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            Premiere Production

         

         Polko was first performed at Paines Plough Roundabout at Summerhall during the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in August 2023. The cast, in alphabetical order, was as follows:

         
            Emma  Rosie Dwyer  

            Peter  John Macneill  

            Joe  Elliot Norman  
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            Characters

         

         
            Joe

late twenties

            Emma

late twenties

            Peter

fifties

             

             

            Setting

            This play is set in the outskirts of a city in South-West England. An urban fringe: not quite a town, but not quite a village. Not somewhere especially bad, but not somewhere especially good. All the action takes place in the front seats of a parked car. Characters should mostly face forward. Eye contact should be sparing. Light costume changes should take place between scenes where possible, to indicate the passing of time.

            This play is, among other things, about boredom. Boredom should live inside it. It should feel like nothing is going to happen, so intensely that the world could crack open any minute through the sheer force of the listlessness. Set should be minimal and lighting tightly framed. The short wordless scenes should be punchy, like strobes hitting stained-glass windows.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            POLKO

         

          ‘In any case life is but a procession of

shadows, and God knows why it is that we

embrace them so eagerly, and see them

depart with such anguish, being shadows.’

         Virginia Woolf, Jacob’s Room

          

          

         ‘Real life, just around the corner …

         Prefab Sprout

      

   


   
      
         
            Notes

         

         
            – indicates an interruption.

            / means the next character should begin speaking.

            , on its own line indicates a pause of a few seconds or longer.

            A space between lines indicates a more momentary beat.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Polko

            

         

         
            
               
                  One

               

            

            Two car seats. Grey patterned fabric, loose seatbelts. Before the play begins: music, but muffled, as if coming from inside the car. 

            Lights dim to black. 

            Lights up, sharp. A small pool that coats the car seats in low, yellow light. The radio is on; LOUD. Something soulful, from the 1970s. Magic FM or Smooth. 

            Peter sits in the driver’s seat. He’s drunk and agitated. He listens to the radio and drinks from a bottle of white wine that he keeps in a blue plastic bag on the passenger seat. 

            He wipes his mouth and puts the bottle back in the bag. He rummages around in the bag again, removes a charging cable for a phone and dumps it on the passenger seat. Next he removes a small black box from his jacket pocket, looks at it, then puts it back. 

            He gathers himself, wraps the handles of the blue bag tightly around his wrist, then reaches up to press the interior reading light above him. 

            Blackout. 

            
               *

            

            Darkness. 

            Joe Alright?

            Emma Yeh alright.

            
               Can you hold that?

            

            Joe Yeh.

            
               No probs give it here I’ll.

               Cheers.

            

            Emma Sorry got all my

            
               stuff everywhere.

               There’s always one too many things for one bag.

               Then you end up starting a new bag. /  

               Now I’ve got all this shite.

            

            Joe You shouldn’t put your uh

            
               toothbrush in the same bag as your books.

            

            Emma Oh bollocks.

            
               Yeh.

               That was a last-minute decision.

            

            Joe Are you nervous?

            Emma No.

            
               Not nervous no.

               How come?

            

            Joe flicks a lighter and the car interior is illuminated. 

            He lets go but the light remains. 

            Joe and Emma are revealed. They sit next to each other, Joe in the driver’s seat, Emma on the passenger side, a duffel bag at her feet and a hot-water bottle clutched to her stomach. Joe is holding a carrier bag containing some of her other possessions. They both look up through the windscreen to the lit windows of a house, somewhere above them. 

            Joe You’re giving off a uh

            
               very distinct mood.

               Just trying to find the right word for it.

            

            Emma Ha right.

            
               Okay yeh sorta.

               Not nervous just …

            

            Joe Waiting like …  

            
               Expectant?

            

            Emma Yeh.

            
               Expectant. /

               Right.

            

            Joe Or.

            
               Is there a word for like

               the feeling of waiting?

               You know.

               Just before something.

            

            Emma I don’t.

            
               Antici-

               patory?

               No not. /  

               I don’t know.

