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* A blank line of speech indicates that a character does not have the words.


Characters:


The Soldiers


Philoctetes


Odysseus


Neoptolemus


The Chorus


Aunty


Jelly


Nam


Yasmeen


Tishani


Magdalena


Shiloh


Tayir


Zuleika




The island; a bleak beach, rubbish-strewn, still in chaos from a huge wave that broke some years before. There are things where there shouldn’t be: an old sink, corrugated iron, broken palms and rotting rubbish. On one side of the stage is the camp. On the other, the cave.


The cave is isolated, a gaping hole in the side of a difficult cliff, with a levelled plateau overlooking the beach.


The camp is a few flimsy tents surrounding a more permanent structure built from rubbish; there are mats, a carpet, a tarpaulin, a tin roof. The camp is well-kept and in order. Nine people live here. They are the CHORUS.


The cave is where PHILOCTETES lives. It is a mess; animal carcasses, petrol canisters, coconut shells and old food packaging lie where they have been thrown. There is a washing line strung up outside the entrance where blood-stained bandages hang drying.


It is just before dawn.


Some of the CHORUS are awake and sitting around the fire. The fire burns wood, plastic, all kinds of rubbish. Black smoke gets in their eyes, mouths, lungs.


Although the CHORUS have lived hard lives, they should not be played as ‘downtrodden’. Some are worn out, their struggles more physically evident, others are glamorous. They all have dignity and, in general, a joyful presence.


AUNTY is the root from which the community has grown. She sits with a commanding presence, a part of but separate to the morning routine. She can see the audience. She can see through the barriers between worlds in a way that the others can’t.


The CHORUS talk to each other with the ease of people that spend a great deal of time together. They don’t need to hear the entirety of a line being said to intuit the meaning behind it. They do not necessarily wait for the ends of each other’s lines. The actors playing these parts should trust their intuition about when to be tactile and playful with each other and when to take space.


TISHANI is tending the fire, MAGDALENA is brewing the tea, pouring it into cups and other makeshift vessels. JELLY is kneading a dough of rice flour and coconut water for bread.









 


 


 




YASMEEN              Good morning family.


TISHANI                 Sleep all right?


YASMEEN              No.


TISHANI                 Was it the sirens?


MAGDALENA      Bad dreams again?


YASMEEN              What sirens?


JELLY                        Always complaining this one.


YASMEEN              I know you’re not talking about me.


JELLY                       	First thing I hear from you on this beautiful morning is a complaint!


YASMEEN             	What do you want me to do? Lie?


TAYIR                      	Someone must have tried to get over the prison wall.


MAGDALENA      It wasn’t sirens.


SHILOH                  I heard it.


MAGDALENA      It was the dogs howling. Because of the wind.


TISHANI                 I didn’t hear anything.


YASMEEN              I had nightmares again, that’s all. Something bad was coming here.


SHILOH                  That’s the third time this week.


MAGDALENA      You need to drink water from the clay pot.


SHILOH                  She’s right. Draws the toxins out.


YASMEEN              What about you? How did you sleep?


ZULEIKA                Like a baby.


TISHANI                What happened to the grass?


JELLY                         I thought it was helicopters again.


ZULEIKA                Remember last time? We better go and look.


TISHANI                 What last time?


MAGDALENA      After the helicopters, I found all those coconuts.


ZULEIKA                I found them.


MAGDALENA      You weren’t even / there


ZULEIKA                I was there.


MAGDALENA      I was on my own. I had to pick them up in my shirt and drag them / back down


ZULEIKA                No. I was with you. I remember.


SHILOH                  It wasn’t helicopters last night. It was the wind.


TISHANI                 Must have been a big wind to blow the trees like that.


SHILOH                  It was a big wind. It came from far out in the ocean.


JELLY                        I rode in a helicopter once.


ZULEIKA                I was with you.


MAGDALENA      All right. You were with me then.


ZULEIKA                I knew it!


SHILOH                  I slept fine, thanks for asking.


