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Author’s Note


Why would anyone be a politician? That’s one question at the heart of Steel. Are they all dedicated public servants or power-mad egomaniacs? Specifically, why would anyone go into local government, which can appear to be an endless cycle of changing nothing yet being blamed for everything? While there are certainly exceptions, we increasingly view those who seek public office with suspicion, and yet we do need someone in charge, don’t we? Is the system rigged, or do we get the elected officials we deserve? If we’re disappointed by our current crop, is it our fault for not taking more of an active interest? Perhaps it’s actually the case that good deeds just go unnoticed – we only become aware of our politicians when they mess up.


Like most of us, I often feel infuriated by those in charge, and powerless as an individual to hold anyone to account, and yet I also feel some sympathy towards those who seem to be doing a mostly thankless, nigh-on-impossible job. This feels especially true of local government, where councillors don’t even receive financial remuneration for their efforts (and perhaps, in some instances, we therefore get what we pay for). I imagine there are many occasions where being a politician can feel like a pretty wretched existence: the idealist in me would dearly like to believe most enter government with good intentions, but perhaps the constant need to compromise and placate will always take its toll.


In Steel, I want to try and show the people behind the rosettes – flawed and fallible, but human nonetheless. I also wanted to dig into what it takes to be a woman in the public eye, who, whatever their role, are held to an entirely different set of standards to their male counterparts. Josie and Vanessa are two very different people in different circumstances, and yet both find themselves struggling against a system that fundamentally wasn’t designed for them. Through their journeys, the play asks why representation matters, how far we’ve come, and what we still have to achieve.


Chris Bush, September 2018
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Characters


1988


DAI GRIFFITHS, fifties/sixties. Welsh. Seasoned Labour councillor. Member of cabinet for Business and Economy.


JOSIE KIRKWOOD, thirties. Local. Junior engineer at a local steelworks and Women’s Officer for her union.


2018


VANESSA GALLACHER, thirties. Labour candidate for Metro Mayor. Born here, but has mostly lived in London. A former MP who lost her seat in 2017. Southern accent.


IAN DARWENT, fifties/sixties. Local. Deputy Leader of the Council. Vanessa’s election officer.


Actor playing Dai and Ian is white. Actor playing Josie and Vanessa is black.


Note on Text


A forward slash (/) indicates an overlap in dialogue where the next character starts speaking.


Author’s Note


The piece takes place in a city unquestionably modelled on Sheffield, and references various real-world events, but the story is entirely fictional. No characters are based on any specific individuals.


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









ACT ONE


Scene One


2018. Outside the local Labour Party headquarters.


IAN waits. VANESSA enters. There’s a certain forced joviality on both parts.


IAN. Vanessa!


VANESSA. Ian – hi!


IAN extends a hand, but VANESSA is going for the hug. A shuffling moment of awkwardness.


Hah. Okay.


IAN. Sorry.


VANESSA. How about – ?


She goes for a kiss on the cheek instead. That’s fine. IAN doesn’t anticipate the second.


Well. Um.


IAN. Very continental.


VANESSA. Thank God that’s over.


IAN. You found us alright?


VANESSA (a little surprised by the question). I’ve been here before.


IAN. You have?


VANESSA. Of course I have.


IAN. Right.


VANESSA. Must’ve been, I don’t know, half a dozen times in the last –


IAN. I wasn’t suggesting –


VANESSA. You know it’s actually not far from… I used to do Woodcraft Folk, just round the corner, well, just down the –


IAN. Oh.


VANESSA. Back in the day.


IAN. Woodcraft Folk?


VANESSA. Yes.


IAN. That the one that’s like hippy Scouts?


VANESSA. Something like that.


IAN. Very good.


VANESSA. Never really my… A bit too Kumbaya for my liking, but…


IAN. And you’re well? You look well. Very –


VANESSA. Thanks.


IAN. Nice to see some people still make an effort.


VANESSA. Um. Thank you. I wasn’t really… I just –


IAN. Nervous?