            

            Joe Yeh maybe but like.

            
               There must be a word for the feeling of waiting.

            

            Emma I –

            
               (Shrugs.)

               I don’t know.

               I’m sorry.

               Thanks let me.

               (Takes the carrier bag.)

               I’ll take that back.

               (To herself.) Okay.

               Okay.

               (To Joe.) Thanks for the lift

               by the way.

            

            Joe Eh no bother.

            Emma Okay.

            Joe When are they expecting you?

            Emma Hm?

            Joe Do they know you’re back?

            Emma They know I’m back tonight yeh.

            
               Didn’t give them a specific time just …

            

            Joe Right.

            Emma Fancy driving us around the block?

            
               Or …

            

            Joe Ha. /  

            
               Well if you want …

            

            Emma (to herself) Okay.

            
               (To Joe.) No it’s okay.

            

            Joe They’ll be pleased to see you.

            
               Won’t they?

            

            Emma Eh.

            
               Who can tell.

               Is anyone pleased to see anyone

               do you know what I mean?

            

            Joe Well.

            
               I’m pleased to see you.

            

            Emma (smiles) Ah

            
               thank you.

            

            They pretend ‘cheers’ two invisible cups. This relaxes Emma somehow. She falls back into her seat. 

            
               D’you wanna come in?

            

            Joe Um.

            Emma Just to say hello. /  

            
               You don’t have to.

            

            Joe Yeh.

            
               Nah.

               It’s okay.

               I said I’d get back.

               Mum’s cooked so.

            

            Emma Course.

            Joe Get used to that by the way.

            
               Meal times.

               Now you’re living at home I mean.

               Are you ready to have meal times again?

            

            Emma I hadn’t even thought about it.

            Joe Well.

            
               Better start.

            

            Emma I should come and see your mum at some point.

            Joe Oh yeh yeh.

            
               She’d love that.

               Any time.

            

            Emma How’s she doing she alright?

            Joe Oh yeh

            
               fine.

            

            Emma And your sister?

            Joe Yeh well.

            
               She visits you know.

            

            Emma She still at the water company?

            Joe Yep yeh.

            Emma In uh …

            Joe Swindon.

            Emma Swindon yeh.

            
               ,

               (Grinning.) What about um.

               Your mum’s friend.

               He still around?

               Peter.

            

            Joe Oh yeh.

            
               The big man.

               Well he’s been up to all sorts.

            

            Emma Yeh?

            Joe Oh yeh.

            Emma Come on gimme.

            Joe Um.

            
               Well number one.

               You’re in his car.

               Well my car now

               but

               used to be his car

            

            Emma Oh what?

            
               I thought you bought this?

            

            Joe I did.

            
               Off him.

               He sold it to me cheap as a bit of favour.

               On the condition that I give him lifts

               as and when he needs ’em.

               So I take him to play pool on Thursdays.

               Work a couple of times a week.

            

            Emma Why?

            Joe Uhm.

            
               He was broke I guess.

               Plus he got done for drink driving so.

            

            Emma Oh man.

            Joe Yeh.

            Emma Did something

            
               bad

               happen

               or?

            

            Joe No not really.

            
               He got picked up

               driving eighty down some

               country lane.

               Plastered.

               You know.

               So.

            

            Emma God

            
               Peter.

               What a fucken weirdo.

            

            Joe Yep.

            
               I know.

               And uh.

            

            Emma What?

            Joe He sorta –

            
               Hah.

               Sorta asked my mum to marry him.

            

            Emma NO.

            Joe Yeh.

            Emma WHEN?

            Joe Um.

            
               This was about three months ago.

               Three four months ago.

               Same night he lost his licence actually.

               Halloween I think. /  

               Yeh Halloween.

            

            Emma Hold on

            
               go back.

               Same night as the driving?

            

            Joe Yeh.

            Emma Wait just.

            
               Start again and tell me everything.

            

            Joe Hah.

            
               Um.

               So.

               We’re in the pub.

               In the uh

               Stag.