YASMEEN              Shiloh. How did you sleep?


SHILOH                  No one ever asks me.


MAGDALENA      She just asked you.


SHILOH                  Well, actually, I was up in the night. Something woke me.


TISHANI                 What was it?


SHILOH                  It was all of a sudden. You know that cold feeling you get when you wake up too fast? And now my shoulder’s blocked again.


MAGDALENA      (to TISHANI) How’s your neck?


TISHANI                 It’s OK.


MAGDALENA      So why are you sitting like that?


TISHANI                 I’m not.


SHILOH                  She’s in pain.


TISHANI                 No pain. It’s just if I move here, like that, that’s when it pulls.


YASMEEN              In a helicopter?


JELLY                        In Montana. With the American. A private helicopter.


ZULEIKA                Aren’t they all private?


JELLY                        That man had so much money he didn’t even know how much money he had.


ZULEIKA                Yeah, I’m like that.


MAGDALENA      Is it hurting now?


TISHANI                 Only in the mornings. It’ll be fine soon.


MAGDALENA      I made you a mixture for it.


NAM                         (waking) You lot again.


YASMEEN              Morning.


NAM                         Just once. Please God, just once.


YASMEEN              Just once what?


NAM                         I just want to wake up and not see you lot.


JELLY                        So go sleep somewhere else then.


TAYIR                       (sitting up, stretching) Everyone’s up.


MAGDALENA      Same as before but with turmeric root crushed in.


NAM                        Does it work?


MAGDALENA      (to TAYIR) She asks me if my mixture works?


TAYIR                       It worked for my back. I can move all the way round to there, look.


SHILOH                  Not like that – you want to mix it with the aloe vera if you want it to / work


MAGDALENA      It works fine as it / is


SHILOH                  And the green peppercorns. The green / ones


MAGDALENA      You’ve always got an opinion about my mixtures.


SHILOH                  And what’s wrong with that?


NAM                        All that noise last night.


SHILOH                  It was the wind.


NAM                         It looks calm out there.


TAYIR                       I dreamt of my husband again.





JELLY, who is in her sixties but strong and young-spirited, makes a vulgar gesture, full of mischief, one hand fucking the other, caressing herself wildly. Gleeful with it. Some laugh at her.




TISHANI                It’s not funny. Don’t encourage her.


TAYIR                       Leave it out, we were dancing.


JELLY                        Dancing!





JELLY jumps up with her dough and begins to dance around them, swinging her hips in and out and her boobs side to side and singing the rhythm.




JELLY                        zicky zicky bah bah! zicky zicky bah bah! When I was in the prison in Damascus, I learnt the dancing from the Lebanese women, like this.





She does it. Some laughter.




JELLY                        And the men go.





She dances the men’s dance. Holding her arms out to the side and rolling her shoulders. Cracking herself up.




NAM                        There any food yet?





JELLY dances around to a sheet of metal that’s resting on top of an upturned petrol barrel where there are a few breads cooking, she slaps another couple of discs down, making the rhythm all the time – zicky zicky bah bah.




MAGDALENA      You always make them too big, make them smaller.


JELLY                        I like them big and thick.


Some laugh, some laugh at the futility of the laughter.


MAGDALENA      No they should be thinner.


JELLY                           Your ones are too thin, they break. They’re like biscuits.


YASMEEN              Now who’s complaining?


SHILOH                  I’m hungry. Thank you for cooking.


YASMEEN             Watch they don’t dry out. How long have they been on?


TISHANI                 I haven’t slept deep enough to dream for years.


NAM                        They look cooked to me.





She goes to take one but JELLY bats her away.




JELLY                        Not yet. Sit down. Greedy. Get yours last.





She lifts the breads from the pan and passes them out. They eat slowly.


The sky brightens.




JELLY                        Sun’s coming up.


ZULEIKA                Aunty! The sun’s rising.


AUNTY                    This island screams and screams all night.


Its head is fire, its chest is tight,


Its teeth are expired dynamite.


