ELLIS. Dunno. Wish I’d filmed it. Sight of Will Swain in a headlock.
 

NOBLE (slower). Did anyone see?
 

ELLIS. Does it matter?
 

Suddenly, NOBLE approaches him with the bird.
 

What you doing? Fuck off. Hey – don’t.
 

NOBLE. Did they?
 

ELLIS. Fuck off.
 

NOBLE. Tell me.
 

ELLIS. No. I don’t – nobody saw.
 

NOBLE. I wasn’t involved.
 

ELLIS. You were a bit.
 

NOBLE. I wasn’t. Involved.
 

ELLIS. What, scared your mum’s gonna –
 

NOBLE makes like he’s going to chuck the bird at ELLIS. ELLIS flinches.
 

Okay. Back in your box. Jesus.
 

NOBLE gently places the bird down, covers it with some grass.
 

Should wash your hands. You’re gonna have rabies, or bird flu… And it’s a bad omen. Dead birds are a bad omen. Which makes sense actually with all the – y’know. Will Swain, your mum, that girl in Year 7.
 

NOBLE. What?
 

ELLIS. Briggs’ history. She bit him, broke the SMART Board, did a runner.
 

NOBLE. You said my mum.
 

ELLIS. Yeah?
 

NOBLE. What about her?
 

ELLIS. Oh, I thought you – Ryan Edwards threw a chair at her. Fifth period. I mean, she was fine and everything. He’s been suspended.
 

NOBLE. Ryan Edwards?
 

ELLIS. Right? Didn’t have him down for it. He’s on Gifted and Talented.
 

NOBLE is checking his phone.
 

Didn’t have you down for it either, but just now – I mean, not that you were involved, obviously. It’s like everyone’s done a shedload of coke.
 

NOBLE. You never did coke.
 

ELLIS. I’ve done weed. Could get you some if you want?
 

NOBLE. No thanks.
 

ELLIS. S’pose you have to be careful when your mum’s a teacher. I bet she’d flip if she knew you were – not that I’d tell her, I’m not a grass. She a real doctor?
 

NOBLE. She has a PhD.
 

ELLIS. But she couldn’t fix a broken arm?
 

NOBLE. She teaches double science.
 

NOBLE is still checking his phone.
 

ELLIS. Know what I mean, though? It’s freaky. It’s like in zombie films at the start of the plague. Like 28 Days Later.
 

NOBLE. Haven’t seen it.
 

ELLIS. They get it from monkeys. Or World War Z? You seen World War Z?
 

NOBLE. No.
 

ELLIS. Shaun of the Dead? You will have seen Shaun of the Dead.
 

Beat.
 

NOBLE. ‘You’ve got red on you.’
 

ELLIS. Yeah!
 

ELLIS looks at his shirt. It does actually have blood on it. He tries to rub it off. NOBLE gets a text, moves to leave.
 

What if they come back?
 

NOBLE. They won’t.
 

ELLIS. They thew a pigeon at me.
 

NOBLE. It’s a starling.
 

ELLIS. What?
 

NOBLE. Pigeons are grey. Starlings are… Greeny purple and black.
 

ELLIS. Oh my god… You’re a bird nerd.
 

NOBLE. I’m not a –
 

ELLIS. D’you go bird watching?
 

NOBLE. No.
 

ELLIS. You got waterproof trousers?
 

NOBLE. Fuck off.
 

ELLIS. How come you know that then?
 

NOBLE. Cleo told me. My sister.
 

ELLIS. She a bird nerd too?
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