               About eight.

               And we’re all sitting there,

               it’s karaoke night and we’re all watching some guy

               singing

               I don’t know what

               and it’s just me and Mum

               and Cathy from her work.

               Few quiet ones you know.

               And then Peter bundles in.

               And you know when –

               You know when someone uh

               brings their outside energy in?

               And they can’t shake it off.

               He’s like that.

               Brings the wind in around his shoulders.

               Falls through the room.

               Can’t settle in his seat.

               Up to the bar and back every five minutes.

               Getting rounds in for everyone.

               Which he can’t afford.

               Uhm.

               And we’re all saying like

               Pete mate just grab a seat you know?

               Have a scotch!

               Settle down!

               But he’s antsy.

               So anyway

               we leave him to it.

               Next thing we know

               he’s put his name down on the clipboard

               to sing that Smokey Robinson song.

               You know /  

               ‘Being with You’.

            

            Emma Yeh yeh yeh.

            Joe So he gets up

            
               and it’s

               emotional like.

               Pretty raw.

               He’s living it  

               properly living it

               every word. /  

               And uh …

            

            Emma No no no.

            Joe Yeh so he gets to the end of that and –

            
               Oh he’s got like a

               bag

               by the way

               the whole time

               a blue plastic bag hanging around his wrist.

            

            Emma Right.

            Joe So he finishes his song.

            
               Polite applause.

               And he yanks the bag off  

               fishes around in it for what feels like forever and then

               pulls out a fucken

               really expensive old ring.

               No cheapskate shite.

               Like a proper antique

               rock.

            

            Emma No Peter.

            Joe Uh-huh.

            
               And yeh

               gets down on one knee

               and speaks into the mic

               says

               Debbie girl –

            

            Emma Girl!

            Joe Yep

            
               Debbie girl

               I should have told you this before 

               but we’re meant to be. 

               We’re meant to be. 

               All that sort of stuff.

               I can’t really remember.

            

            Emma And what did your mum say?

            Joe Well she was obviously.

            
               I mean they’ve never even.

               They’ve been pals for fucken years!

               And even when her and Dad split you know

               He never seemed interested in that way.

               So she was pretty

               floored.

            

            Emma Did she say no though?

            Joe Oh yeh.

            
               Did it nice and all.

               But yeh she said no.

               She was pretty angry.

               Hasn’t spoken to him since.

               Silent treatment

               you know.

            

            Emma Christ.

            
               Pete.

               Wasn’t everyone watching?

               What did she actually say?

            

            Joe I believe she said

            
               It’s getting late Peter. 

               Come and have a sit-down.

            

            Emma Wow.

            Joe Yeh.

            Emma You’re living in a soap opera.

            Joe Yeh right.

            
               Well …

            

            Emma Oh and what about Polko?

            
               I meant to text him but I don’t have his current

               number

               I don’t think.

            

            Joe Yeh that’s …

            Emma What?

            Joe That’s a whole thing.

            
               His family went sorta crazy last year.

               I don’t exactly know what happened but

               nobody can get hold of him.

            

            Emma Shit.

            
               Right

               cos I saw on Facebook something about him moving.

               But then he’s deleted all his accounts and whatever.

            

            Joe Yeh he’s like

            
               completely un-

               contactable.

            

            Emma Tara seemed to think he’d joined the navy /

            
               or something.

            

            Joe The navy?

            Emma Yeh. /  

            
               Well that’s what she thought.

            

            Joe Nah he hasn’t joined the navy.

            
               At least I don’t think he has.

               (To himself.) The navy …

               Can you imagine?

               Polko joining the navy.

               Sorry the idea of that –

            

            Emma Yeh well.

            Joe I don’t think he can swim.

            Emma Well do you know where he is?

            Joe I don’t

            
               no

               is the truth.

            

            Emma At all?

            Joe Nope.

            Emma That’s crazy.

            Joe Well

            
               we hadn’t actually been hanging out that much lately.

            

            Emma Oh.

            
               When did you last see him?

            

            Joe Um.