Its nails are blunt, its figure slight,


A shadow of its former might.


Big city once, this place. It was.


Did roaring trade. Us lot had jobs


And kids and kept our homes well stocked.


Then the war crossed over us,


We crossed ourselves. The gods were dead.


They cut the mains, the power surged


And everything was white and red.


Then the big wave broke


And sucked the land into the sea.


Then the marches started.


The partial-hearted starved, people grew guarded,


Aircraft scarred the skyline.


The hardship of the times was like a car crash we’d invited.


Staring at the carnage like it was something on TV.


Wasn’t my problem.


Till it happened to me.


Then everything was flags.


They shouted till they puked.


A thousand deadbeat dreary boys in uniforms and boots.


Men left here in cars and trucks and boats they built from scrap.


The kids were sent to forge ahead,


No passport, food, or map.


I like to think that some day, one or two might make it back.


Any vessel, bound elsewhere.


Somewhere you can breathe the air.


We’ve tried to leave so many times.


Just can’t get the visas.


We’ve all seen cells and hospitals.


None of it’s been easy.


True enough, you live as long as us,


You learn some tricks.


I hid out in the desert for a bit till I got sick.


These days, it’s just a vacant place –


An island rich with human poor.


The world dumps all its plastic waste


And takes a couple hundred more.


Fair exchange, I suppose,


We’re all just rubbish on the shore.


Today a drama’s coming on.


It’s in my ankles, look?


All swollen up. See? Something’s wrong.


Last night each red branch shook,


But not one green branch moved.


I see it.


I can see them coming.


Two strangers break off from the pack.


The prophecy, the distant drumming,


Tells them to attack.


Days turn inwards, endless boredom.


Out there, only sea.


The troops cheered as they left the camp,


Said it was meant to be.


Their thin black ship cuts tides in half.


The young one’s sick for shore.


The elder’s been kept far too long from home in blood and war.


Two soldiers coming closer for that soldier in the cave.


I see the water rising,


Its mouth an open grave.


The waves are tall but fall away.


The rain relentless buckshot spray.


The wind is thick. Dark purple grey.


Nature gives her warnings but the men don’t watch the play.


They watch the pictures in their minds instead, as is their way.


They come from the unending war,


They’re heading for our beach.


They want the wounded one.


They’ll trick him with their speech.


They’ll be here soon enough,


I see they’re scheming on his bow.


That’s good news for us,


We get to sit and watch the show.





ODYSSEUS and NEOPTOLEMUS dock their boat and walk up the beach.




ODYSSEUS                 Nothing beats the stench of sewage after a week at sea.





He slaps his arms, neck, legs after a biting insect.




ODYSSEUS                 Charming place.


They walk past the CHORUS who stare at them. NEOPTOLEMUS offers a nod.


ODYSSEUS                 I wouldn’t. They’ll only take it for weakness.





The two men come to a stop. The CHORUS ignore them. Getting on with things.




ODYSSEUS                 This is your first time out.


NEOPTOLEMUS    Yes sir.


ODYSSEUS                  Do you feel up to it?


NEOPTOLEMUS    Never been readier.


ODYSSEUS                 Good. That’s the attitude.


NEOPTOLEMUS    My whole life I’ve been waiting for this moment sir.


ODYSSEUS                 Well, it has arrived. Bask in it.


NEOPTOLEMUS    


ODYSSEUS                 So let’s go over it one more time. Why are we here?


NEOPTOLEMUS    The prophecy. There is a man here. We need to capture him.


ODYSSEUS                 Is he our enemy?


NEOPTOLEMUS    Potentially.


ODYSSEUS                 Is he our friend?


NEOPTOLEMUS    We need him.


ODYSSEUS                 Are we here to kill him?


NEOPTOLEMUS    No. We need him alive. Able to fight. With his weapon.


ODYSSEUS                 Why is he here?


NEOPTOLEMUS    You left him here.


ODYSSEUS                 Very good.