VANESSA (surprised). Nervous?


IAN. Don’t be.


VANESSA. Oh, I’m not.


IAN. Right. Good.


VANESSA. I mean this is –


IAN. Yes.


VANESSA. Isn’t it?


IAN. Hmm?


VANESSA. This is all… Look, I don’t want to imply this is foregone conclusion, I don’t want to be presumptive, but I am… I have been the, um, the presumptive candidate, in fact, for a while, if we used that term, haven’t I? So –


IAN. Indeed.


VANESSA. And nothing’s happened to…? Do you know something?


IAN. Rarely.


VANESSA. Right. (Beat.) But just to be clear, the situation hasn’t…? You’re not expecting any nasty surprises?


IAN. Not at all.


VANESSA. So why should I be nervous?


IAN. Sometimes people just get nervous.


VANESSA. Right.


IAN. But I can see you’re not.


VANESSA. I wasn’t.


IAN. My apologies.


VANESSA. It’s fine. I’m fine. Sorry. You just gave me a little… Because I don’t want to sound dismissive. Obviously the other candidates are both –


IAN. Obviously.


VANESSA. So I’m not –


IAN. Don’t want to insult your sisters.


VANESSA (forcing a laugh). Hah. No.


IAN. And the sisters are particularly good at getting insulted. Carol practically makes a living from it.


VANESSA (biting her tongue). Hmm.


IAN. Sure everything’s alright?


VANESSA. Yes. Yes, everything’s… Actually no, sorry. Sorry, can I be an arsehole?


IAN. Uh…


VANESSSA. Sorry, but… No, actually, I’m not sorry and I’m not being an arsehole, this is actually a very… And I know you’re one of the good guys –


IAN. Right.


VANESSA. But if you could not… That word. Can you not use that word, please?


IAN. Beg pardon?


VANESSA. The S word.


IAN. I’m not –


VANESSA. ‘Sisters’ – with that inflection, and that general… Because look, it’s bad enough when a woman says ‘sisters’ about a group who aren’t actually… I genuinely feel my ovaries cringe every time I hear it, but when a man – and I know you’re not a… and look, hashtag-not-all-men and so on, but when you refer to me and my fellow democratically selected candidates as ‘the sisters’ it sort of makes me want to put my fist through something.


IAN. Right.


VANESSA. Sorry.


IAN. Don’t be.


VANESSA. No. Right. I’m not.


IAN. I’m sorry to –


VANESSA. As you should be. (Beat.) Joking – that was joking. Only not really –


IAN. Understood.


VANESSA. Because we are… We’re not a sorority, we’re serious political operatives, and it is a big deal, actually – to have an all… And not an ‘All-Women Shortlist’ by design, not because it was enforced, but a shortlist which happens to be only –


IAN. Yes.


VANESSA. Because the best three candidates just happened to be –


IAN. Absolutely.


VANESSA. Which is what happened.


IAN. No argument from me.


VANESSA. Each of us here on merit, each with our own… Carol can moan, but her business record is exemplary, and Deborah, well, Debbie is… the heart of the community, isn’t she? The backbone of… Salt of the earth –


IAN. Both got a lot going for them.


VANESSA. And when I heard… I think we were all thrilled, weren’t we? All so excited, because –


IAN. You knew you could beat them?


VANESSA. No! (Beat.) Well yes, but –


IAN laughs.


But not only because of that, because it represented a real… It shouldn’t be remarkable, it shouldn’t be remotely surprising, but these are milestones, they are, and they need to be celebrated, not derided, not treated with suspicion, or undermined by… I get enough of that from elsewhere.


IAN. Won’t happen again.


VANESSA. Thanks. Thank you. (Breathing, calming slightly.) Look, let’s just get through tonight, let’s just… And it will be easier then, won’t it?


IAN. How do you mean?


VANESSA. Once I’m… Presuming I’m… Once they’re stuck with me. Because I can win over the public – I know how to do that, but it’s you bastards who’re the real… Sorry.