            
               That is a good question.

               I’m going to say …  

               Not Christmas.

            

            Emma Christmas!

            Joe No not Christmas.

            
               Fuck’s sake!

            

            Emma That’s like a month ago.

            Joe Not Christmas.

            Emma Okay.

            
               So ‘Not Christmas’.

            

            Joe Yep.

            
               Not Christmas.

               Hah.

               Sorry

               I’m just trying to

               cast my mind back.

            

            Emma That’s okay.

            Joe Uhm.

            
               Okay I think.

               I think I saw him around Bonfire Night.

               Because.

               Yep

               definitely Bonfire Night.

               Because I remember

               fireworks.

            

            Emma That’s even worse Joe.

            
               That’s ages.

            

            Joe Well yeh.

            
               It is sort of.

               But to be honest.

               He’s always been a pretty flaky guy you know.

               Flight of fancy probably took him off somewhere.

            

            Emma Hm maybe.

            
               But three months –

            

            Joe It’s difficult.

            
               You know.

               To speak about.

            

            
               ,

               (Looking up at window.) 

               The lights are still on.

               You gotta go in at some point.

            

            Emma Hm?

            
               Oh.

               I know.

               I’m just.

               Enjoying this.

            

            Joe What have you told them?

            Emma Not all of it.

            
               Obviously that I lost my job.

               Redundancy and all that.

               None of the rest of it.

            

            
               Which is worse in a way I suppose.

               Because I’ll get it in the neck

               about the job

               with no context.

               No awareness of all the other stuff.

            

            Joe What other stuff?

            Emma (sighs.) 

            
               Let’s do that another time.

               (Semi-sarcastic.) I’m a very sick woman Joe.

            

            Emma puts her hot-water bottle into the carrier bag and prepares herself to go inside. Then pauses. 

            
               ,

               I’ve wasted so much time.

               That’s how it feels.

               So much time.

            

            Joe Well no.

            
               Don’t say that.

               I’m sure there’ll be lots you’ll take

               you know

               from the experience and what have you.

               Life lessons.

               And so on.

            

            Emma You think do you?

            Joe Not really.

            Emma No.

            
               ,

            

            Joe Listen to this.

            Joe turns on the car radio. It makes a very strange sound. Voices and music trying to fight through a fog of static and echo; radar blips and choirs; the song of the ether. Joe and Emma listen for a few seconds. 

            Emma What the fuck.

            Joe (turns it off) I know.

            Emma Do you not just need to tune it?

            Joe Nope.

            
               Whatever you do it just makes that noise.

               Thing’s fully bust.

            

            Emma That’s horrible.

            Joe I quite like it.

            
               I’ve taken to putting it on and driving around.

            

            Emma What an image.

            
               ,

               God this is weird.

               Don’t you find this weird?

               Us being here together …

            

            Joe Not really.

            Emma Do you not?

            
               It’s like.

               Like time’s stuck or something.

               Like we’re still at school or something.

               I mean I’ve been back obviously

               to visit and whatever.

               But like.

               Knowing I’m back here for good is –

            

            Joe Back from the big city eh.

            Emma No like!

            
               You know to be back here

               moving in with my parents.

               My childhood bedroom.

               I don’t know.

               It feels like I’m on drugs or something.

               Like I’m under anaesthetic.

               Do you know what I mean?

            

            Joe Well I have been here for good.

            Emma Yeh.

            
               Course. /  

               Sorry.

               Yeh.

            

            Joe And I do live with my mum.

            
               So.

            

            Emma Sorry.

            
               ,

            

            Joe Nah I do sort of know what you mean.

            
               The drugs thing.

               It’s like.

               I sometimes think I can hear this talking.

               And I think …

               What if maybe

               I’m in a coma

               and that’s the sound of somebody trying to wake

               me up.

               You know?

            

            Emma Right.

            Joe Similar,

            
               maybe.

            

            
               It’ll be alright.

               You’ll settle in.

               And you know

               it’s like –

               It’s never as bad as it seems.