NEOPTOLEMUS    Thank you sir.


ODYSSEUS                 When they gave me your name for this, I thought to myself, and I don’t mind telling you, I thought, oh fuck! You know? Fuck me!


And let’s be honest, you’re not much on paper, are you?


NEOPTOLEMUS    I wouldn’t know sir, I’ve not seen my files.


ODYSSEUS                 Well, take it from me, there’s not much to them. But there will be! After this.


NEOPTOLEMUS    I just need my chance. That’s all.


ODYSSEUS                 I know that me and you didn’t really get off to the best start, but life in the army is about earning your stripes. You’re not born entitled to my respect. You have to earn it, like everybody else. No matter who your father is.


NEOPTOLEMUS    Just let me get out there. I’ll make them pay. You wait and see. I’ll / make them


ODYSSEUS                 Anyway, someone must have seen something in you, because here we are! Aren’t we?


NEOPTOLEMUS    Yes sir.


ODYSSEUS points to the cave.


ODYSSEUS                 That’s where he lives. Like an animal.


They survey it.


ODYSSEUS                 Get up there and have a look around. If he sees you, he’ll kill you. Is that clear?


NEOPTOLEMUS    You want me to go up there?


ODYSSEUS                 


NEOPTOLEMUS    Up there and find him and bring him back down?


ODYSSEUS                 Just go and have a look and report back to me.


NEOPTOLEMUS    Yes sir. Reconnaissance. Got it.


ODYSSEUS                 Don’t be seen.





NEOPTOLEMUS makes his way to the cave. ODYSSEUS takes a flask from his hip. Swigs deeply, privately. Troubled by being back on this island again.




ZULEIKA                I wouldn’t climb it that way.


SHILOH                  It’s just piles of muck and thorny scrub.


NAM                         That drags the land from beach to cliff.


JELLY                        Plants like knives, and rocks like sand.


ZULEIKA                And snarling vines that fool your hand.


TAYIR                       Broken arrows, poisoned tips.


JELLY                        Best be careful. Dead if he slips.


TISHANI                 Stop looking at them.





NEOPTOLEMUS returns.




ODYSSEUS              Well?


NEOPTOLEMUS    Not much to it. Blood-soaked rags on every hook. Old cardboard to sleep on.


ODYSSEUS              Him?


NEOPTOLEMUS    Not there. But the firepit’s warm.


ODYSSEUS              He can’t go far on that leg.


NEOPTOLEMUS    It stinks.


ODYSSEUS               I’m sure it does.


NEOPTOLEMUS    I’ve never smelt anything / like it


ODYSSEUS              You know, before all this – he had a vineyard and bred horses.


NEOPTOLEMUS    He must hate you.


ODYSSEUS              What?


NEOPTOLEMUS    What?


ODYSSEUS              What did you just say?


NEOPTOLEMUS    Nothing. I was just saying that if you left him here. And before you left him, he had a lovely life and now he lives up there . . .





NEOPTOLEMUS catches the look ODYSSEUS throws at him.




NEOPTOLEMUS    Nothing.


ODYSSEUS              Nothing what?


NEOPTOLEMUS    Nothing sir.





Beat.




ODYSSEUS              Do you know how long I’ve been fighting this war?


NEOPTOLEMUS    Twelve years sir?


ODYSSEUS              And in all that time, how many operations do you think I’ve been on?


NEOPTOLEMUS    Countless?


ODYSSEUS              Too many to count. And yet, this is the most significant operation of them all. Do you see that?


NEOPTOLEMUS    Absolutely.


ODYSSEUS              What do you see?


NEOPTOLEMUS    I see victory. We’re destined for it.


ODYSSEUS              I don’t know how much longer we can hold out.


NEOPTOLEMUS    


ODYSSEUS              There’s been so much death these last two years. Unspeakable injuries. It’s got to the troops. There’s been desertion at the front. We’re in bad shape. It’s hard to keep fighting when it feels like the gods are for the other team.
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