IAN. That’s alright.


VANESSA. And I’m all for healthy debate, I am, and a rigorous, forthright… But it’s exhausting – this has all just been very draining, actually, day after day, the three of us continually having to justify our collective existence, so after this evening I would really like to just be able to say, ‘Look, this is who you’ve got, so fall in line.’


IAN. And I think people will. I think yes, to an extent…


VANESSA. Good. And I know – I do realise with all the… Tonight might not feel exactly like a coronation. I’m prepared for that.


IAN. You saw the email then?


VANESSA. What email?


IAN. The… Never mind.


VANESSA. What email?


IAN. Not important – we can talk about it later.


VANESSA. Ian –


IAN. It’s nothing, it’s… It’s just a new email chain with a few idiots blowing off some steam.


VANESSA. Right.


IAN. Honestly –


VANESSA. Can I see it?


IAN. I’ll show you after.


VANESSA. That bad?


IAN. No! (Beat.) Fine. Hang on.


IAN starts trying to find the email on his phone.


VANESSA. Because this is exactly the… It’s embarrassing – I’m actually just embarrassed by all of it – the pettiness, the squabbling, the continual –


IAN. Now just bear in mind –


VANESSA. I’m a big girl – please.


IAN ( passing his phone to VANESSA). Alright.


VANESSA. Alright then. (Scrolling through.) ‘…high-handed interference from the NEC, forcing upon us…’ well, naturally – ‘a sordid selection process swaddled in scandal, secrecy and scurrilous self-interest…’ You know that’s Brian, he’s the one who writes his own poetry.


IAN. Christ, don’t remind me.


VANESSA. Oh, and here it is: ‘instead of representing the true interests and values of the local party, we have become a Petri dish for political correctness and social engineering.’ Jesus. It’s not a dog whistle, it’s an air-raid siren.


IAN. You’ve got to remember this is just a vocal minority.


VANESSA (passing the phone back). Who are these people? How do they think this is helping?


IAN. They’re just a little stuck in their ways.


VANESSA. Unbelievable. Infants. That they’re so threatened by… They need me. Do you have any idea how much they need me up here?


IAN. Everyone appreciates –


VANESSA. They don’t! Ungrateful fuckers. They don’t make it easy.


IAN. Alright, let’s try not to –


VANESSA. Yes, yes, you’re right. Okay then – let’s get this shit-show over with.


VANESSA leaves and IAN follows. We hear (but needn’t see) the returning Officer announcing the results of the candidate vote.


OFFICER. The total number of votes cast was four thousand, five hundred and eighty-five, representing a sixty-four-point-three-per-cent turnout. Two hundred and twenty-one votes were found to be invalid or spoilt, bringing the total number of eligible votes to four thousand, three hundred and sixty-four. They were cast as follows: In the first round, Gallacher, Vanessa: one thousand, nine hundred and thirty-three votes. Henshaw, Carol: one thousand, five hundred and forty-two votes. Lister, Deborah: eight hundred and eighty-nine votes. As there is no overall winner, Debbie’s votes went to second preference. Four hundred and seventy-four of those went to Vanessa Gallacher, bringing her total to two thousand, four hundred and seven, and four hundred and fifteen to Carol Henshaw, coming to one thousand, nine hundred and fifty-seven. Therefore Vanessa Gallacher is duly elected as the Labour candidate for Metro Mayor.


The sound of applause, perhaps not exactly deafening.


Scene Two


1988. We’re now inside a small meeting hall, where a CLP meeting has just finished. DAI, a seasoned councillor, is with JOSIE, the evening’s guest speaker.


DAI. Can I just stop you there?


JOSIE. I didn’t say anything.


DAI. But before you do –


JOSIE. I should… My bus is…


DAI. Can I just explain what I think happened?


JOSIE. Um…


DAI. Just to… Just because –


JOSIE. I was there, so –


DAI. Yes. No. Absolutely. But what I think is, I think you may have misinterpreted the, uh, the intent of –
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