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Characters


CHRISTOPHER, Billy’s father. Fifties/sixties


BETH, Billy’s mother. Fifties/sixties


RUTH, Billy’s sister. Twenties. The middle child. A year or two older than Billy


DANIEL, Billy’s brother. The oldest child. Twenties. A year or two older than Ruth


BILLY, twenties. The youngest child. Deaf


SYLVIA, twenties. Going deaf


Setting


Present day


Author’s Thanks


With thanks to William L Ager, Cathy Woolley, Abbie Willis, all at Mary Hare School, particularly Karen Smith, Nicolas and Maya Slater, Penny Levy, Robert Skinner, Jodee Mundy, Oliver Westbury, James Kearney, Jeremy Herrin, Roger Michell, Dominic Cooke, St John Donald and my family, especially Moses. And thank you to all those who helped me understand what it was like to be deaf but don’t wish to be named. You know who you are and I am very grateful to you.


The characters and events depicted in this play are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




Key to Notation


Italic bold type indicates dialogue that is signed, silently, and surtitled. (And, in the case of Act Two, Scene Two only, silent subtext that is surtitled.)


A forward slash (/) in the text indicates the point at which the next speaker interrupts.


A forward slash at the start of a line indicates simultaneous speech.




ACT ONE


Scene One


Black. In the black, the hum of an orchestra tuning up. A few strings at first, then more and more instruments, until the whole orchestra is alive. Just as the noise builds to its climax:


Lights up on a dinner table and family dinner in progress. Noise. There is a piano in the room. Two chaotic and noisy conversations mid-flow between DANIEL and BETH, and RUTH and CHRISTOPHER. BILLY sits eating in silence.


DANIEL. These nuts are all rotten.


BETH. They’re from the garden.


CHRISTOPHER. He’s a cunt.


RUTH. No, he’s not.


DANIEL. I know they’re from the garden. I’ve cracked about forty and not one of them is edible.


CHRISTOPHER. He’s sixty. He’s too old for you.


RUTH. Sixty’s not old.


BETH. I’m sixty.


CHRISTOPHER. I know you’re sixty. I’m sixty and I’m fucking old and so are you.


BETH. Have you finished your pasta?


CHRISTOPHER. We’re both old. Yes. I have finished my pasta. I’m not eating it. What the hell did you put on it?


BETH. Smoked roe.


CHRISTOPHER. It’s like being fucked in the face by a crab.


DANIEL. Did you know he’s never forgiven his dad for circumcising him?


CHRISTOPHER. Brilliant! That is wonderful.


RUTH. What’s so bad about that?


CHRISTOPHER. ‘What’s so bad about that?’? Every time he takes his cock out for a pee, he hates his father. Fantastic!


DANIEL (rejecting a nut). Another one!


BETH. You are boring. I got them off the lawn, they’re absolutely fine.


DANIEL. Right, the ones even the squirrels wouldn’t eat.


RUTH. There are quite a few rotten ones –


CHRISTOPHER. He’s full of that post-colonial horse-shit –


BETH. Here! Here’s one that’s okay. Here you go.


CHRISTOPHER. ‘You say something nice about my book and I’ll say something nice about yours.’ The coral-reef school of criticism. They all stick together.


DANIEL. Oh, thank you. It’s perfect. Almost. ‘Ambassador, you spoil us with your rotten nuts.’


CHRISTOPHER. Are you making fun of your mother?


DANIEL. In a nutshell, yes.


CHRISTOPHER. I won’t have it. – He married some dusky lady. Then he ran off with another one. He’s a potato-nosed cunt. I just can’t believe you’re going to fall for that… bagel.


BETH (re: CHRISTOPHER). He’s got a good word for everyone.


RUTH. Well he was nice to me.


CHRISTOPHER. Bet he was.


RUTH. He seemed interested in what I had to say.


DANIEL. Well, you know what they say. ‘There’s no such thing as a boring fanny.’


RUTH. Oh, fuck you.


BETH (to RUTH). Where did you meet him?


RUTH. Natalie’s christening. I was singing. It was full of people wandering around –


DANIEL. – Thinking ‘What the fuck am I doing here?’


CHRISTOPHER. He’s a drunk, and a womaniser.


BETH. That’s not fair, Christopher. He’s trying to get a new post.


DANIEL. So now he’s teetotal, and impotent.


BETH has got up, touches BILLY’s arm. BILLY turns to face her.


BETH. Have you had some nuts, Billy?


BILLY shakes his head, goes back to his plate of food. CHRISTOPHER carries on talking.


CHRISTOPHER. You should read his fucking book.


DANIEL. Oh, shut up, Dad.


CHRISTOPHER (getting up, going out, shouting from off). I’m going to go and get it. Read you a sample sentence. That’ll put you off him.


DANIEL (shouting, to CHRISTOPHER). Why don’t you care who I fall for?


CHRISTOPHER (shouting, from off). Because you’re my son, not my daughter.


DANIEL (to BETH). Is that why she got a brace? Why didn’t I ever get a brace?


RUTH. Because they loved me, and they didn’t love you, that’s why you have promiscuous sex, and hate me…


BETH (mildly). Don’t be silly. – Daniel, you need to clear your stuff out of Billy’s room, now he’s back.


