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            Premiere Production
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            Characters

         

         Daphne 

a woman, also a nymph; mid-thirties at least
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            ‘It’s hard to know what bisexuality means

            It just … comes over you, like an urban sandstorm

            When a fish crawls up onto land? – that’s bisexuality

            It’s an ancient sexual amphibiousness

            It’s like climbing out of a burning building into too much water

            Or climbing out of a burning building …

            into a second identical burning building

            Why does everything have to be so on fire? you ask yourself

            But when you look down, your fretwork is smoking’

            Hera Lindsay Bird, ‘Bisexuality’

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Note

         

         
            There is a lot of ‘he said’/‘she said’ in the dialogue sections of this play (literally, not the terrible sexual-assault-trial kind). This is included for ease of reading but can be excised in production if it is sufficiently clear who is saying what.

            Descriptions of speech (e.g. ‘she says, suddenly alert’) may be taken as stage directions.

            There is no fixed number of actors that should perform this play.

            Dialogue presented in bold indicates words that are spoken aloud, but leaves open the possibility of who says them, the main speaker or someone else. The shift into more traditional play format towards the end is deliberate and should be reflected in production.

            
               *

            

            The play is inspired by the Greek myth of Daphne and Apollo.

            This is not to say that anyone watching the play needs to know it’s Daphne and Apollo – in fact, the names ‘Daphne’ and ‘Apollo’ are never mentioned. But I have referred to the main speaker as ‘Daphne’ in stage directions and speech prefixes because sometimes the mythic aspect of Daphne makes itself known: the nymph running on the mountainside. How you represent that, if you do at all, is up to you. But it is useful to think of her as Daphne sometimes. Perhaps ‘Daphne’ is a collective noun: a long line of people who have told this story, or something like it, growing it from the earth like a vine.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Part One

            

         

         THE BURNING BUILDING

         
            There’s a house with trees in it.

            I see it from the top deck of the bus to work on Prince’s Road, a house with, I swear to god, trees in the upstairs front room. Like someone’s ripped out all the floors and planted a forest in the ruins. I think about it a lot, that house, when I’m brushing my teeth or ignoring the phone. The branches battering out the windows and into my head, trunks disappearing down through the storeys, roots cracking the foundations. It’s a big forest, I think. Like, if you went in, you wouldn’t necessarily find your way back out.

            And I mean logically it’s just a bunch of overwatered pot plants. A couple of aspidistras, an assortment of japonica, an oversized ficus. It’s early. I’m never really awake yet.

            I work for a women’s aid charity. It’s depressing as fuck. I run the Twitter account. Also depressing. Not many followers, but honestly, I get it, no one wants to add domestic violence to their morning scroll. Technically, I’m general admin – the support team, we’re called. Because we’re supporting the real team, who are running group therapy, and filling out housing applications and someone with actual media training probably should be doing the socials but there’s never quite as many staff as there should be, so I end up plugging a lot of holes. (She finger-guns.) Ladies.

            Okay. I should start with the Lunch. Or no, actually, a morning a week before the Lunch when three important things happen.

            Number One. This is the morning, not when I notice the forest in the house, because I’d been noticing that for ages, but when I noticed that no one else could see it. Because I mean we would go past and I would whip my head round at the other passengers like are you seeing this and – nothing. No reaction. And, I mean, it’s not like it’s that surprising that morning commuters aren’t particularly awestruck by trees when you’re huddled down in the trenches of seven a.m., indoor or not, but still. No one ever saw them.

            Number Two. That same morning I make a comment about how pretty the side of the building looks now that it’s all covered with that red viney stuff, and Shauna who sits at the opposite desk says what viney stuff?

            Fuck. I spend the next hour googling plant-based hallucinations. Mostly get a bunch of gap-year kids describing their ayahuasca trips. I’m looking more for something like the bloke that thought his wife was a hat.

            And then at lunch I go outside the building and I touch the red viney stuff. It’s real. It feels real. And I’m just sort of stroking it and thinking that maybe Shauna just isn’t that observant when a bunch of kids on bikes go past and yell at me about wanting to fuck a plant, so I have to immediately emigrate to Australia.

            Number Three. This is also the day – I mean it probably wasn’t, but it was definitely around the same time so look, for the sake of conceptual neatness or whatever, let’s just say it was – this is also the day I am invited to the Lunch. Capital L. The Lunches are Miriam from Fundraising’s thing, where she takes out companies who are making big donations, and kind of woos them, and then we get more money for beds and shit coffee, and they get tax breaks, so everyone’s happy. Miriam is brilliant at this because she’s an absolute ten and most of these companies are run by men who say things like ‘absolute ten’. Like they’re horny but boring about it.

            Miriam actually sits on my desk when she asks, which is quite a lot to take in, and she leans forward and says – she smells really good – she says been meaning to ask, you free for lunch on Friday? And I feel weirdly nervous when – I mean for a Lunch lunch, for work – I wanted to say thank you for helping out with my maternity leave. I mean you’d actually be doing me a favour, this lot are deathly and I need someone who can hold up their end of a conversation.

            She touches my arm when I agree. Amazing! Oh, and dress up.

            A pause, a breath.

            …

            The restaurant is cool and dim – West London, of course, nowhere near home or the office. We’re meeting a law firm, corporate lawyers who have had some bad PR. Harassment claims – someone quite high up actually got fired, so you know it was bad.

            We’re sitting school-disco style, the men on one side and us on the other. I’m at the end of the table, rubbing a piece of bread into little pills, wondering when the end of the conversation I’m supposed to be holding up is going to start. I look down the table, and I see –

            She is outside the play for a moment. The whole thing threatens to come off its runners. Metal screeching over hydraulics or a shoulder dislocating, but it’s also somehow terribly, horribly funny – 

            She breathes hard. Gathers herself. It stops. Back in.

            He’s just a guy. Imagine just a guy, and he’s exactly what you think of when you think of just a guy. A lawyer-type guy. A good-looking-enough guy. A well-off-enough guy. He probably fucks a lot, high body count, he plays the numbers, he’s on Tinder, Hinge and Bumble, hits on women indiscriminately at parties, spreads his nets wide and within a certain metric isn’t too fussy about what falls in. When he stands, he’ll be shorter than he seems. He’s looking at me.

            He does a scan across our side of the table. He lingers on Miriam and she winks at him, but easily, like a joke. They must know each other. The other two women are senior staff, over fifty, and his eyes just flicker across them like a barcode scanner. Not rude, just … not seeing them. And that leaves me.

            The thing is, when someone flirts with you, it’s quite hard not to do it back. He holds my gaze a second too long and I dare myself not to look away. He breaks first.

            I’m finishing my food faster than anyone else and like a reflex I keep refilling my glass, and I panic in case I look greedy, or drunk, or greedy and drunk, but no one’s noticing me. They’re talking seriously and Miriam is nodding and saying things like Mmm. So important.

            The lawyer guy catches me looking and mouths Mmm. So important. with a really good mimic of Miriam’s head tilt, and a laugh shoots out of my mouth. He looks delighted, and I feel bad because Miriam’s just doing her job and I know this guy has never for a second set foot in a women’s shelter and has no idea what we do, and what the fuck right does he have to make fun of Miriam anyway just for doing her job, which she’s good at, and then I remember that I think he knows her as well and it’s even weirder to be sharing a joke about Miriam with this guy who knows her, and Jesus, oh my god, fuck this guy.
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