            

            Emma squeezes Joe’s hand. He looks down. 

            Emma Thanks mate. /

            
               Really that’s …

            

            Joe Ah no problem.

            
               No problem at all.

            

            They both return their gaze to the window up above. Blackout. 

            
               
                  Two

               

            

            Lights up. 

            Joe sits in the driver’s seat, Peter on the passenger side. He’s sober now. He holds his keys in his hands and plays with them nervously. 

            Peter They did a survey

            
               of the whole area.

               and it turns out most people live in areas at risk of –

               Or at least the possibility of –

               flash flooding

               or flooding of some kind.

               Something like seventy, eighty per cent.

               It’s deeply concerning really.

            

            
               ,

               How are you finding her?

            

            Joe Yeh fine.

            
               Good.

            

            Peter Yeh she’s a lovely car.

            
               I always enjoyed driving her.

               My friend Dick Parsons

               told me I needed to get the clutch plate looked at.

               Any problems with the box

               in that regard?

            

            Joe Nah.

            
               No.

            

            Peter Right.

            Joe You can pop in if you want.

            Peter No.

            
               No I’d better get back.

               But your mum’s …?

            

            Joe Yeh she’s fine.

            Peter Good.

            
               Good.

               And you’re …?

            

            Joe Yeh all good.

            Peter Has your mum said anything –

            Joe Obviously it’s just difficult cos like.

            
               I can’t speak for her.

               And she’s still pretty angry – /  

               You know?

            

            Peter No no.

            
               Of course not.

            

            Joe So.

            
               ,

               But like if you want to try and say hello. /  

               It’s no problem.

            

            Peter Nope.

            
               No that’s fine.

               I’ll be on my way.

            

            Blackout.

            
               
                  Three

               

            

            Lights up. 

            Joe and Emma are eating a takeaway in the car. 

            Joe It’s all completely made up.

            
               That’s the big secret.

               You turn up and they tell you like

               these are our company values and it’s like:

               What the fuck are you talking about? 

               You’re a hotel.

               How can you have values?

               Like

               a hotel doesn’t have a moral code. /

               It doesn’t –

            

            Emma This is it.

            
               And people would always say to me:

               You should take more pride in your work.

            

            Joe Right.

            Emma But like

            
               how much pride can I take in this job?

               I’m creating B2B marketing materials.

               Do you know what that means?

            

            Joe Uh.

            
               What,

               do I?

               No.

            

            Emma No.

            
               Exactly.

               Because it doesn’t mean anything.

               Business-to-business marketing.

               I was working for a company,

               who wrote emails,

               on behalf of another company,

               which nobody then read.

               Do you know what that does to your

               state of mind?

            

            Joe Yeh that sounds.

            
               Really boring.

            

            Emma And they come out with all this

            
               crap

               about your value.

               Like

               how much you mean to them

               blah-di-blah.

               And then what happens?

               You get sick

               and they fire you.

            

            Joe Wait

            
               They fired you cos you got –

               Cos of the pain thing?

            

            Emma Not exactly.

            
               ,

               My boss decided for

               genuinely like

               no reason

               that he didn’t like me.

            

            Joe What do you mean?

            Emma He just didn’t like me.

            
               I don’t know what else to say.

               I don’t know what I did.

               Whether I was bad at my job

               or

               wronged him in some way

               but the guy just

               fundamentally

               didn’t like me.

               And.

               I couldn’t get my head around it.

               Why won’t you talk to me? 

               I honestly nearly emailed him asking.

               I had it sitting there in my drafts like:

               Why? 

               I demand to know.

               You know?

            

            Joe He wouldn’t talk to you?

            Emma Totally ignored me.

            
               And then would like

               dig me out in front of the whole team

               during a meeting

               just saying

               Emma have you done this yet? 

               Something he knew I hadn’t done.

               And like

               he’d withhold information from me.

               Information I needed to do my job.

               Also he took our entire team out for dinner at this

               really nice bao restaurant.

               You know what bao are right?

               Bao buns.
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