RUTH. Yeah, Dan. You have a truly epic amount of porn.


DANIEL. I need the space!


CHRISTOPHER (coming back in, he flicks around and reads from the book). ‘…Narrative is phallic.’ ‘The thetic, or mirror stage of development is Lacanian, where the semiotic self becomes coherent and acquires language’ – so before you look in the mirror, you’re just a jigsaw having a nervous breakdown – ‘Without language – ’


He is cut off by an outburst of impatience from DANIEL and RUTH in unison –


DANIEL. / We get it, we get it –


RUTH. / All right –


CHRISTOPHER. ‘ – Without language our thought will die.’ I thought I was going to die. (Snapping the book shut.) Has Billy got his aids in?


BETH. Yes.


CHRISTOPHER. Billy. (He touches BILLY’s shoulder.) Sweetheart. Are they on? (BILLY nods.)


BETH. I thought it was interesting.


CHRISTOPHER. Christ, did you?


BETH. By the time you got to the end of it.


CHRISTOPHER. But how did you stay alive till then?


DANIEL (brandishing a huge carton of orange juice). Why do we buy everything sumo-sized in this house?


DANIEL’s mobile phone rings. In the course of CHRISTOPHER’s next sentence, DANIEL answers it.


CHRISTOPHER. Who doesn’t like orange juice? No one in the whole fucking world, that’s who.


DANIEL (into the phone, sunnily). Hi. No, hi, we were just arguing.


He heads out of the room, on the phone.


CHRISTOPHER. Billy! Welcome back! –


DANIEL (exiting). Hang on – no reception.


CHRISTOPHER. – Join in! Have an argument!


(In an undertone, re: the phone call.) Was that her?


BETH. Yes. I think they’re back on.


CHRISTOPHER. Christ. (To RUTH.) Is he smoking pot again?


RUTH. Dunno.


CHRISTOPHER. Which means ‘yes’, obviously. Fucking stupid. When’s he going to move out again? Why am I surrounded by my children again? When are you all going to fuck off?


BETH. Billy’s only just got back from uni –


CHRISTOPHER. I’m not talking about Billy, Billy’s a pleasure, I’m talking about – (He indicates RUTH.) the parasites, you and Dan. Hurry up and start writing novels.


(Opening up a laptop on the table.) Now.


There is uproar from BETH and RUTH.


BETH. / For God’s sake, Christopher.


RUTH. / Dad, no.


CHRISTOPHER (ignoring them). Now, let’s see.


RUTH (to BETH, getting up in protest). I thought we made a rule!


BETH. It’s incredibly boring for the rest of us.


RUTH. If you’re doing it, I’m leaving.


The noise of a Chinese lesson starts up from the laptop, underscoring the following dialogue: a series of phrases in Chinese, followed by commentary in English. BILLY turns to RUTH and BETH. He speaks in a slightly ‘deaf’ voice.


BILLY. What are you talking about?


RUTH. It’s like having a telly on the table!


BETH. We only come together once in the day –


RUTH. And no one else can speak!


CHRISTOPHER. How else am I going to learn?


RUTH. Do it in your study. Not here!


BILLY. What are you all talking about?


In the sudden stand-off as CHRISTOPHER and RUTH eyeball each other, the Chinese lesson fills the room.


CHINESE SPEAKER 1. Ni hui shuo Zhongwen ma? [‘Can you speak Chinese?’]


CHINESE SPEAKER 2. Hui shuo yidian. [‘Just a little.’]


CHINESE SPEAKER 1. Ni lei ma? [‘Are you tired?’]


CHINESE SPEAKER 2. You yidian lei. [‘A little bit.’]


DANIEL comes in, hears the Chinese.


DANIEL. Oh, God.


Another silence, filled by the sound of the Chinese lesson – now, the commentary in English.


COMMENTARY. In this dialogue, we have the expression ‘you yidian’: ‘a little bit’. ‘Yidian’ is usually used after the verb, for example, ‘Ta hui shuo yidian Yingwen – ’


DANIEL steps forward.


DANIEL. Well – I have to listen to this.


He grabs a radio, dumps it on the table. He hastily flicks through a cacophony of channels until he finds what he is looking for: Radio One. ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ booms out, reaching its climax, clashing with the Chinese lesson. Everyone listens in silence. CHRISTOPHER does nothing. ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ comes to an end. The Radio One DJ cuts in. BETH stands up, snaps the radio off.


BETH. Honestly, Daniel.


Silence.


COMMENTARY. ‘Yingwen – ’


CHRISTOPHER snaps his laptop shut, picking it up, dignified, and leaves the room.


Silence.


BETH. Well! Thank you very much.


DANIEL (in an undertone). Prick.


Silence.


BETH (to RUTH). Help me clear.


RUTH. I hate us all living here again!


They start to clear the table of nutshells, plates, etc. In silence. They take them from the dining room, to the kitchen, offstage. DANIEL stays, standing. He sits, sighs, groans, puts his head on the table.


BILLY (to DANIEL). What happened?


DANIEL (to himself). Nothing.


Nothing…


(He makes an effort, lifts his head so BILLY can see his lips.) Dad was being annoying. Again.
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